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Chapter 1-Windfall
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Marcus muttered to himself, and in Felix’s experience, that was never good. “I can’t believe this.”

“Did we lose an account?” Felix asked. That was an all-too-common occurrence thanks to their former employer, Agristar.

Marcus grinned and laughed. “We’ve just made the biggest commission ever, but it’s worded as a demand to sell Nupt-Aegypt’s entire crop yield at the original price we quoted.”

“A demand? Why would it be a demand?” Felix’s nose twitched, and his whiskers curled like question marks.

His questions only made Marcus laugh harder. “It doesn’t seem like it, but we’ve been sheltered here. Our salary may seem modest, but we’ve always had plenty of food. The rest of the galaxy is experiencing food shortages.”

“What?” Felix gasped.

“The Pharaoh has initiated the imperial requisition protocol. They don’t steal it outright but institute price controls on suppliers and rations on the buyers.”

Felix’s whiskers twitched. “How does paying the original price for the pharaoh’s wheat constitute price control?”

Marcus pulled up a list of current food prices and projected them from his tablet.

The numbers made Felix gasp. “They went from undercutting us by twenty percent to charging twice as much before we’ve been driven out of business?”

“And it’s not just Nupt-Aegypt. Every sector that’s got one of our outposts has had its stock requisitioned at the original prices we quoted. The Freetraders have made their most profitable quarter ever.”

“If it’s really that bad, I’m surprised they didn’t steal it from us outright,” Felix murmured.

“Doing so would cause too much unrest and generate distrust in the economy. They’re doing it to keep up appearances, but it’s turned things in our favor.”

This time, Felix joined Marcus when he laughed in glee.

#
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GAIA CALLED A STAFF meeting in the boardroom that afternoon. “As you know, all the Terrans’ heritage seed crops have sold out today.”

Some staff members gasped. “All of them? I thought it was just my sector.”

“This turn of good fortune has been worded as a demand to keep our original prices by the Imperial High Command. Agristar has increased its prices by two hundred percent across the board. They claim it’s the result of crop failures and sabotage of food production facilities. There are places where Agristar’s prices must be paid because we do not have a branch there. But wherever there is a branch of ours, we are to keep the original prices and not price-gouge.”

“You’d think Agristar would wait until we were driven out of business before they did something like this. We’ve got senators who support us because they want to make sure Agristar doesn’t have a monopoly. Otherwise, they would’ve done something like this sooner. I don’t understand why they didn’t wait until we were forced to close down,” Felix said.

“Perhaps we shouldn’t look at things too closely. This makes me nervous. Is this some sort of trick by Lee? Is he trying to cause something by giving us this reprieve? We need to check into this. Even if this is a command instead of a legitimate offer to buy our stock, it benefits us,” Marcus spoke up.

Felix commented, “It could be nothing more than him annoying an Imperial. Sometimes he oversteps himself. We saw the worst in him when we were employed by Agristar, and sometimes he’s in the habit of acting arrogant toward people he should curry favor with. It could be something simple, that he overreached, and this order was issued to spite him.”

Marcus considered this before speaking. “That is possible. But is there some way to check what’s actually happening before we base too many business decisions on this turn of good luck?”

Gaia activated a wall panel and said, “Let’s see what’s on the imperial news feeds first. It’s possible that this is some hidden attempt to spite him, but there may be a more openly available source of information we could use.”

“Make sure to use the agrifarmers’ personal feeds for this. They’re less likely to be censored by corporate spin doctors,” Marcus advised her.

She did so and called up examples of citizen journalism. They saw pictures of a devastated agriplanet and remnants of factory farms.

Felix pointed to strategic burns on the ground. “Look, it’s one of those crop circles. The kind we used to leave on Earth when we extracted seeds from Terran crops.”

“So you think this is some sort of hostile takeover by a business rival of Lee’s?” Gaia asked.

“I wouldn’t put it past him to use this as a scheme to play the crybully victim card. He’d do this to himself and his own holdings if he thought the ultimate long-term plan to drive us out of business would work. This is the kind of thing he did on Terra. He’d extract those seeds and leave crop circles behind. Maybe he’s going to claim that the Pines retaliated for his behavior on Terra by doing this?”

Gaia’s eyes widened. From what she knew about Lee Astor, this was entirely possible. “He would do such a thing. The Seedkeeper doesn’t have the means or the opportunity to execute such a plan of retaliation. All he did was use a dirty laser to mess up the navigational system of the probes that were making the crop circles.”

“Akweks may not have the capability to execute such a plan on his own. But Lee will claim that the Freetraders helped him. We are the brokers of Akweks’s heritage seeds,” Marcus said.

“Be prepared for him to claim that the Freetraders sabotaged him. Get our allies ready to counter such claims,” Felix advised Gaia. He and Marcus had once worked for Agristar. Now they were the foremost advisors on how to negotiate Agristar’s various strategies against the Freetraders. Competing on the open market was one thing but Agristar got pretty vicious when it came to corporate espionage.

“Not only will we have to protect our reputation, but we also have to make sure our most important client is protected too. This event makes Akweks and Waylon Pine the most important clients in our portfolio. It also means that we don’t need to keep Akweks on a work visa to stay in imperial space anymore. As of this morning, Akweks’s net worth is enough for him to apply for a tourist visa. He’s the richest man in this sector.”

“Waylon Pine is on a quarantined planet. There’s no way any of the freelancers Lee hires will take on that job to eliminate him and risk getting infected themselves. Akweks Pine is still vulnerable and in imperial space. Do you know where he is now?”

She was talking more to the space station’s AI than to anyone else in the room.

Waldo spoke up over the intercom system usually reserved for emergencies. “He’s on a service call right now.”

Gaia’s brows furrowed. “What do you mean, he’s on a service call? Shouldn’t he be acting as a customer service agent at a terminal?”

“Now that he’s past his quarantine, he’s been going out on service calls for work orders that are too complex to handle remotely. That’s why there’s been a two-hundred-percent increase in customer satisfaction lately.”

“He’s under an acclimatization protocol. What contribution could he make to the automated maintenance program?” Gaia asked.

“At the very least, he can ask clarifying questions. I’m capable of fixing at least seventy-five percent of the problems we have with automation malfunctions, but sometimes it’s hard to understand what an irate customer is saying. He’s helping me improve my communication skills so I can understand what they mean. Half the time, they’re using language I don’t understand. Either because of some quirk in their species or because of their ignorance of what the problem is. They just know that something they rely on isn’t working, but they don’t know what’s broken. If I take their words literally, I misdiagnose the problem. He helps me come up with better solutions. He’s also skilled at handling water issues. He worked as a water plant operator back on his Indian reservation and knows how to balance pH levels and process and filter water to levels that aquatic life-forms prefer. He’s also become skilled at using the fabricator to make specialty components that help with the maintenance modules on the space station.”

“It’s just as well that these recent purchases have been made and can be applied to his account. He no longer needs to be on a work visa if he’s got enough assets to be a tourist in imperial space. We don’t want him wandering the station in the open where a freelancer can find him. I want Akweks Pine moved to a more secure location during this crisis. Not only will Lee want to terminate our greatest shareholder, but he may be angry enough to retaliate if he truly believes Akweks is responsible for these setbacks.”

“He’ll know it’s a lie. Akweks doesn’t have enough pull in imperial space to pull off such an elaborate act of corporate sabotage,” Felix said.

Marcus countered. “You never know with him. It may start as a lie, but then he’ll convince himself it’s true and want to retaliate. At the very least, he’ll need to do so to pacify Agristar’s shareholders.”
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Chapter 2-The Green Corn Ceremony
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Gaia delegated the task of telling Akweks that all the stock from his heritage seeds had sold out and that the royalties would be deposited into his account.

“Our stock sold out, and there is a steady demand for them now. We’ve deposited the royalties into your account.”

He saw Akweks access his account on the transmission. The numbers didn’t show, confidential information was edited out with blurry digits, but Akweks was pleased.

“Good. I can afford to commission the ingredients for the Green Corn Ceremony.”

“Green Corn Ceremony?” It took Marcus a concentrated effort of will not to sound too incredulous. “I wasn’t aware that we had green corn in our stock.”

“It’s part of the cycle of ceremonies for my people. It’s timed according to our planting season. Green Corn is when the first cobs appear on the stalks and start to be edible. There’s a ceremony for it, and the culmination is when we eat green corn soup, scones, and ceremonial strawberry drink. There’s no one I can have the ceremony with here, but I have a craving for the food, and I want to use the funds to commission the ingredients for a traditional Green Corn Ceremony meal.”

“So it’s like a celebration of the start of the harvesting season?” Marcus asked for clarification.

“It’s part of it, too. Our cycles of ceremonies are a combination of religious beliefs and regular celebrations. Just like the ceremonial strawberry drink is a vital part of our ceremonies, but it’s also offered as a refreshment at powwows, and we allow non-natives to order it from the powwow food booths.”

“We celebrate white corn’s various stages of growth. Most of them are edible at different stages, but we don’t eat all the harvest at once. We leave some to mature so we can carry out the next ceremony.”

“So your people’s white corn is edible at all stages of growth? You can start eating it as soon as it ripens on the stalks and continue through its development?” Marcus had to admit that was a neat trick. “I’m used to imperial seeds only being useful at full maturity. I’ve never heard of a plant that was edible in all stages of its growth.”

“Not quite all stages. I wouldn’t eat the shoots as they first come up from the ground. That’s the only state where it’s best to leave it to grow rather than try eating it.”

“It sounds like an impressive feat of bioengineering; a crop that can be harvested at different stages rather than having to wait until it’s fully mature. Which is probably why Agristar created a fast-growing seed. Your heritage seeds are slower, but that doesn’t mean the people who cultivate them have to wait before receiving nourishment from their crop.”

Akweks nodded. “I never thought of it this way, even though I’ve participated in the cycle of ceremonies where corn was presented as a dish in one of its stages. But you’re right. My ancestors had to endure long winters and eat their stock of dried corn, though they couldn’t afford to eat it all, or they’d have no seed to plant in spring. But as soon as the cobs formed, they could begin eating it. Though they had to be careful not to overharvest at one stage because they needed some to reach full growth for the next season’s planting.”

The Freetraders let Akweks place an order to requisition seeds for the Green Corn Ceremony. He had to commit to a large quantity of each seed to have them grown for the ceremony. Luckily, he had enough credits to cover it.

After some thought, he placed an order for Indian tobacco. “I can’t hold a full ceremony for the seeds, I don’t know enough of the language, but I can at least burn tobacco in honor of the plants that will be grown and harvested from my order.”

The mention of tobacco caught Gaia’s interest. “There’s tobacco in your heritage seed collection?”

“Of course. Indian tobacco is a sacred plant to my people. It’s not quite the same as incense, but close. We burn it at our ceremonies. Some people used to smoke it in the old days, but it was best reserved for ceremonies, not recreation. Totah made sure to include Indian tobacco in his heritage seed collection first thing.”

#
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OUT OF RESPECT FOR their largest client, they accepted Akweks’s invitation to the supper he prepared. It wasn’t quite a ceremony, but he said, “It’s too much to eat myself, so I’ll invite the rest of you. There won’t be a full ceremony, but I plan to burn some tobacco in honor of the plants we’re eating.”

He had woven tobacco leaves into a long braid and used a lighter to ignite the end. Marcus had expected a sweet smell when Akweks mentioned it was akin to incense, but while the scent wasn’t displeasing, it wasn’t sweet. Indian tobacco had a stronger, more robust aroma than regular incense,almost, but not quite, acrid. It struck Marcus as a masculine scent: it didn’t cloy but announced its presence boldly, clearing out every other fragrance in the room. As it permeated the air, flowers appeared in Gaia’s hair, and she sighed in pleasure, like a human woman who had just met a handsome man.

“If you don’t mind, I memorized a short version of the Thanksgiving Address in my people’s language. I have the pronunciation memorized, though I only recall a vague summary of its translation. Basically, we thank all the plants, listed individually, that are beginning to ripen and that we use for food and medicine. We thank the Thunderers for bringing rain to help grow the medicine plants. We thank the medicine plants, which include things for sustenance as well as healing, since we consider nourishment as much a part of medicine as remedies for illness. We thank the stars for guiding us to the correct planting time. We used to watch the skies on Turtle Island to know when to sow. I went by Turtle Island’s schedule to order this from the Botanists, but I still want to honor the ceremonies. We thank the sun for warmth, certain beings for protecting the plants , and us, and the animals for giving us clothing and sustenance. I used plant protein this time, but usually, we season green corn soup with meat. Even if we’re not eating much meat now, it’s proper to acknowledge them in this ceremony. Finally, we thank the Creator for his provision during this cycle.”

“That’s all I remember of the summary in English or Imperium. I can’t recall the exact order, but I know the sounds in the native language and the sequence I’m supposed to say them in. My mother named me Akweks when she attended Mohawk classes while carrying me, but I know English better than my native language. It’s what’s used to make a living in my world. I was raised before immersion classes or schools were available on my rez. She would’ve sent me to one if they’d existed, but the best I could do was memorize certain words I use as slang and attend ceremonies to learn the sounds, even if I don’t fully understand them. My mother tried to teach me what she knew, which was no more than grade-one or grade-two knowledge. The only thing I remember clearly are certain words from our language that are commonly used as slang among my people.”

They ate the feast after his speech. As far as Marcus was concerned, the food made it worth the wait, filling without being overrich. The ceremonial strawberry drink served as both refreshment and dessert. He could see why Akweks’s people considered it medicine: it nourished in ways beyond mere sustenance. Though the ingredients were simple, it reminded him of minimalism; not a matter of lack, but a focus on essentials.
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Chapter 3-Diversifying the Product Lines
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The first time Roboto met the Seedkeeper, he had been following his nose to a savory scent. The Seedkeeper had left a pot of his corn soup simmering on a hot plate. The Terran had been given a make-work position as the maintenance technician of Star Point Space Station. Though the Seedkeeper ended up fulfilling this duty with distinction. People took for granted that the automated maintenance system should function smoothly, but the fact that the Seedkeeper was there meant that it responded far more intuitively than it would otherwise. He knew how to get the best performance out of Waldo, the station’s AI, which showed that he really was a worthwhile maintenance technician. You did not need a full maintenance staff nowadays, but the Seedkeeper proved that one intelligent, sentient being could help an automated maintenance system function with excellence.

Waldo may have viewed Roboto as a functional cog in the machine, but he treated the Seedkeeper as a pet. He had constructed the hot plate under the Seedkeeper’s direction so that the Seedkeeper could cook. And he’d also constructed an air fryer and a toaster oven for the vittles that he made because one cooking appliance wasn’t enough for him. He preferred to have a variety of cooking appliances that would give him the textures he wanted for each dish.

Since the Seedkeeper shared the food he cooked with these appliances, Roboto tolerated this quirk of his too. Especially when the results made it worthwhile. He still had a sense of taste, and it was nice to eat something other than biofuel. He needed biofuel to supply most of his calories, but things changed the moment the Terran Seedkeeper started to crave the intoxicants of his home world and had Waldo construct a still for him so he could make craft beer.

The Seedkeeper’s first attempts at craft beer were too crude for his fussy taste, yet they were more savory than the biofuel Roboto imbibed. Not to mention that it gave him a nice buzz. Though the Freetraders indulged the Seedkeeper, they wouldn’t let him waste calories. So the Seedkeeper let Roboto drink as much of the kegs as he wanted so that he could keep experimenting until he got the craft beer right.

Roboto was proactive about getting access to the craft beer.

“You want to make a new keg so you can test out the new techniques you want to try? Let me take the keg that you have to finish up first before they allow you to make a new one. It can be written off as part of my compensation.”

“Isn’t making you work for food an insult?” Akweks asked him.

“We cybernetics engage in a lot of barter economy between ourselves. Calories are a viable form of currency among us. And even if you consider your craft beer too crude for yourself, it’s as good as biofuel to me.”

Indeed, the dreaded beer belly that most organics got from craft beer gave Roboto a layer of flesh that he desperately needed so he didn’t look like some emaciated skeleton.

“Okay, but let’s make it a one-time deal. I don’t want you locked into a bad deal if it takes me a while to figure out how to get craft beer right.”

As it was, that crude first keg was a valuable commodity, not only for Roboto but for some vendors of his. It was already superior to any biofuel that Agristar was making at the moment. He used it for his own trades.

If the Seedkeeper had only meant to make biofuel, his current efforts were to be considered a success. But he wanted to make craft beer that a regular organic would relish and that next keg was it. The Seedkeeper had a keg brewed by the next shift. He allowed Roboto to drink from it even though he said, “I prefer it aged a bit before I start drinking it.”

“I thought it was supposed to be ale and not a fine wine,” Roboto told him.

“There’s such a thing as bad wine and a fine ale, you know, and it’ll taste best when it’s allowed some time to age. Though not as much time as the better classes of wine get.”

As it was, the young ale went down even smoother than their first keg had done. And Roboto made sure to lock himself into a contract where the kegs were regularly produced and given to him as compensation for his work. He still needed some credits for certain services, but there were times when he could trade some craft beer for the services he needed, since the craft beer acted as a higher-class biofuel.

Just when Roboto didn’t think his deal could get any sweeter, the Seedkeeper told him, “I’ve got one keg of craft-beer-based biofuel. If you don’t mind, I want you to try out what I brewed. It’s got the craft beer at base, but I’ve added the nutrients that biofuels are supposed to have for cybernetics. I hope the additions blend well with the craft beer, but I’m not brave enough to taste-test it myself. Would you do it for me?”

By then, Roboto was convinced that if anyone could create a palatable biofuel, it would be the Seedkeeper. So he negotiated a contract.

“I’d like you to get this new biofuel of yours perfected as soon as possible. But I know the Freetraders won’t allow you to make a new keg of it until the current one is emptied. If I can find other cybernetics to taste-test it with me so that we can go through the kegs until you finally have it perfected, would you be willing to supply us with a regular supply of the kegs?”

The Seedkeeper agreed to his terms. But Roboto found getting people to taste-test the biofuel was harder than he thought. It wasn’t that anyone turned him down, they liked the craft beer, but the fact of the matter was, they were so used to Agristar’s slipshod merchandise that they were too easy to please.

“This is already superior to what Agristar produces, and that should be enough to satisfy the Freetraders.”

“We have a chance to get biofuel that’s actually palatable, and I say we should go for it. The Seedkeeper wants to make his biofuel so that it’s smooth on our systems, and I want him to succeed. This is a chance we can’t pass up. Don’t insult his hospitality, but give him honest customer feedback and see what he does with it.”

By the end of the month, they all agreed the craft-based biofuel was pure perfection. Its taste and digestion were remarkably smooth. It integrated with their systems without causing them gastronomical distress, and it became the bestseller of the Freetraders.
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Chapter 4-Kids Meals
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Though all of Roboto’s friends had reached the consensus that the Seedkeeper had created the perfect biofuel, he still wasn’t satisfied with his accomplishments. “I want to make a nonalcoholic version of the biofuel. Something that people who want to abstain from alcohol can use.”

Roboto did not regard the Seedkeeper as stupid, but he was not a nutrition scientist. He couldn’t help but ask, “How do you intend to do that?”

“Earth beer is so calorie-dense that it gives people beer bellies, but it was a perfect base for biofuel. There is also another calorie-dense drink beloved on Earth. It is alcohol-free, and it’s called soda pop. It comes in a variety of flavors and is basically carbonated water with different flavorings. Not only will it be nonalcoholic, but if I get it right, it will also come in a variety of flavors for people who want variety.”

“I’m touched by the thought that you wanted to give us variety. But most people don’t need that. Most people will be satisfied with a craft-beer-based biofuel that you’ve made.”

“Most people in imperial space have gotten used to Agristar and their poor customer service. I want to see if this could work. If it doesn’t, then so be it. I will at least give it a shot,” the Seedkeeper announced.

Roboto thought nothing of it until it came time for the food expo. He was hired to man the booth they used to advertise their product. Not because he was the most photogenic spokesman, but because he was the most knowledgeable about it. At least as knowledgeable as they could get without having the Seedkeeper himself there.

He understood why the Freetraders had to take extra security measures with the Seedkeeper. No one could admit it outright without risking being sued for libel, but Agristar’s competitors had a tendency to disappear in mysterious ways. And the only way to make sure that the same fate did not meet the Seedkeeper was to keep him isolated from large crowds with a layer of security around him.

However, there were ways he could keep track of what was happening on the show floor. He still kept a hand in the maintenance of the space station, even though he didn’t have to be the maintenance technician for the sake of make-work to justify a work visa.

He was the one who oversaw the setup for the food expo. And he decided to watch it virtually if he could not participate in person. He even allowed people access to the feeds so they could see special panels if they wanted but couldn’t afford to attend in person. “It’s no worse than the online options back on Earth if you can’t afford to attend a conference in person. Plus, that makes me feel less creepy if I’m not the only one watching these special events.”

The thought of the Seedkeeper observing him was sobering. But the effects of his attention showed in the way the bots did everything so smoothly. They were attentive and discreet as they served drinks to the people in the showroom.

The Seedkeeper took the precaution of segregating the showroom as far away as possible from the Green Room. The Green Room’s attendees liked to keep things as natural as possible and were offended by anything mechanical or synthetic. Most of the clients who preferred the natural, organic approach were reasonable. But there was a certain segment that did not.

He had taken the precaution of hiring organic attendants as the waiting staff to attend to these people, while the ones who attended the cybernetics were bots or cybernetic themselves.

Which seemed no different from what Agristar did. But they treated everyone as if they were cogs in the machine, whether they were organic or cybernetic. The Seedkeeper had seen to it that the cybernetic-friendly biofuel was compatible with their physiology but didn’t lose track of the fact that they still had an organic physiology.

He did not assume that everyone had a food processor in place of an organic stomach. They were often able to filter out allergens in their system. Something Agristar took for granted when they made their biofuel. That the cybernetics’ built-in food processors would filter out any impurities. And that they could make their biofuels as potent as possible without injuring the organic components of a cybernetic.

The biofuel that he made was compatible with those who had organic stomachs that processed their nutrients. It was still calorie-dense but remained suitable for those with an organic physiology requiring nourishment.

Even those who were mostly mechanical retained taste buds that appreciated the craft-based biofuel. The Seedkeeper had a lock on the market with his premium biofuel because even those with food processors instead of organic stomachs enjoyed its taste and texture. There was one exception, a man without a sense of taste, but he admitted the biofuel ran smoother in his system than Agristar’s merchandise. Even mechanized stomachs rejected overly impure fuel.

Roboto ensured his internal comm could take instruction from the Seedkeeper as needed. He was designated the Seedkeeper’s spokesperson. The Seedkeeper relied on Roboto’s optics, audio sensors and vocoder to act as the eyes, ears and mouth during the food expo.

News of the perfect biofuel spread rapidly across the cybernetics network. Roboto hadn’t expected its reach to be so vast. People like him had their replacement limbs attached after military injuries. It was easy to forget cybernetics weren’t exclusive to the working class. Some elites used them, though rarely by choice. Prejudice against modified bodies was too strong for voluntary augmentation.

Then a man appeared, seemingly fully organic, yet he gravitated toward the Freetrader biofuel display. He might’ve been a guild procurer or a middleman, but he surprised Roboto by requesting a mug of the biofuel.

“The biofuel isn’t dangerous to organics, but it may be too calorie-dense for your needs.”

The man’s eyes flashed red and he spoke in a voice augmented by a vocoder. “I seriously doubt it.”

Roboto realized the man’s cybernetics were discreet, likely enhancements rather than assistive devices. He poured a frothy mug of the ale-like biofuel. The man downed it in one gulp, his ashen complexion gaining color. He wasn’t starving like Roboto had been on Agristar’s inferior products, but the Freetrader biofuel was still an upgrade.

“You’ve got quality merchandise,” the man admitted. “Unfortunately, my client must wait until the age of majority to use it.”

“Your client is a minor?” Roboto asked. It was just as well Akweks planned to expand the product line by experimenting with soda-pop-based flavors. He retrieved a six-pack from behind the booth.
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