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Chapter 1-The Reveal
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Marcus and Felix got summoned to Star Point’s conference room as soon as they gave Gaia the news of the theft.

Gaia’s anger made the air thick with the smell of burnt incense. Felix knew all beings’ scent grew stronger when they were upset. That was especially true of a botanical. Gaia’s tell was that the air became thick with incense as her body temperature rose with her anger.

Gaia gave them the counter-strategy they needed to use against Agristar. “We need to make the Pines a part of Star Point Casino’s Insiders Program.”

“Huh?” Marcus asked her.

“There is only one way to stop Agristar from getting away with this theft. The owners of the seeds must dispute the transaction,” Gaia explained as she paced the floor.

Marcus frowned. “Dispute it?”

“In Imperial space,” Gaia added.

“Imperial space? We’re going to abduct them?” Felix’s whiskers quivered as he wrinkled his nose in distaste.

“We don’t extract seeds, and we don’t abduct Terrans,” Gaia intoned.

Marcus raised his brow. “Then what do you do?

“We contract out the Insider Orientation to the Brain Trust. They teach the Terrans all they need to know about Imperial Space.” Gaia said.

“Brain Trust?” Felix repeated. “What’s the Brain Trust?”

She clapped her hands. A picture of sci-fi conventioneers in cosplay appeared on the smartscreen. “The Brain Trust is a group of Terran geeks aware of and familiar with Imperial space. They organize the sci-fi conventions we use to normalize our presence on Terra.”

“Normalize? You mean you don’t just rent out your rooms to collect fees?” Marcus asked her.

Gaia smiled. “Of course, we want to generate any revenue we can. However, acclimatizing Terrans to the Imperial presence is our end goal. Even if it takes generations to achieve.”

“Oh,” Felix said. “Is that also true for the furry conventions?”

Gaia nodded. “Of course, but we have to vet those more carefully.”

“Some anthropomorphs are more predatory than others?” Felix sniffed.

“There’s that, but that can be said of humans, too.”

Marcus wondered if Gaia was being diplomatic with the feline. Could there be more going on among the furries than she was saying?.

***
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THE BRAIN TRUST WAS a husband and wife team. They met in the conference room again to speak to them. The team stood in front of the smartscreen and the woman placed her hand on her chest to point to herself. “I’m Ana.”

Then she pointed to her husband. “This is my husband, Einstein.” Einstein nodded.

“Einstein? Are you a relation to the famous Terran scientist?” Marcus asked him.

Einstein sighed. “It’d be an honor to have his line’s genome, but I’m not related to him. My family admired him, though, and named me after him.”

Ana laughed. “I was named after analog.”

“Oh,” Felix said.

“We need a sped up acclimatization plan to familiarize Akweks Pine with interstellar travel. We want him willing to enter Imperial Space to dispute the acquisition of his heritage seeds,” Einstein began.

Felix snorted. “More like outright theft. This wasn’t vegetation collected from off the ground. This was a break-in at a locked storage shed.“

“The Pines are familiar with you and that’s where we’ll begin.” Ana said.

“We’ll follow Akweks Pine on social media to find the best way to approach him.”

***
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FORTUNATELY, SOCIAL media gave them an opening. Akweks was so outraged by Agristar’s brazen theft he uploaded more videos of the incident.

He added a commentary soundtrack to the recordings. “I’d heard about break-ins happening on Rez properties. That’s why I installed a motion sensor, but I must’ve gotten ripped off. Look at what it caught.”

There was light so great it caused bright blurs as they vacuumed the seed out of existence.

Felix gasped as he watched the video play out on the smartscreen. “That’s a drone using stealth tech. Terran video catches anomalies but isn’t able to make accurate recordings.”

Ana nodded. “Then we have an opening.”

***
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“THE BEST THING WE CAN do is offer an Imperial grade motion sensor. That way, Agristar won’t be able to carry out raids and extractions on his property. Make it his introductory offer to join the Star Point Insider program.”

Felix nodded. “He’s most irate in the video he uploaded and this should interest him.”

The first step of the plan was to send Akweks a welcome message from the Star Point Insiders Program. “Make it a personal email and not one from an automated sequence. Give him condolences for his loss.”

***
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MARCUS EMAILED AN OFFER for a complimentary Imperial Grade motion sensor to Akweks:

Mr. Pine, it’s a shame that our deal wasn’t able to go through. I wish to offer you an Imperial Grade motion sensor if you’re willing to pick it up at Star Point Casino.

He got a nibble when Akweks said, I could use one for Totah’s shed. Can you mail it to me? I have no time to pick it up.

Marcus conferred with Gaia. “Totah is the original owner of the seeds, and we want no more of his heritage seed collection stolen. You have my authorization to mail the motion sensor to the Pines.”

***
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THEY KNEW WHEN THE motion sensor arrived because Akweks took pictures of it. Felix winced at the sight of it when they reviewed his feed. “The idiot is showing a shed full of heritage seeds. He’s practically inviting thieves to steal from him.”

“Imperial thieves. He probably thinks Terran thieves won’t care about his seeds,” Marcus muttered.

“Do you think Agristar will notice this?”

“We’re about to find out.” Marcus said.

***
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THE ANSWER CAME WITHIN three days. Akweks uploaded a new video created by the motion sensor camera. The Pines had found a way to connect the motion detector to their smartphones.

Akweks’s caption to the video was, We were prepared this time.

It showed a drone with the Agristar logo entering the shed. Its image flickered, but it was still visible thanks to the improved motion sensor camera.

It let out an alarm with a loud wail. Totah showed up in view with a large baseball bat and battered the drone down. It fell to the floor of the shed shattered into pieces.

“Now we have evidence of Agristar stealing seeds out of an indigenous person’s provisions.” Gaia mused.

Felix’s nose and whiskers twitched. “Provisions?”

Gaia shook her head. “Agristar has raided the subsistence of people to obtain seeds in the past.”

Marcus gasped. “I knew of the crop circles in Terran farmer’s fields but not raids on basic provisions.”

Felix gestured to the video of Akweks and Totah. “He’ll argue these two aren’t starving. Look at the blubber on them.”

“So he’d make it, so they can’t win either way? Either they’re starving and have no political clout. Or he’s allowed to steal from the prosperous because they’re rich enough to bear petty theft?” Marcus asked him.

Felix snorted. “Try that argument with an Imperial noble. They’d never brook the theft of their stores. Not when they’re feeling the effects of austerity measures themselves.”

“Would these men stand for their rights at an Imperial Tribunal if we gave them a chance?” Gaia asked them.

Marcus laughed. “He started the Terran resistance to Agristar’s extractions.”

She nodded. “Then offer them a chance to redress their dispute with Agristar.”

“Journeying into Imperial space may be a bit much.” Felix meowed.

“It’ll be as easy as taking a step past the portal we have to the Star Lounge. It looks like they’re entering a new wing of the casino. Though it’s actually a portal to our space station in Imperial space.”

Felix’s ears perked up at this.

Marcus’s hands shook. He’d heard of transport portals but never seen them himself. The thought of such instantaneous travel boggled his mind.

“Is it safe to use a wormhole without a ship?” Felix asked. That was how he got to Terra.

“We’ve got it calibrated, so it’s no worse than stepping into another room. Though artificial gravity is less grounding than a planet’s gravity well.” Gaia flipped her hands.

“I need to see this for myself before I approve this mode of travel for the Pines,” Marcus said.

***

[image: ]


“SO YOU’RE SAYING I can dispute Agristar’s theft of my heritage seeds in Imperial space?” Akweks asked them in a teleconference.

He bit his lip. “What about time dilation? Will it be worth my while to sue?

“We’re using a portal for travel instead of a spaceship. There won’t be any dilation,” Marcus said.

Totah sniffed. “Intergalactic imperialism is no better than earthen imperialism. They think they may steal and vandalize non-imperials land and property.”

“Do these Imperials think they’ve conquered Earth? They act like they may take whatever resource they want,” Akweks pressed.

“Earth is on an acclimatization schedule. They may offer them membership into the Empire at a later date but are ineligible now,” Gaia said.

“What does acclimatization mean?” Totah asked.

“Terra is to be introduced to the concept of interstellar civilization. Then they may be annexed to see if it can contribute usefully to Imperial space.”

Akweks snorted. “It’s more like ‘what does the Empire offer Earth other than arrogance?”
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Chapter 2-Remote Work
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The Pines’ acclimatization program proceeded well. Marcus and Felix were too absorbed in it to keep on top of events outside their bubble.

Marcus wasn’t aware of current news until the Seed Trademark Registrar sent a message. We are changing the dispute to the end of the week. We’re moving it up, considering the eminent lockdown of all interstellar portals to Terra.

Felix read the message several times. “What does he mean?”

Marcus forwarded the message to Gaia. Her response was, Come to an emergency meeting immediately.

***
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“TERRA IS ON THE VERGE of a worldwide pandemic. The Empire will impose a lockdown on them if they don’t put themselves under quarantine.” Gaia said.

Marcus closed his eyes as the news pierced his consciousness. Terra is becoming a hotspot for disease, but I can’t afford to leave it. They’re the only planet that produces insulin, fluttered through his brain.
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