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Chapter 1-The Pitch
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Felix could smell Marcus' increased perspiration. He knew this upcoming pitch was Marcus’s passion project. But he couldn't help but wonder whether Marcus wanted more than a big commission?

“Our pitch is solid. You have nothing to worry about.” Felix patted him on the shoulder. There were people who thought the short, hairy man was creepy, but his kind was more touchy than most. He could’ve used his holomask to make his human simulation to be more attractive. Though he preferred to be “hairy” if he couldn’t be furry. Thankfully, he wore a flea collar to keep the fleas away.

“Under normal circumstances, but I have to pitch to Lee Astor,” Marcus spat out the man’s name as if it were an expletive.

Felix cackled. “Don’t worry. He’s only passing through. You’ll outlast him and can wait until the next Director of the Terran branch of Agristar is assigned to the system. The next one may be receptive.”

Marcus swallowed. “I won’t have to wait out Lee Astor if we’re successful. I’ll be able to pass through Terra myself.”

***
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THEY PLAYED VIDEOS of Terran athletes engaged in competition on the smart screen. Lee watched the video and said, “Do you plan to use these Terran celebrities for endorsements?”

Felix’s ears twitched as he heard Marcus grind his teeth. They’d supplied Lee with the notes for their presentation. The fact he didn’t know who these athletes were showed he hadn’t reviewed the notes.

“All these athletes have chronic diseases. The ice skater has asthma. The cyclist muscular dystrophy. The swimmer-”

Marcus gulped. “The swimmer has diabetes.”

“Diabetes? Isn’t that what happens when a Terran gets too obese?” Lee sniffed in distaste. He brought up an image of a fat Terran eating a pizza pie and wings by themselves.

“It’s little wonder they get diseased if they don’t have Imperial fitness standards.”

Marcus switched back to the athletes. “These Terrans have as much discipline as any Imperial. Yet they still have chronic health conditions.”

“That is unfortunate. Are you going to suggest we donate to them for good PR?”

Felix’s ears twitched in annoyance. He didn’t even read the executive summary of our presentation or else he’d know what we’re driving at.

“I’m suggesting that these Terrans lead productive lives despite their disabilities. This is because of Terran medical technology and treatments for chronic health conditions. I’m proposing we extract their chronic care technology and treatments to Imperial space.” He had to enunciate his words carefully, so he didn’t clench his teeth.

Lee remained silent for a long moment, and then he frowned. “Do we want to enable unhealthy lifestyles and propagate unfit genes in the Empire?”

He pounded his hand on the desk. “No, it’s not worth extracting this medical technology to Imperial Space. There’s no demand for accommodation to subpar genes.”

Marcus frowned. “The Empire’s stigmatization of chronic conditions means there’s a vast underserved population.”

“The Overseers extracted prime physical specimens from Terra. They bred our ancestors for optimum health. We don’t have as many genetic defects as Terrans do,” Lee said.

Marcus snorted. “Yet, no one dares to mention arranged marriages nowadays, or you’ll have a rebellion on your hands. Imperials from the Human Sector aren’t as selective as they used to be.”

Lee raised his brow. “Are you inferring that genetic defects have entered the Imperial bloodlines? Our customers will resent the inference. And there’s no use insulting them for a medical technology that hasn’t been perfected.”

“The Terrans work on a continuous improvement premise. Insulin was discovered over 100 years ago, and they’ve built on it since then. The life expectancy of a diabetic was 15 years at the most—”

Lee sniffed. “We’re still more disciplined and selective than the Terrans are. It’s little wonder they had to create chronic care. They have defectives who should be culled out of the gene pool.”

Marcus’s knuckles turned white on his laser pointer. “Culled? You mean the genocide of anyone with less than perfect genes?”

“I’m not suggesting an extermination program. Let nature take its course and let the fittest survive.”

Lee waved his hand. “Anyone who needs diabetic treatments can immigrate to the Terran System.”

Marcus’s back stiffened, and the color rose in his cheeks. His Adam's apple bobbed as he gulped before he spoke. “We could make them aware of the treatments and charge to transport them here.”

“Huh?”

“If we won’t export diabetic supplies to the Empire, we can import Imperial patients. We can charge them for vetting the treatments and their providers.”

Lee waved his hands. “There would be too little demand to justify the expenditure.”

Which was the signal Felix needed in order to speak up.“There are non-human Imperials who would also be a market for medical tourism. Earth’s veterinarians also offer comprehensive care for Earth’s animal population. I know that they offer a complete wellness program for felines.”

Lee looked at him. “That explains a lot. However, such medical tourism won’t be workable. Not while the Overseers advocate an acclimatization program for the Terrans. Only human imperials are allowed on Earth. Should the Overseers reevaluate Earth’s status, we’ll reevaluate your pitch, not before then.”

“Then why don’t we do discreet extractions?” Felix asked.

“Discrete extractions?” said Lee, as if he didn't think Felix knew what it was.

“Get samples of the diabetic supplies and veterinary drugs. Do a thorough screening. Hire people from Terra capable of administering the treatments.”

Lee snorted. “Only the Freetraders have an Insiders program.”

“Then poach one of them that suits our needs,” Marcus slammed his right fist into his hand as he said this.

Lee snorted at the thought of this. “They are unnecessary. There’s no way we can get worker visas for them.”

***
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FELIX’S TAIL DROOPED while Marcus’s back was ramrod straight after the conference. He strode out with footsteps that were heavier than usual for him.

“He can’t wait for his next promotion, but lacks the vision needed to innovate in this company. Planets’ status gets reevaluated all the time. It’s possible to get a re-evaluation if they’re shown to have a commodity required in Imperial Space.” Marcus muttered.

“You know that, but won’t let yourself be promoted off Terra. I hope she’s worth it,” Felix said.

Marcus glanced at him. “She?”

“I assume you’ve got personal reasons for wanting to stay in the system,” Felix shrugged.

Marcus rubbed his forehead. “Yes, I do, and I can't disclose it without giving people too much leverage over me.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2-Crop Circle
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Akweks Pine never had to pay for a tabloid. Not when his grandfather filled his newsfeed with ridiculous clickbait. Teaching Totah media literacy took a great deal of patience. Totah would’ve considered the Magpie a yellow rag if they had a print edition. However, he became more credulous about what was on his feed when it was shared by his friends.

Worse yet, The Magpie was a local publication. This made Totah think he should support a local business. It was chock-full of Indigenous conspiracy theories.

Totah was the one who brought the crop circles on the Rez to Akweks’s attention. He forwarded the article to his newsfeed. Akweks recognized the farmer in the picture as one of Totah’s acquaintances.

Akweks: Isn’t that Al? It’s about time The Magpie wrote a proper news article.

Totah: It’s about Al’s crop circles.

Akweks: I’m glad Indigenous food sovereignty is getting the attention it deserves. Though I hope The Magpie’s rep for weird news won’t be bad PR for the cause.

Totah: Click the link, and you’ll see what I mean.

Akweks did so and found a series of images of peculiar symbols worked within a cornfield. Will our Rez be the point of First Contact? The article began.

Akweks: I can’t believe they’re getting elders involved in their yellow journalism.

Totah: Al says The Magpie was the only newspaper willing to report on this.

Akweks: It’s probably the Rez’s ATVers getting creative. They’re always tearing up the local cornfields.

Indeed, they had similar problems with the field between their houses. Totah gave him land to build a house close to his residence and owned an acre between their houses, too.
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