
DINLI

Book Twelve of Abner Fortis, ISMC

by

P. A. Piatt

PUBLISHED BY: Theogony Books

Copyright © 2026 P. A. Piatt

All Rights Reserved

* * * * *
[image: ]


Get the free Four Horsemen prelude story “Shattered Crucible”

and discover other Theogony Books titles at:

http://chriskennedypublishing.com/

* * * * *
[image: ]


License Notes

This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only and may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

This book is a work of fiction, and any resemblance to persons, living or dead, or places, events, or locales is purely coincidental. The characters are productions of the author’s imagination and used fictitiously.

* * * * *
[image: ]


Cover Design by Elartwyne Estole.

* * * * *
[image: ]


Contents

DINLI

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

About the Author

Excerpt from Book One of The Last Marines:

Excerpt from Book One of The Prince of Britannia Saga:

Excerpt from Book One of the Lunar Free State:

Excerpt from Book One of the Chimera Company:

* * * * *




“That’s the mission, gentlemen. It’s a shitty one too—a real goatfuck, if you ask me. But guess what? We don’t have to like our mission—we just have to do it.”

Richard Marcinko with John Weisman, Rogue Warrior.
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DINLI has many meanings to a Space Marine. It is the unofficial motto of the International Space Marine Corps, and it stands for “Do It, Not Like It.”

Every Space Marine recruit has DINLI drilled into their head from the moment they arrive at basic training. Whatever they’re ordered to do, they don’t have to like it, they just have to do it. Crawl through stinking tidal mud? DINLI. Run countless miles with heavy packs? DINLI. Endure brutal punishment for minor mistakes? DINLI.

DINLI also refers to the illicit hootch the Space Marines brew wherever they deploy. From jungle planets like Pada-Pada, to the water-covered planets of the Felder Reach, and even on the barren, boulder-strewn deserts of Balfan-48. It might be a violation of Fleet Regulations to brew it, but every Marine drinks DINLI, from the lowest private to the most senior general.

DINLI is also the name of the ISMC mascot, a scowling bulldog with a cigar clamped between its massive jaws.

Finally, DINLI is a general-purpose expression about the grunt life. From announcing the birth of a new child to expressing disgust at receiving a freeze-dried ham and lima bean ration pack again, a Space Marine can expect one response from his comrades.

DINLI.

* * * * *
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Cooper Fortis, president and CEO of Fortis Biodomes, trotted along the gravel walkway that ran between the long rows of glowing blue biodomes adjacent to the spaceport in Daarben, on the planet Maltaan. The Maltaani sky had begun to lighten, and he was anxious to finish his task and return to the human exclusion zone before the suns came up and the Badaax emerged from their ships.

Twenty minutes earlier, an alarm in the Dome Operations Center (DOC) indicated that the atmospheric control system in Biodome X5C-988 had malfunctioned. The biodome temperature had exceeded acceptable limits, and the oxygen saturation level had dipped to dangerous levels. Gene Pellis, the duty dome operator, investigated the alarm and determined that a switching module in the atmospheric control system had failed, and the backup unit didn’t energize.

It was sheer luck that the unit failed at night. Had it happened during the day, Fortis Biodomes technicians wouldn’t have been able to respond, and the entire lot of human clones gestating in the artificial wombs inside the affected dome would have been lost. Fortis and Kaito Mitsui, the Galactic Resource Conglomerate (GRC) Production Control manager, were under enormous pressure to deliver the current crop of human clones on schedule. The loss of an entire lot would have been a major setback.

With daylight fast approaching and the on-call technician not immediately available, Fortis had decided to make the swap himself.

Fortis arrived at Biodome X5C-988 and knelt by the electronics cabinet that housed the atmospheric control system. He heard a loud hum from the unit and caught the strong odor of burning electronics. When he opened the door, he saw heavy scorching around the faulty module. A red warning light flashed at the top of the controller.

He pulled out a module extraction tool, a fancy name for a set of plastic pliers with special-purpose jaws designed to grip electronic components. His hands shook, and he fumbled with the tool.

Calm down.

Fortis took several deep breaths to steady his nerves before he inserted the extraction tool, grasped the faulty module, and pulled it out. He took the replacement module out of his chest pocket and slid it into the vacant slot with practiced ease. When he pressed the reset button, the humming stopped, and the red light went out, confirmation that the malfunction had cleared, and the biodome was back online.

Fortis tucked the module extraction tool and the faulty module into his pocket and closed the cabinet. When he straightened up, he discovered he wasn’t alone.

A massive blue creature loomed over him. It was bipedal and had a human-like body, but it was at least four meters tall, with a massive head. The glow from the biodomes around them cast a weird blue aura over the creature. Fear stabbed Cooper Fortis in the heart.

Badaax!

Before Fortis could react, the Badaax grabbed him and lifted him in the air. The last thing Cooper Fortis saw before he died was the gaping maw of the voracious alien.

* * *
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The angry buzz of his communicator startled Mitsui, and he realized he’d nodded off at his desk. He cleared his throat and waited a moment to make sure his voice didn’t sound sleepy.

“Mitsui.”

It was Gene Pellis, the duty dome operator.

“Sir, Cooper Fortis is missing.”

“What do you mean, missing?” Mitsui demanded.

“He went out twenty minutes ago to replace the faulty control module on X5C-988. He hasn’t returned.”

“Maybe he went straight back to his quarters,” Mitsui said.

Pellis shook his head. “I don’t think so. You know how he is. He would have taken the module to the repair shop for troubleshooting. I tried his communicator, just in case, but there was no answer.”

“Did you see anything on the cameras?”

“Camera Nine captured him going into the exclusion zone, but that’s it. He walked out of frame and vanished.”

“Did you send anyone to look for him?”

“No. It’s daylight.”

“Shit.” Mitsui sighed. “All right. Stand by while I call Daatu. Maybe he knows something.”

Daatu was the lead Maltaani liaison contracted to support the GRC clone project on Maltaan. It was Daatu’s job to navigate the complicated relationship between the humans and the Badaax, with whom GRC had struck a deal: human clones in exchange for a rare and valuable material known as Blueu Viguer, or BV.

Something about humans triggered an uncontrollable appetite in the Badaax, and when both races were present at the clone production facility, strict controls were necessary to keep them far apart. Maltaani could move about freely, day or night, while humans had to remain under cover in the human exclusion zone during daylight when the Badaax were active. The Badaax returned to their ships at sunset and didn’t reemerge until sunrise.

When Daatu answered his communicator, Mitsui related everything he knew about the disappearance of Cooper Fortis.

“I am sorry to hear this,” the Maltaani told Mitsui. “What would you have me do?”

“Send one of your people out to Biodome X5C-988 and look around. Maybe he’s hiding somewhere nearby.”

“I am fond of Cooper Fortis. I will go myself.”

Fifteen minutes later, Daatu returned to the dome operations center. He and Pellis holo-called Mitsui together.

“I searched around Biodome X5C-988 but did not find Cooper Fortis,” the Maltaani reported. “I discovered these on the ground by the dome.” He held up a bloody shoe and a bent piece of plastic. “Do these belong to him?”

Mitsui and Pellis traded looks.

“I can’t say for certain about the shoe, but that’s part of a module extraction tool,” Pellis said. “He would have taken one with him.”

“What do you think happened?” Mitsui asked.

“The blood on the shoe and the damaged tool suggest violence. Perhaps a dog entered the facility perimeter,” Daatu said.

“The system didn’t detect any intrusions,” Pellis replied. “A fuckin’ Badaax attacked him.”

“Shit.” Mitsui punched his palm with the other fist. “I knew this project was going to go sideways.”

“Do you wish to submit a complaint to the Badaax?” Daatu asked.

“No. Not right now. Neither of you mention this to anyone, understand? I need to send a report to corporate and see how they want to proceed,” Mitsui said.

* * *
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At GRC headquarters on Terra Earth, the Clone Project board of directors sat in silence as their chairman, Dahlia Hahn, replayed Mitsui’s holographic report. When the holo finished, an aide raised the lights, and Hahn looked around the table.

“Does anyone have anything they’d like to say?”

“We don’t know for sure that a Badaax attacked him,” Adele Temple, the youngest member of the board by two decades, said with a hopeful tone.

One of the other board members sniggered, and Hahn fought the urge to eviscerate Baker with a sharp retort. It wouldn’t do for her to send the grandniece of Montravius Fields, the UNT Minister of Justice, fleeing from the boardroom in tears. Even if it was well deserved.

Instead, Hahn gave her a cool smile.

“That’s a valid point, Ms. Temple. Thank you.”

The young woman beamed at the compliment.

“Despite our lack of proof positive that Mr. Fortis was attacked and eaten by a Badaax, I think we have to assume the worst,” Hahn said. “What I’d like to hear are suggestions on how to handle this.”

“Do what we did last time, with the negotiation team. Say nothing,” one of the other board members suggested. “He’ll disappear, and nobody will ever know.”

Another board member weighed in. “That worked for a group of anonymous GRC employees. Cooper Fortis is the CEO of Fortis Biodomes. He’ll be missed, and people will ask questions. If their questions lead to Maltaan, and then to us...” His voice trailed off, leaving each board member to ponder the consequences of such a disclosure.

“Report him as a casualty of a warp jump,” another board member suggested. “He died during a jump, and his remains were committed to space to avoid quarantine.”

“Hmm.” Hahn thought for a second. “That might work, with the right finesse. Anyone else?”

There was no response.

Hahn looked around the table and made eye contact with every member of the board. “I don’t have to remind you that if word of this gets out, it will mean serious trouble for each and every one of us.” She paused for a moment. “That’s all I have, then. Thank you.”

As the board members filed out, Hahn sat and stared at the spot above the table where Mitsui’s holo had floated while he’d made his report. Her feelings surprised and confused her because she’d ended her romantic involvement with Mitsui when she assumed control of the GRC human cloning project. It was one thing to carry on with a coworker, but quite another when that coworker was a subordinate. She’d unsuccessfully lobbied to have Mitsui transferred to another project not under her control. Instead, he was assigned to the clone project on Maltaan. Since then, she’d only seen his name on periodic reports until the holo.

When she’d seen his image this morning, all her old emotions flooded back. His features were classic Asian, but his voice, mannerisms, and even his clothes were pure southwestern North America.

She shook her head as her fingers flew across her keyboard. This was no time for girlish mooning. She accessed the Fortis Biodome site and looked at the corporate leadership profile of Cooper Fortis. Her worst fear was confirmed.

Shit.

The elder Fortis looked a bit heavier than his son, and his hair was turning gray, but there was no doubt that Cooper Fortis was the father of Abner Fortis, the Space Marine officer Hahn had encountered several times during her career with GRC.

It was one thing to cover up the death of a prominent businessman, but quite another when the deceased was also the father of a Space Marine officer and hero of the UNT. Her damage control problem had just become much more complicated, and the GRC cover story had to be airtight.

What the hell are the Badaax doing there already?

* * *
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Six hours later, Mitsui received an encrypted message from the Clone Project board of directors. When he read it, he was surprised to see it was authored by Dahlia Hahn herself.

Do not allow news of the incident to spread. Place Gene Pellis in isolation. A Bold Venture Galactic contract shuttle is en route to Maltaan to transport him to Terra Earth, ETA 68 hours. Collect all written and electronic records of the incident and deliver them to the shuttle pilot, along with all of Cooper Fortis’ personal effects. You will receive further instructions from the pilot as necessary.

-DH

Mitsui scoffed and shook his head as he closed the transmission.

Let the cover-up begin.

He took two security personnel with him to Pellis’ quarters to explain the situation.

“GRC’s initiated a full investigation of the incident,” he told the confused technician. “Standard protocol is to keep all witnesses in isolation until they can be interviewed. In this case, that means you. There’s a shuttle coming to take you back home to Terra Earth. It’ll be here in about three days.”

Pellis blinked. “Home? What about my contract? I still have eight months to go.”

“After your interview, your contract will be paid out in full, and you’ll be free to go.” The lie came easily, and Mitsui hated himself for it. He only knew Pellis in passing, but the tech seemed like a decent guy.

“Can I holo my wife and tell her I’m coming?”

Mitsui shook his head. “Sorry. Isolation means no incoming or outgoing communications until you get to Terra Earth.”

Pellis appeared skeptical, but he said he’d comply with Mitsui’s instructions to remain in his room. After they left Pellis’ quarters, Mitsui stopped the security personnel in the hall.

“I want one of you posted on this door around the clock. He goes nowhere and speaks to no one. His meals will be delivered. Absolutely no contact. Is that clear?”

* * *
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Mitsui received another message from Hahn an hour later, with a single question.

Why are the Badaax there already?  

Mitsui shook his head and sighed as he typed out his response.

Per our agreement, the Badaax are free to come and go as they please. As I previously reported, two of their ships have been parked on the tarmac since last week. We’ve seen them moving around, but they haven’t been very active. When I asked Daatu, he was his usual taciturn self and told me that they’re no concern of ours. We’ve had no contact with them until this incident.

He re-read his message and tried to imagine what questions Hahn might still have. None came to mind, so he hit the Send button.

* * * * *
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Ellis Boudreaux, Director of UNT’s Intelligence, Surveillance, and Reconnaissance Agency (ISRA), barged into his deputy’s office without knocking. Nils Anders looked up from his desk in surprise.

“Nils, have you seen the news?” Boudreaux demanded.

Anders shook his head. “No, sir. I’ve been busy—”

“Turn it on!”

Anders tapped his keyboard, and a holographic projection of the Terra News Network (TNN) newsfeed appeared above his desk. A somber-faced newsreader stared back at them.

“To recap our lead story, Cooper Fortis, CEO of Fortis Biodomes, is dead following an unspecified medical emergency suffered during a warp jump through the Maduro Jump Gate. Fortis, along with another unidentified passenger, was found unresponsive after their shuttle passed through the gate into the Terra Earth Sector. The crew’s efforts to revive them were unsuccessful. This brings the year’s total deaths reported during warp—”

“Turn it off,” Boudreaux said. After Anders muted the holo, he continued, “Did you know Cooper Fortis was on Maltaan, or that he was returning to Terra Earth?”

“No, sir. I haven’t seen any reporting on that. Why was he in the Maduro Sector?”

“I don’t know. It’s odd, though.”

“Have somebody look into it and see what they come up with. Something doesn’t smell right.”

Five hours later, Anders went to Boudreaux’s office.

“Sir, we dug into the Cooper Fortis situation, and you were right; it stinks. The TNN report was based on a press release from GRC.”

“GRC? Why the hell did GRC put out a press release about Cooper Fortis?”

“We asked TNN the same question and got no response. They simply repeated what GRC told them. The best they could give me was an unsubstantiated report that Fortis had a contract with GRC on Maltaan.”

“That’s our fearless, independent press for you,” Boudreaux said in a sarcastic voice. He shook his head. “Unafraid to lick the hand that feeds them as long as they remain remarkably incurious.”

“It gets more interesting. The shuttle Cooper Fortis embarked on was Long Run Alpha Four, a Bold Venture Galactic vessel contracted to GRC. According to Jump Gate Authority records, she entered the Terra Earth Sector through the Maduro Jump Gate and then immediately jumped into the Free Sector, with no destination declared. The master and crew haven’t yet been interviewed, and LRA4 hasn’t responded to requests for information.

“The other man who died during the jump was Gene Pellis, a long-time Fortis Biodomes employee. According to our information, he was four months into a one-year contract with Fortis Domes to GRC, apparently on Maltaan. His widow was unaware that he was aboard LR4A or why he was returning to Terra Earth.”

Boudreaux leaned back and laced his fingers behind his head.

“Two Fortis Biodomes people, Cooper Fortis and one other, died on the same warp jump, and the ship vanished into the Free Sector before anybody could question the master or crew. What do you make of it, Nils?”

“Something obviously happened that they want to keep under wraps, and they’ve gone to great lengths to cover it up.”

“Sho ’nuff, but what? What are they covering up?”

“I don’t know, sir. Some kind of industrial accident, maybe? Something GRC doesn’t want anyone to know about to avoid liability.”

“Hmm, maybe. Since when does GRC concern itself with liability?”

“You think it might be a hostile takeover? There are rumors that GRC’s been sniffing around Fortis Biodomes for a long time. Maybe he wouldn’t sell, so they got him out of the way.”

“Possible. I know GRC can be bastards when they don’t get what they want, but would they resort to murder?”

Anders shook his head. “Too crude. Besides, they wouldn’t be certain of acquiring the company after Cooper was dead.”

“Someone within Fortis Biodomes, then? Someone colluding with GRC to make a deal?”

“That’s another possibility. Do we know who benefits from Fortis’ death? Do they have a corporate business continuity plan?”

“I’ll get the researchers on it and get you answers ASAP. All I know about Fortis Biodomes right now is that Abner joined the ISMC because he didn’t want to work there.”

“Speaking of Abner, do you know if they’ve notified him yet? How’s he taking it? Poor bastard. First his mother, and now this.”

“Hell, I forgot about him. Have you heard from him?”

“No, nothing recent. He’s due to graduate GDU next week.”

“Damn. Tough break for the kid. What do you think we should tell him about all this?”

“Don’t tell him anything, sir. He’s no longer assigned to ISRA; he’s on the General Staff. Besides, what do we really know at this point? Cooper Fortis is dead. There might be a GRC cover-up in progress, but we don’t have any proof yet. We’ll need a much better understanding of the situation before we say anything to Abner or anyone else.”

Boudreaux nodded slowly.

“I see your point, but I think there’ll come a day when Fortis asks. When he does, I intend to tell him everything. For all he’s done, we owe him that.”

* * *
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Brevet Colonel Abner Fortis stood in the reception area outside the office of Fleet Vice Admiral Montravius “Monty” Trinque, the president of the UNT Global Defense University (GDU). He’d been summoned from a group study session in the GDU library, and his study mates had given him curious looks when the admiral’s aide found him. He had no idea why the admiral wanted to see him, but he was sure it wasn’t good.

Finally, the aide ushered Fortis inside. Admiral Trinque rose from behind his desk and offered him a handshake.

“Let’s sit down,” Trinque said as he gestured to upholstered chairs on the side of his office. “It’s more comfortable over here.”

Fortis sat with the admiral and waited. Trinque looked uncomfortable.

“Abner, I’m afraid I have some bad news for you. Your father, Cooper Fortis, died from complications of a jump through the Maduro Jump Gate as he was returning to Terra Earth.”

Fortis’ face grew hot as his heart began to pound and blood rushed to his head.

Dad’s dead?

“Complications? What complications? He made many jumps before with no issues.”

Trinque shrugged. “I’m not a doctor. The shuttle master reported that all passengers turned into their bunks before the jump, and once they were through, they found your father unresponsive. The crew did what they could, but there was no doctor aboard, and they couldn’t revive him. I know it’s no consolation, but another traveler died on the same jump.”

Fortis took a deep breath and willed his heart to slow down. He knew he was supposed to feel grief, but the elder Fortis had been an absentee father for most of Abner’s life. Their relationship had grown even more distant when Abner chose service in the ISMC after university instead of joining the family biodome business. The last holo he’d received from his father had been around the time Fortis’ mother died, shortly after he began his studies at the GDU, almost two years earlier.

Has it been two years?

“I understand how you must feel, Colonel. If you need to take time off from your studies to attend to personal matters, I’ll authorize it. It would mean pushing off your graduation, but we can accommodate that.”

Fortis’ GDU class had only a final exam and individual presentations left to complete before graduation in four days. He knew the course material inside and out, and he’d finished preparing his presentation two weeks earlier. In a few days, he was supposed to graduate, and his promotion to colonel would become permanent.

“Sir, I’d like to stay and finish the course. I’d rather get graduation out of the way so I can focus on what I need to do when his remains get here. Then I’ll take a leave of absence. With your approval, of course.”

Trinque cleared his throat and shifted in his seat.

“Your father’s remains won’t be returning,” he said. “The shuttle master already committed them to space. Quarantine protocol, you see.”

Terra Earth had a strict protocol in place to prevent space travelers from bringing biohazards back from space with them. Spacefarers who violated the protocol were placed in orbital quarantine for extended periods of time until it was deemed safe for them to return to the surface. The list of prohibited materials included the remains of travelers who died off planet. Because of the protocol, deceased travelers were airlocked as a matter of routine.

“Yes, sir, of course.”

Trinque gave Fortis a sad smile.

“It’s very brave of you to complete your studies, Colonel. Finish what you started and then move on to the next challenge. I’m sure your father would agree, it’s the right thing to do.”

Fortis nodded as he stood.

“Yes, sir, I think he would.”

Unlikely, but there’s no reason to air dirty laundry.

* * *
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A week later, Fortis stood on the dais in the Global Defense University briefing theater and waited. A trickle of sweat traced a path down his spine, but he willed himself to remain perfectly still. 

When Fortis’ GDU class had convened two years earlier, they’d been instructed to imagine the future of the UNT military, research their vision, and present a brief to a board of university officials and senior officers as part of their final grade before graduation. 

Fortis’ classmates were all senior ISMC colonels and Fleet captains whose attendance at the GDU was just a ticket to punch on their way to flag rank in their respective services. For them, their promotion to flag rank was a fait accompli, so two years at the GDU was a chance to develop their network of contacts within the upper echelons of government and industry.

For Fortis, the stakes were much higher because his permanent promotion to colonel depended on his performance at the GDU. He’d put enormous effort into his final presentation, and he was confident that he’d done a good job with his delivery, but there was always a chance that the five-member evaluation board would reject it. He’d relied on his battlefield experiences and common sense to create it, but he lacked the bureaucratic know-how that many of his classmates had developed from years of service in various headquarters.

The presentation order had been determined by seniority. As the only brevet colonel in the class, it had been Fortis’ fate to present late in the afternoon, when the board members were likely bored and sleepy after lunch. Still, it was his opportunity to present his project, and he had to make the most of it.

Earlier presentations were filled with fantastic visions of genetically modified Space Marines crushing as yet undiscovered enemies, or Fleet warships utilizing futuristic technology to destroy unknown enemy fleets. The presentations were perfunctory and not based on current or future projected technologies. Most were the products of the authors’ imagination. One Fleet captain had so much difficulty delivering her presentation that Fortis wondered if someone else had written it for her.

Fortis had embraced the assignment and decided to focus on the near future of the ISMC. He’d studied technological trends in weapons and armor, interviewed scientists and engineers engaged in research and development of these systems, and traveled to laboratories and proving grounds where the concepts were tested and refined. Fortis spoke with experts from ISMC Manpower to get perspective on recruiting and personnel management, and he spent several days with Fleet Logistics to gain a clear understanding of how they supported ISMC operations. He used every bit of the two years allotted to generate the best product he could.

Finally, the five members of the evaluation board—two admirals, two generals, and a senior civilian official from the Ministry of Defense—filed back into their seats. The civilian passed a folder to the GDU Provost, Dr. Helene Spanos, who nodded as she read the contents.

“Colonel Fortis, the evaluation board has unanimously awarded you a passing grade for your presentation,” she said.

Fortis let out the breath as relief washed over him.

“The senior board member would now like to address you. Dr. Spahn?”

Dr. Samantha Spahn, a high-ranking official representing the Ministry of Defense, smiled.

“Colonel Fortis, I want to begin by congratulating you. I’ve had the privilege of listening to many GDU graduation presentations, but I cannot recall one as well-researched and thoughtfully considered as yours. You and your classmates were tasked with imagining the future of UNT space forces, a purposefully broad direction. Not only did you give us your vision, you also provided a road map to achieve it using a combination of current and expected technology. We’re all in agreement that the Ministry could adopt your presentation as written. Well done.”

The senior officers seated with Spahn nodded in agreement, and Fortis’ face flushed at the unexpected praise.

“Do you have any questions for the board?”

“Uh, no ma’am.” Fortis’ voice was a croak. “Thank you.”

Admiral Trinque joined Fortis at the front of the briefing theater as the audience filed out.

“Very well done, Colonel,” the admiral said as they shook hands. “Your promotion to colonel is permanent as of today, and I look forward to seeing what you can do with your ideas in your new job at the General Staff.”

Fortis’ heart sank.

General Staff? Fuck.

“Yes, sir.”

“Stop by the personnel department; the approval for your extended leave of absence is waiting for you.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Trinque patted him on the shoulder.

“Good luck, son.”

* * *
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President Marjorie Brooks-Green, MBG to friends and foes alike, hid her annoyance behind a gracious smile when she returned to the UNT executive office suite after lunch and found Minister of Justice Montravius Fields waiting for her in the reception area. She gave her executive assistant a searching look, to which he returned an apologetic shrug.

“Good afternoon, Minister,” MBG said to Fields as she swept through the outer office and motioned for him to follow her into hers. “To what do I owe the pleasure of your visit?”

Fields was a tall, broad-shouldered former prosecutor from Mauritania, known for his no-nonsense approach to the law. He’d been a leading voice against MBG’s election as president, and his remarks lent her opponent’s campaign a degree of gravitas that had begun to tilt election polling away from her. MBG had secretly agreed to appoint Fields as Justice minister in exchange for his silence during the campaign. Since assuming office, she’d had as little to do with Fields and his ministry as she could, and Fields seemed content to reciprocate.

“Madam President, I apologize for arriving unannounced and directing your assistant not to alert you to my presence, but I have a matter of extreme importance for your attention.”

MBG waved him into a chair in front of her desk.

You bastard, you wanted to ambush me.

“Hold my calls,” MBG told her assistant before she closed the door. She made a mental note to fire him before she sat in her chair and folded her hands on her desk. “What can I do for you, Monty?”

Fields swallowed hard. “As you may know, my grandniece Adele sits on the board of directors of a GRC subsidiary. It’s really an honorary position; the board members get the title of board member as long as they rubber-stamp whatever GRC wants to do.”

In other words, you can’t be held responsible for this, MBG thought. “Go on, Minister.”

“She’s friends with another young woman, a member of the GRC executive branch named Emilia Padron. They were sorority sisters at university.

“This past weekend, Adele attended a family gathering at my house, during which she had a bit too much to drink. Before she left, Adele told me a fantastic story about a GRC cover-up in the death of Cooper Fortis.”

“Really? Please, continue.”

Fields related the story of the GRC board meeting. 

“Do you believe her?”

“To be honest, I doubted her at first. After all, the story was just hearsay, nothing more than idle chatter between two young women. Still, I had a staffer do some digging, and what they found fell into place exactly as Adele said. I confirmed her story with another member of the board this morning and came to inform you.”

The whole time Fields spoke, MBG forced herself to remain expressionless. She’d learned through hard experience to control her reactions, even when receiving bad news. Especially bad news from a political foe like Fields. And the return of the Badaax was about as bad as it got.

“I was under the impression we had at least eighty years before the Badaax would be a problem again.”

Fields shrugged.

“I don’t have all the details, Madame President, but it appears the asteroid belt that covered the Badaax warp has been penetrated.”

The government had worked hard to keep the details of the first Terran encounter with the Badaax secret from the general public. Aside from the Space Marines and Fleet personnel who did the actual fighting, only a few top officials knew how close the battle had been. The episode had largely been forgotten because of the Kuiper Knight terror attack on Terra Earth and the scandals that destroyed the previous presidential administration that followed hard on the heels of the attack. At the time, eighty years seemed like a long time.

Not long enough.

“What do you propose we do?” MBG asked Fields.

“We need to have an official investigation into this matter by the Judiciary Committee of the Grand Council. We’ll convene hearings with GRC witnesses, of course. This kind of lawless behavior can’t be tolerated.”

MBG nodded. “I appreciate your zeal, Minister Fields, but this situation, if true, goes well beyond the scope of a mere legal matter. Frankly, the legalities of the cover-up might be the least of our worries.”

A confused expression crossed Fields’ face.

“The Badaax, Minister Fields?”

He stared back, uncomprehending. MBG shook her head. “Never mind that. Have your agents arrest Ms. Padron immediately, Minister. It’s time we get her side of the story.”

“Arrest her on what charges?”

MBG shrugged. “I don’t know, Monty. Conspiracy, fraud, endangering UNT security. You’ll think of something. Stack up the charges, and we’ll find out whether she’s willing to talk on the record. And for God’s sake, keep her away from the press. If this gets out, it’ll be a massive public relations disaster.”

“Am I hearing you correctly, Madam President? You’re asking me to cover up a cover-up?”

“No, of course not. I’m asking you to investigate it. Keep a lid on it until we get the full story. Once we decide how best to proceed, we’ll release the story to the general public.”

Fields stood. “As you wish. I’ll have my agents arrest Ms. Padron as soon as possible.”

The pair paused at the door and shook hands.

“Thank you for bringing this to my attention, Minister Fields.”

After Fields was gone, MBG looked at her executive assistant.

“Madam President, I’m sorry, but—”

MBG cut him off with the wave of her hand.

“Never mind that. Call the Minister of Defense and get him up here. Now.”

* * * * *
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The first thing the next morning, Anders tapped on Boudreaux’s door and entered the office.

“The Ministry of Justice arrested a GRC scientist named Emilia Padron,” he said without introduction. “She’s one of ours.” Then he saw a grim expression on Boudreaux’s face. “You know?”

Boudreaux nodded. “I got a call a little while ago. They took her into custody last night.”

“It’s pretty ballsy of Justice to arrest one of our assets.”

“You might not want to refer to Padron as an ISRA asset, Nils,” Boudreaux said. He gestured to an empty chair. “Have a seat. Bernice Johnston over at Justice sent me something you need to watch.”

Boudreaux tapped his keyboard, and a holo of a frightened young woman appeared over his desk. She wore an orange prison jumpsuit, and her hair was disheveled. Her eyes were wide, and her bottom lip trembled. She started to speak.

“My name is Emilia Padron. I’ve been advised of my rights under the UNT Human Rights Declaration. I give this statement freely and without promise of consideration.

“I work as a science advisor to Dahlia Hahn in the Executive Branch of the Galactic Resource Conglomerate. 

“After the battle with the Badaax on Maltaan, the UNT Alien Material Exploitation Team signed a contract with GRC to examine and reverse engineer captured Badaax technology. The AMET discovered that the Badaax power source is a blue crystalline element they dubbed ‘Blueu Vigueur,’ or BV. The Badaax use BV to power their spacecraft and weapons.

“Our scientists initially believed the blue light emitted by their weapons was some sort of mind-control ray, but they were incorrect. They discovered that Badaax weapons are ultrasonic; the blue light is excess energy emitted by the BV, like heat from our own lights.

“We’d never seen anything like BV before, and the possibilities presented by it are almost limitless. It has three basic characteristics that make it critical to the future of humankind.

“First, it lends itself readily to nuclear fusion, the same reaction that occurs within our own primary star. We’ve studied nuclear fusion for hundreds of years, but have never successfully harnessed it until BV.

“Second, a small amount of BV can produce an almost infinite amount of power. For example, the power needs for the entire GRC complex on Maltaan are provided by an experimental fusion reactor using fifty grams of BV, with power to spare. When the BV is exhausted, it is easily replaced, and the spent BV is discarded.

“Third, BV can only be found in the Badaax Sector, where it’s reportedly available in large quantities.

“Our Maltaani partners told us that the Maltaani and Badaax had interacted peaceably for a thousand years before the Badaax began to prey on the Maltaani several generations ago. Despite our own violent encounters with the Badaax, GRC believed that if we could get the Maltaani to reestablish amicable relations with the Badaax, we could leverage that relationship to gain access to more Blueu Vigueur.

“After some initial difficulties, the effort paid off. We opened a hole in the asteroid belt to allow passage through the Badaax warp, established a jump gate, and a delegation of human and Maltaani GRC employees traveled to the Badaax Sector.”

“The greedy bastards cleared a hole in the asteroid belt and set us all up for destruction,” Boudreaux grumbled under his breath.

“The basis of a successful trade agreement is knowing what each side wants,” Padron said. “The GRC wanted BV, and we quickly discovered what the Badaax wanted and needed.” She paused and looked directly at the camera. “Food.”

An anonymous arm passed her a glass of water from off camera. After she took a long drink, Padron continued.

“There are two planets capable of supporting life in the Badaax home system, that we know of, designated BX-1 and BX-2. We discovered that the Badaax population growth is limited because available food resources can’t support an expanding population. We also learned that their history has been one of feast or famine.

“GRC had a ready-made solution. Our Precision Crafted Soldier program was inactive, but the cloning technology still exists. We offered the Badaax a deal: GRC would trade them a hundred human clones for one gram of BV.

“Ms. Hahn was given primary responsibility for clone production and the Badaax trade agreement. We transferred clone production to Maltaan and expanded it to produce two thousand units every sixteen weeks. With our Maltaani partners acting as intermediaries, we established a system of coexistence and exchange with the Badaax at the production facility. Humans only go out at night, when the Badaax are dormant, and the Badaax stay clear of the human zone at all times. 

“Everything proceeded smoothly until a few months ago, when the system broke down. Cooper Fortis, the lead habitability contractor on Maltaan, disappeared early one morning while making critical repairs to a failing atmospheric control system. A search of the area turned up a bloody shoe and a module extraction tool. Both were presumed to belong to Mr. Fortis. We believe he was attacked and consumed by a Badaax.

“We estimated this to be an isolated incident, so Hahn decided that GRC personnel on Maltaan would continue to grow the next batch of clones and await the arrival of the Badaax transports. She also decided that we would report Cooper Fortis’ death as an accident resulting from a warp jump. It’s my understanding that another GRC contractor named Pellis was also... involved.”

“That’s the guy GRC reported died on the same jump as Fortis,” Anders said.

“A Badaax ate Cooper Fortis, and GRC murdered Gene Pellis to cover it up,” Boudreaux replied with a growl.

“Yes, sir, that’s definitely a possibility.”

Meanwhile, Padron continued.

“Soon after Saito Mitsui, the GRC lead on Maltaan, reported the departure of Pellis and Fortis’ remains, Alliance, a contract vessel on a routine supply run to the facility, reported her arrival in Maltaani space and then ceased reporting. There’s been no further contact with her.” Padron cleared her throat. “That’s all I know.”

The holo ended, and Anders exchanged stares with Boudreaux.

“That’s one hell of a story,” Anders managed to say. “Is it true?”

“Our techs scanned the recording, and they said it’s genuine and unadulterated, so it’s not some AI-generated bullshit. I don’t know if she’s telling the truth, but I can’t think of a reason she’d make up a story like that.”

“We need to talk to her,” Anders said.

Boudreaux shook his head. “Not gonna happen, Nils. I already tried. Padron is buried so far underground that she may never see the light of day again. I submitted a request to MoJ for a face-to-face interview and got an emphatic ‘No!’ from the office of Fields himself. Somebody’s working hard to keep her away from prying eyes.”

“We have to find out what’s going on, sir. If the Badaax have a way through the asteroid belt, we could be facing a full-scale invasion. We don’t have time for a game of ‘I Have a Secret’ with MoJ.”

“I agree, but we won’t get any rapid action. Right now, the president and her ministers are huddled up, working out a plan to survive the political shitstorm that’s about to blow up.” He pointed to his communicator. “When that meeting breaks up, she’ll call me, and when she does, she’ll ask for my opinion on how to handle this. Do you have any ideas?”

Anders thought for a moment.

“We have several options. We could do nothing, let the GRC cover-up unfold, hope Padron dies of ‘natural causes’ in the near future, and the recording disappears.”

“Come on, Nils, that dog won’t hunt, and you know it.”

“I know, sir, but it’s an option. I think a better choice is to find out what’s happening on Maltaan before we make any recommendations. We haven’t collected there since the former president declared it off-limits. For starters, we need to establish drone surveillance over and around the planet. We can’t go into the Maduro Sector, but we can station a dedicated drone support platform on this side of the Maduro Jump Gate and run missions through Maltaani space. We also need to send a drone to survey the Badaax Jump Gate and determine the exact condition of the hole in the asteroid belt. Maybe it’s temporary, like the other one.”

“Sounds like a job for Eclipse Wonder. What’s her status?”

Eclipse Wonder was the ship Anders and Abner Fortis deployed aboard during their first encounter with the Badaax on Maltaan. The ship was a former resupply vessel that the ISRA had extensively modified to support intelligence operations, including extended drone operations.

“She’s mission-ready and standing by in high Terra orbit, sir.”

Even as he said it, Anders
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