
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Conspiracy Theory

        

        
        
          Forgotten Fodder, Volume 7

        

        
        
          MJ Blehart

        

        
          Published by MJ Blehart, 2026.

        

    



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    For all the people who recognize that most conspiracy theories are utterly bunk.

      

    


Conspiracy Theory

The Turncoat Conspiracy

Forgotten Fodder - Book Seven

Copyright © 2026 MJ Blehart

ISBN: 979-8-9929824-5-9

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.

Published 2026 by MJ Blehart and Argent Hedgehog Press

[image: ]

Published in the United States of America

mjblehart.com

Cover art by Rose Butcher

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

Acknowledgments

Links

Other books by MJ Blehart



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


1

[image: ]




HAVING GUNS POINTED at his face was not a new experience for Jace. He had faced plenty of combat during the war he was cloned to fight. He’d fought in any number of battles and had been shot and seen other clones, friends, and acquaintances killed. Abstractly, given all he and the rest of the clones had experienced, he wondered if they had been programmed not to experience PTSD.

In the decade since the war, Jace and the rest of clonekind became an underclass. They were subjected to any number of unpleasant things, from dirty and dangerous jobs to random attacks to minor and major shunning and worse. Law enforcement frequently treated clones like targets in a shooting gallery.

Even after the circumstances that led Jace to become the first clone in the CBI, he’d had guns pointed his way and gotten shot. Still, after countless experiences, this was not something Jace got used to. 

This was an especially uncomfortable situation, as Marshal Duan and his associates were also Bureau operatives and thus supposedly on the same side. Jace had tensed as soon as Duan and his associates had met them at the bottom of the ramp of the Minotaur, wearing armored shells and pointing their rifles at Onima and her team. Jace knew that could be nothing but trouble.

“What brings you to the Daedalus armed and armored, Marshal Duan?” Onima asked, her tone casual.

Duan didn’t hide the sneer as he said, “I am here as the harbinger of both the end of your investigation and your career in the Bureau, Marshal Gwok.”

Onima placed her hands on her hips. “Is that so? And just how is that going to work?”

Duan gestured expansively around the secondary landing bay they were standing in. “My associates and I are not alone aboard the Daedalus. My Warrant Team One is moving through the ship and collecting your people.”

Deputy Marshal Kipruto, looking just as haughty as Duan, said, “Your warrant teams being absent means it was easy for our people to come aboard from the Accipiter and get control of your ship.”

“I fail to see how this is about the end of my investigation or career,” commented Onima casually.

“You are so damned smug,” Duan almost growled. “So unduly sure of yourself, your place, your role. You’ve been a part of the CBI for, what, less than twenty years? I have three decades on you, yet here I am, your ‘equal’. I have given my heart and soul to the Bureau. And to what end? My marriage was sacrificed to my job, I’ve jumped through more invisible hoops than I can count for advancement that never comes, and you? You’re all they can talk about. The conspiracy ender. The marshal who saved the Confederation.”

Duan coughed, his rant having been too breathless to sustain any longer. He cleared his throat, swallowed audibly, then continued, “You’re nothing but a kiss-ass, Onima Gwok. My experience is ten times yours, yet I know you were offered a deputy directorship. Have I received such an offer? No. Somehow, so much younger and less experienced than me, you’re a marshal on the rise. Do you only suck up to Samarin, or do you also perform other favors involving sucking?”

Onima glared in response, saying nothing.

“This doesn’t strike me as the way to get anywhere in the Bureau,” commented Kara. 

“To hell with the Bureau,” Duan almost spat.

“Given that,” Kara continued, “how do you think this will go? What excuse can you possibly have for raiding the Daedalus with your warrant team?”

“It’s quite simple,” Duan replied. “Thanks to Legislator Chandola, everyone suspects that Onima Gwok is the marshal running the Bureau’s clone spy ring for the Confederation’s Executive Board.”

“Chandola hasn’t shared anything solid,” said Jace. “All he’s done is spread a rumor to upset the status quo.”

“That hardly matters,” continued Duan. “In the court of public opinion, the wheels are in motion. Nobody fully trusts clones, and most don’t understand why they need rights of any sort, or what motivated this initiative. Put two and two together, and the math is sound. The clone spy ring is why Onima Gwok has two clones, one the first deputy marshal and the other a warrant team member and special agent, on her team.”

Onima gestured toward Deputy Marshal Kipruto and Special Agent Fraser. “Since these two are in on your machinations, is your whole team also in on your scheme?”

“No,” said Kipruto.

“Of course not,” added Fraser.

“They trust us, however,” stated Duan. “My warrant team boarded the Daedalus because they believed me when I told them I’d received evidence from the government of Bumi Prime that your team were only here to commit the spy acts Chandola has accused the CBI of.”

“Credit where credit is due,” remarked Teru. “Clever. I didn’t think you had it in you, Marshal Duan.”

Duan turned his glare on Teru a moment, then back to Onima as she asked, “And what are you going to do when my warrant teams return? They’re preparing to leave Bumi Prime soon.”

“How will you handle that?” Jace pressed.

“You will be calling them off, Marshal Gwok,” Duan stated. “You will comm them, in front of me, to let them know they need to remain where they are and await new instructions.”

Duan moved toward Onima and company, his rifle pointed directly at Kara’s head. “And if you don’t, I pull the trigger and kill Deputy Marshal Martinez.”

Kara remained passive and didn’t move. Onima, also not flinching, said, “That hardly matters, since I have no doubt you’ll be killing all of us to make sure we can’t counter your so-called proof of our malfeasance.”

“Not necessarily,” started Duan. Jace could have sworn he saw some hesitancy in Duan’s hold on his rifle. The marshal continued, “If you cooperate, we won’t kill you. We’ll just hold you in the brig until certain things shake out.”

“It’s not like you can easily explain killing any of us to the Bureau,” remarked Jace.

“People under duress lash out,” stated Duan. “You might be unreasonable in response to being found out and leave my team and I with no choice but to remove you.”

“A very clever ploy, Marshal Duan,” Teru said in a cheerful, complimentary tone. “However, if I were you, I’d seriously reconsider. This is Marshal Onima Gwok, Deputy Marshal Kara Martinez, and Deputy Marshal Jace Rojas, after all. These three stopped the previous attempt to take down the Confederation. You, and your scheme, are no match for them. Seriously, you should surrender now and call off your warrant team.”

Both Kipruto and Fraser looked dumbstruck. Likewise, Jace had no idea what Teru was playing at. However, he knew them well enough to know they were up to something.

“You’re the cryptanalyst, Deputy Marshal Teru Smith, yes?”

“Yes.”

“A hacker turned agent for the Bureau. Apart from that, who the hell are you?” Duan demanded.

Teru grinned wickedly. “Me? I’m the person with all the best tech. And I mean all of the best tech.”

Suddenly, there was a most horrific, unpleasantly toned screeching across the secondary landing bay. Jace covered his ears, having never heard anything so awful and discordant. 

It was a very disorienting noise, which had a strong effect on Jace. Although he was covering his ears, he felt a headache coming on. Yet he soon realized the impact on him was not the same as it was on everyone else in the bay. Everyone around him had collapsed and was lying on the deck in various states of distress, from curling up into a fetal position to convulsing.

As a clone, Jace had certain inherent genetic enhancements and augmentations. That was why clones were largely immune to most diseases; required less food, drink, and rest; and had greater tolerance for heat, cold, and radiation than non-clones. 

While he had not been aware of it previously, it was now obvious to Jace that clones had better natural defenses against sonic attacks. At least that was what he presumed they were all enduring.

Quickly, since he was the only one standing as the noise continued, Jace kicked away the rifles that Duan, Kipruto, and Fraser had dropped. None of them seemed to notice, still collapsed on the deck in varying degrees of distress.

The cacophony abruptly ended. Jace heard a thump and looked up the ramp to see Yael, who had been at the hatch of the Minotaur, collapsing on the ramp. He suspected she’d caught the sides of the hatch to stay upright during the sonic attack.

Though his first thought was to check her and the rest of the team, it was more important to deal with the newly disabled threat first. Allowing his military training to kick in, Jace moved fast to remove any other weapons Duan, Kipruto, and Fraser had on them. He also removed their helmets to disable their comms, then took the cuffs they had meant for Onima and her team and used them to secure Duan, Kipruto, and Fraser, all while ignoring their moans and obvious discomfort.

With that done, Jace turned his attention to Onima, Teru, Kara, and Yael. All of them appeared stunned and uncomfortable, but they were beginning to move again.

“That was awful,” said Kara weakly. A second later, she retched on the deck. Before Jace could go to her she held up a hand and said, “I’m okay, Jace. I’m okay.”

“Where the hell did that come from?” Onima asked, her voice pained. Jace noted she looked like she might also vomit, but she didn’t.

“That was my terrible idea,” stated Teru, who also looked unwell. “But I’m glad, however, that even though it was a terrible idea, it worked.”
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ONIMA WAS FEELING GROGGY and out of sorts. She had seen sonic weapons used for crowd control but had never experienced being hit by one. It had taken her a moment to regain her feet. Both Teru and Kara had gotten up before her, but she suspected that was due to their implants and augments offering at least some extra protection. Onima saw Yael and thought she was likely reflecting how Onima must have looked.

Deputy Marshal Kipruto and Special Agent Fraser looked like they were mostly recovered, but they were still on the ground, cuffed and covered by Jace with one of their plasma rifles. Marshal Duan, however, was still on the ground in a fetal position, whimpering and moaning from time to time. Onima recalled that he was in his seventies, so it wasn’t hard to believe he was having a harder time than the rest of them recovering.

As Onima went to check on Duan, Kara had taken up one of the fallen rifles and was covering their assailants. “Teru,” she began, “I’m impressed. How did you know Jace would be immune?”

“I didn’t,” stated Teru as they picked up the last rifle. “I guessed that that would be the case, given other alterations to clones. Or, at the least, he’d likely recover much faster than the rest of us.”

“It makes sense that clones would be immune to crowd-control sonic weapons,” Jace remarked.

Onima noted that Duan was unhurt, just stunned by the attack and change of fortune. She was glad her team had been underestimated again.

“Teru, do you know anything about where Duan’s people are?” Onima asked.

“You think I can just get into the Dedalus’s systems that easily?” questioned Teru. Onima recognized the teasing in their tone and gave them a contemptuous look. Teru shrugged and said, “Yes, well I have gotten into the Dedalus’s internal monitoring systems. Duan’s warrant team is currently split between the MBCC, the bridge, and the weapons locker.”

“That’s going to be a problem,” stated Yael as she joined the team on the deck of the secondary bay. “They can easily prevent the shuttles with the warrant teams from returning.”

Onima considered that. “How is everyone feeling?”

“Like I got kicked in the head,” remarked Yael.

“Same,” said Kara, adding, “but I’m okay.”

“Like that was the best worst idea I’ve ever had, but I’m good to go,” said Teru.

Jace didn’t reply, but he didn’t need to.

“Here’s how we do this,” Onima began. “The bridge is our main priority. If we make sure Barr and the rest of his crew are unimpeded, we control the ship. Jace and I will go there to deal with the Accipiter’s warrant team members. Kara and Teru, get to the MBCC. Yael, I need you to stay here and hold Duan and his associates aboard the Minotaur.”

“Can do,” said Yael.

“Something you might want to consider, Onima,” Teru started. “While the majority of the Office of Confederation Defense crew are on the bridge and CiC, the engineering crew aren’t. Duan’s Warrant Team One hasn’t sent anyone to engineering, as far as I can tell.”

Onima had figured that, not expecting Duan, Kipruto, and Fraser to be disabled or otherwise out of commission, the warrant team wouldn’t be looking for her and Jace. However, if engineering was untouched, that opened up a new and less chancy possibility.

“Good call, Teru,” Onima complimented. “Can you get a secure signal to engineering without alerting the bridge?”

Teru chucked. “Does a star have a gravitational pull? Yes, I’m on it now.”

A moment later, from Teru’s comm, a voice said, “This is Chief Elyas.”

“Chief?” Onima began. “This is Marshal Gwok.”

“Good to hear from you, Marshal Gwok,” Chief Elyas replied. “Given the nature of this signal you sent, I presume something is up?”

“You could say that,” Onima said. She went on to give a basic outline of the case she and the team were working on, then the situation with Marshal Duan and his team’s actions.

“I think Marshal Duan brought his Warrant Team One to the Daedalus in part as a preemptive strike,” Onima was concluding, “I have some damning evidence of his misconduct that he wanted to keep from getting exposed. All three of our warrant teams are still on the planet, and Duan’s are on the bridge, the MBCC, and weapons locker.”

“I wondered why the system registered so many people coming over to the ship from the Accipiter,” Chief Elyas stated. 

“We need to act without getting anybody hurt,” Jace remarked.

“Right,” Chief Elyas said. “How can I help?”

“First and foremost, please keep all your engineers in engineering,” Onima requested.

“Done and done,” replied Chief Elyas.

“Second,” Onima continued, “We’re going to need a distraction in the MBCC and on the bridge. Can Deputy Marshal Martinez and I coordinate something with you?”

“That’s easy,” said Chief Elyas. “Give me the word and I have the perfect distraction in mind.”

“Thank you, Chief,” said Onima. “Stay ready.” The comm transmission ended.

“How do you know you can trust him?” asked Teru.

“You weren’t on board the Aquila when Feroz sabotaged the A-N Warp Drive,” said Onima. “Jace and I went to engineering to see what we could do, and it was Jace who got the systems rebooted so the ship didn’t wind up getting pulled down to the planet. He was extremely grateful to Jace for that.”

“Chief Elyas is good people,” stated Jace. 

“And he trusts Jace and me implicitly,” added Onima.

“True,” confirmed Yael. “I once heard scuttlebutt among the engineers that they have utter respect for this CBI team because this team has always respected them.”

“Wait, that’s not a given?” questioned Teru.

“Oh, no,” said Kara. “I’ve encountered more than one marshal who treated the Office of Confederation Defense crew like second-class citizens or servants. I’ve always found that repugnant.”

“We could go on about this ad nauseam,” Onima interjected. “But we have a ship to reclaim without getting anybody hurt. Teru, before we go, can you contact Barr securely, without alerting Duan’s warrant team?”

“If I send something text only, yes,” replied Teru.

“Good,” Onima acknowledged. “Send Barr this message, just one sentence. ‘Distraction coming, use wisely.”

“That’s vague,” commented Teru. “But Barr is sharp. I hope he gets it and he gets it.”

“Thank you, Teru,” Onima said. She gestured to Duan, Kipruto, and Fraser. “Let’s get them secured on Minotaur and get moving.”

It didn’t take long for the team to move the other three operatives from the Accipiter aboard the Minotaur. Kipruto and Fraser offered no resistance and moved on their own power while Jace and Kara carried Duan aboard. Once they were secured, Yael guarding them, Teru and Kara left to make their way to the MBCC while Jace and Onima started for the bridge.

Moving carefully through the corridors of the Daedalus, Onima and Jace weren’t exactly being stealthy, just cautious. They didn’t know if the warrant team from Accipiter had left random operatives around the ship or if anyone from the Office of Confederation Defense crew or CBI team believed what Duan’s people claimed. 

They made it to the lift without incident. Onima and Jace rode it to the bridge deck, then made their way to the hatch for the bridge. Fortunately, Duan’s warrant team hadn’t left anyone stationed outside the bridge and CiC.

Onima tapped at her comm to signal Kara, checking if she and Teru were in position. Although they had not discussed it, Onima knew the other deputy marshals well enough to know they expected a coordinated distraction to keep all of the Accipiter’s warrant team off guard.

Kara replied with a tap signal. Onima reached out to Chief Elyas via the code Teru had set up.

“Go time,” Onima stated.

“Executing,” Chief Elyas replied.

Silently, Onima began to count to ten. Then, at ten, plasma rifles at the ready, she and Jace stormed the bridge.

It was immediately obvious what Elyas’s distraction had been. All the lights on the bridge, save the instruments in the CiC, were out. Despite how dark it was, Onima could see from the ambient lighting that Barr and the rest of the bridge crew had surrounded and disarmed the four CBI agents in their armored shells. All of them looked surprised and confused.

Barr saw Onima now. “Marshal Gwok,” he began. “Thanks for the heads-up.”

“You’re welcome. Any problems?” Onima asked.

“No,” Barr said. “My people didn’t buy their story for an instant. As soon as the lights went out, we moved on our friends here and disarmed them without incident.”

Barr paused, and Onima heard the sound of a comm being activated. “Chief Elyas? Captain Barr. We have the bridge. Please restore the lights.”

“Copy, Captain,” came Elyas’s voice. A moment later, the lights on the bridge relit.

All four of Duan’s warrant team agents looked put out. One of them, likely the leader, addressed Onima, “What’s the meaning of this, Marshal Gwok?”

“I’m sorry to say, but Marshal Duan provided you with a false pretense for this raid,” Onima said. Before she could say more, her comm buzzed. She saw that it was Kara. “Go ahead,” she said into it.

“Teru and I are in the MBCC and the warrant team from Accipiter has been disarmed,” Kara reported. “Nobody got hurt.”

“How many were there?” Onima asked.

“Four,” replied Kara.

Onima looked to the warrant team member who had spoken to her, “Are any of your people anywhere other than the weapons locker?”

“No,” the special agent said.

“You get that, Kara?” Onima asked.

“Yes,” Kara said. “And I got the same info from one of the warrant team people in the MBCC. That means there are four more in the weapons locker. Teru, me, and a half dozen other MBCC agents will take care of this.”

“Thank you, Kara,” said Onima. “Once we have them all, let’s get them into holding cells. I want to check just how far Duan’s influence goes with his team.”

“Copy that,” said Kara. The transmission ended.

Onima looked to Barr. “What were you told?”

Barr glanced toward the agents in armored shells. “That you had violated your mandate. Thus, for the safety of the crew, they were commandeering the ship until they had you in custody. This ties into the current investigation, I presume?”

“Of course it does,” stated Jace, and Onima saw him roll his eyes.

“Marshal Gwok,” the Accipiter warrant team agent who had spoken before started again. “I’d like to understand just what it is you are investigating, and how it differs from the investigation that Marshal Duan is running.”

“It impacts the whole of the Confederations and goes well beyond what you’re doing here at Bumi Prime,” stated Onima, “but it appears to also be connected.” 

“Another conspiracy?” questioned Barr, raising an eyebrow.

Onima sighed. “So it would seem.”

Nobody commented further. And she didn’t give voice to her next thought. Why were her cases always getting tied to conspiracies?
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A LOT HAPPENED OVER the next day. Marshal Duan, Deputy Marshal Kipruto, and Special Agent Fraser were being held in individual cells aboard the Daedalus. They were being kept separated and treated like any other prisoners, despite protests all three lodged. Onima felt, and Kara agreed, they needed to be kept apart and isolated.

Duan’s Warrant Team One was also being held; however, they were kept in Warrant Team Three’s ready room. Apart from being disarmed and restricted, Onima had decided to treat them as victims of Duan’s duplicity. All evidence, as far as Kara had seen, pointed to that. Jace and a group of Office of Confederation Defense crew were guarding Duan’s warrant team until the Daedalus warrant teams returned. 

Kara had joined Onima on the bridge while Barr contacted his counterpart aboard the Accipiter.

“Daedalus actual, Martin Barr to Accipiter actual,” Barr signaled via the comm. 

A short pause later, the response came. “This is Accipiter Actual, Ginat Alborough.”

“Captain,” Barr acknowledged, “this is a code Sigma-Five-Two-Echo-Oscar situation.”

“Acknowledged,” Alborough replied.

“Captain, I am transmitting to you some important confidential data. Please tell me under what pretense did Marshal Duan claim he was bringing his warrant team to the Daedalus?”

There was a short pause, then Alborough replied, “Marshal Duan claimed that he had reason to suspect your Marshal Gwok had violated her mandate. He told me he was taking a warrant team across the connector to Daedalus to place her and her team leads under arrest. But he provided no other information.”

“It’s not like I share every reason why I do anything I do with you,” Onima remarked for Barr.

“And you share more with me than most marshals do,” said Barr. Transmitting across the comm again, Barr asked, “Were you asked to keep track of Duan’s away team or feed information to the Accipiter’s MBCC?”

“No,” stated Alborough.

“Per code Sigma-Five-Two-Echo-Oscar, please keep this conversation between us,” Barr requested.

“Acknowledged,” replied Alborough. The transmission ended.

“That code,” Barr explained to Onima and Kara, “is specific to the Office of Confederation Defense. It’s used to keep things separate between the Office and the Bureau.”

“In case of rogue agents operating counter to Confederation mandate?” questioned Kara.

“Exactly,” agreed Barr. “In addition to the verbal acknowledgment, coded data with an explanation and other authentications was sent. No offense, but neither of you have that access.”

Onima grinned ruefully. Kara knew the CBI had a similar code system in place in case an Office of Confederation Defense crew went rogue.

“I sent Alborough the summary of Duan’s questionable actions,” Barr continued. 

“Teru is monitoring,” Onima said. They didn’t need to tell Barr they were making certain Captain Alborough was not in cahoots with Duan.

Shortly after that, the Daedalus warrant teams returned. With Jace freed from guard duty, Onima, Kara, Jace, Teru, and Warrant Team One paid a visit to the Accipiter.

It was immediately clear that Captain Alborough was not part of Duan’s duplicity. The Office of Confederation Defense crew of the Accipiter made themselves available to assist Onima and the Daedalus team with anything they might need aboard the other starship.
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