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Prologue 7 Years After First Toqu Conflict

The Evening of June 4th

The Ritz-Carlton Hotel, Montréal, Québec, 19:30 hours

Filip Nikolić gladly invited the disdain he cultivated from others. He had often heard the descriptors’ arrogant, vain, selfish and entitled, which were always carefully whispered behind his back. He didn’t care. Despite the jealousies of inferiors, he had risen to the inner circle of the World Council Guild. The opinions of detractors were unimportant, easily dismissed and, when necessary, permanently settled.

He studied himself in a full-length mirror as he brushed an invisible piece of lint from the sleeve of his dark Brioni suit. He saw a reflection of accomplishment and power that exuded an aura of sexual magnetism. He envisioned it as difficult for women to resist him.

He looked past that he was now 51, with thinning hair and an expanding waistline. A knock at the door interrupted his thoughts as he checked his Rolex. That would be his executive assistant, on time, as always.

“Come in, Michael.”

Michael Popovič opened the door and entered the Royal Suite’s expansive reception hall. He was slight in stature, middle-aged and sharp-eyed. He wore a dark business suit with a red tie, conveying the image of a consummate business executive, which he was.

He possessed all the necessary intelligence, instincts, and ruthlessness any corporation would welcome in a CEO. Popovič quickly glanced around the opulent trappings of one of the most expensive lodgings in North America. He stood quietly with his hands clasped together in front of him. Nikolić had noticed the annoyed expression.

“Michael, relax. Money is not a concern. The WCG can afford to be generous, so let us enjoy this beautiful city while we are here.”

“I will try, sir.” He watched Nikolić adjusting his tie as he added, “Aside from discarding the extravagant cost of these lodgings, discreetness and security have me concerned.”

Nikolić smiled broadly at Popovič, “That is not a worry. The best place to conceal oneself is in the open.” He walked over to him to say, “Tomorrow is a big day. The Curator has promised to introduce the new Caretaker before we conclude our meetings and leave Montréal. I have grown quite fond of this city.” He sighed. “There are so many pleasurable distractions. I intend to enjoy myself this evening. Is everything arranged?”

“Yes, sir. You have a dinner reservation for two at Bar George at 8:00 pm. It is a pleasant 10-minute walk from here. Your guest is named Eléa. She will meet you after you are seated. Financial arrangements are complete.”

Nikolić grinned. “Excellent. I have always found that aspect can be awkward and a mood killer.” He raised an eyebrow and queried, “Are you sure that I will not be disappointed, Michael?”

“I am confident she will exceed all your expectations.”

With a carnal expression, he said, “I am hopeful she does; I have high expectations.” He paused. “Once we reach the restaurant, you can take the rest of the evening off. I will find my way back to the hotel. I am disappointed that your night will not be as pleasurable as mine.”

“Yes, sir,”

As soon as Nikolić and Popovič exited the room, a security team of two large, expressionless men fell into step a few paces behind. Their dark-blue suits seemed slightly undersized, highlighting their muscular frames, adding to their menacing presence.

After exiting the hotel’s gold turnstile doors, they made two quick right turns and walked down Drummond Street. In a few minutes, they were at the entrance to Bar George.

Nikolić turned to Popovič, “On second thought, Michael, it was such a short walk from the hotel; the security team may also leave. I won’t need them.”

“Are you sure, sir?”

With an expectant look, he said, “I will be fine. After all, I will not be alone.”

“Yes, sir. Have a pleasant evening.”

Nikolić turned to enter the restaurant as Popovič and the security team headed back up Drummond Street. Across the road, on the roof of the YMCA, a crouched figure was keenly watching them through binoculars. When Nikolić entered Bar George, the observer lowered the glasses to check the time.

The Maître d’ greeted Nikolić and immediately escorted him to the Rogers Room. The restaurant configured the room for one table. It provided an intimate, private dining experience for two. The surroundings were magnificent.

Carved wood panelling and ornately custom-designed ceilings gave guests a sampling of being British Royalty out for dinner. Nikolić was pleased. A waiter held his chair as he sat down.

“My name is Brian. I will be your exclusive server this evening. I have been informed that your dinner guest will be here momentarily.” He placed a wine list in front of Nikolić before continuing, “I will allow you to greet your guest first unless there is something I can get for you, sir?”

“No, not at this time. We will wait for my guest.”

Brian nodded slightly. “Of course, sir.” He stepped back near the entrance and waited.

Nikolić looked through the private doors of his dining room and down the hall. He caught his breath as he saw her approaching. She was tall and walked with an athletic grace. She wore a black knee-length Oscar de la Renta dinner dress.

Gianvito Rossi high-heeled shoes accentuated her shapely legs. A Gucci clutch handbag completed the seductive ensemble. Her hair was black, coiffed, with curled wisps on either side of her beautiful face. Her makeup was perfect. Nikolić couldn’t place her ethnicity, but that hardly mattered. She was breathtaking.

Nikolić rose from his chair to take her right hand with his, as she greeted him in a delightful French accent, “Bonjour, Monsieur Nikolić. It is a pleasure to meet you. Je m’appelle Eléa.”

He kissed her hand before saying, “The pleasure is all mine. Please call me Filip.”

Brian smoothly moved forward to hold her chair as she sat down.

She glanced at the server with a smile. “Merci.”

Nikolić was instantly enchanted with Eléa, thinking, this had the prospects of being a very memorable evening.

He looked up at their server. “Brian, what wine would you recommend?”

Without hesitation, Brian replied, “Might I suggest, sir, a Côte-Rôtie 2018? A medium-bodied French wine with a hint of spiced red and black fruit notes.”

“Then we will start with that and see where the evening takes us.”

“Of course, sir.”

As their server left, Nikolić said, “I have looked forward to meeting you. We will have all evening to get to know each other.”

She placed her elbows on the table to lean in, resting her chin on her interlaced hands. While intently looking into Nikolić’s eyes, she seductively said, “There is no rush in becoming acquainted. We will enjoy the moment.”

The service and meal were extraordinary. The sunchoke soup appetiser and the seared guinea fowl main course were delicious. Their server, Brian, was attentive and discreet. He was excellent at being there and not being there. Nikolić was amazed at how comfortable Eléa made him feel. They talked easily.

There were no awkward silences or stilted moments. She was able to flow with the conversation wherever it went. Her accent and delightful humour were intoxicating. There were no serious probes that caused Nikolić to raise his guard. Nikolić floated with the conversation until Brian approached their table.

He removed the second empty bottle. “Is there anything else I can get for you, sir?”

Nikolić was surprised that time had passed so quickly. “No, everything was excellent.”

“Thank you, sir. The account was settled earlier.”

Brian held Eléa’s chair as she rose. Nikolić approached the other end of the table while slipping Brian three 100-dollar bills as a tip. Brian nodded his head as he folded them surreptitiously into his pocket. Eléa took Nikolić’s arm tightly as they walked out of the restaurant into the brightly lit and busy streets of Montréal.

Nikolić said, “I think a nightcap in my room would be appropriate.”

She smiled as she pressed her body into his, teasingly saying, “That would be perfect.”

They turned and started heading up Drummond Street. The observer was still perched on the roof across the street, filming the couple as they strolled away. It was time to leave…quickly.

Eléa nestled into Nikolić as they slowly walked back to the hotel. His anticipation grew as he inhaled her alluring perfume and felt her body close to his. Ten minutes later, he swiped his access card to the Royal Suite.

Nikolić opened the door and stepped in. He was startled to see Michael Popovič standing near the living room area. He was about to ask why he was there when two large figures, on either side, tightly grasped his arms. In shocked confusion, he recognised them as his security team.

Nikolić called out to Popovič in a panicked voice, “What the fuck is going on, Michael?”

There was no answer as Nikolić felt himself lifted off the floor. His feet dangled as he was shuffled into the living room. They walked onto a large plastic sheet and, in unison, turned before lowering him to a standing position.

He now faced a stern-looking Eléa, who’s bright, smiling expression had been replaced by a grey, stone-faced stare. She took a few steps forward before stopping as the door opened again.

Nikolić was confused as fear gripped him. Stepping into the room was their server from the restaurant, Brian.

He could hear Brian say to Eléa, “I noticed trouble on the roof across the street after you left.”

She nodded. “Yes, I also noticed.”

Nikolić was beginning to tremble slightly. Her sultry French accent was gone. He couldn’t make sense of what was happening.

Brian said, “I had men on the roof in seconds, but they found no one, not even a trace. They were not amateurs.”

“No, I didn’t expect they were.” She smiled at Brian and said, “Before I forget, you were excellent as our server, and I was impressed with your knowledge of wines.”

He grinned. “Thank you. It’s nice to know I have another career to fall back on if this job doesn’t work out.”

She returned her attention to the restrained Filip Nikolić. She reached into her clutch handbag and withdrew a Ruger 22 pistol and suppressor. She tossed the bag onto a chair. She threaded the suppressor onto the pistol as she moved slowly towards Nikolić. He stiffened with terror as she stopped a few feet away.

“Well, Filip, it’s not the excitement you expected this evening. Let me introduce myself properly. I am the new Caretaker.” She looked around the lavish room. “It seems your opulent lifestyle funded by the WCG and your disregard for being discreet has drawn the attention of the Curator. My unexpected arrival this evening has confirmed our fears.”

Nikolić was panicking. “That’s not true. I said nothing.”

She gave a derisive smirk. “Please, just be quiet! You sicken me. In your lustful urge to impress me, you constantly leaked information throughout dinner. It only took a few sexually suggestive looks and seemingly innocuous questions for you to spew our secrets.”

She glanced to her left and said, “At one point, during dinner, I thought Brian was going to drown you in your soup to shut you up. I can just imagine all the tidbits you have divulged to the whores you have slept with.” She clenched her teeth. “The topper is someone watching you. How long has that been going on? We don’t know, but it stops…now!”

Nikolić blurted out, “No, wait, I have done so much for the guild. You don’t need to do this.” He choked back his horror as his voice took on a pleading tone, “I don’t deserve this. I want to speak to the Curator.”

“Ah, yes, the Curator. I almost forgot to extend gratitude for everything you have done for the WCG.”

In that instant, she aimed the revolver at Nikolić’s heart. Two rapid spits from the muzzle caused him to grunt as his eyes froze open in death. The burly security team easily suspended his sagging body. Eléa stepped forward to fire one more shot into his forehead.

She stepped back and calmly detached the suppressor from the pistol. Nikolić’s body was lowered onto the plastic sheet as there was a knock on the door. Brian casually walked over to open it, revealing a man dressed in a hotel staff uniform. He entered while pushing a large, wheeled clothes hamper. He moved it near the plastic sheet, while Brian checked the hall before closing the door.

Michael Popovič had remained motionless, quiet and placid during Nikolić’s death. Eléa placed her weapon back into her handbag as she walked over to Popovič. They both watched the security team quickly roll the body into the plastic sheet and seal it with tape.

They lifted the corpse and dumped it in the hamper. The man dressed as a hotel employee threw a few loose towels into the top before pushing the hamper towards the door. Brian opened it so he could leave. Filip Nikolić was unceremoniously and forever gone.

Eléa looked at Popovič. “You have done well. The Curator is pleased with your diligence in this matter and congratulates you on your promotion to the inner sanctum of the World Council Guild.”

“Thank you, Caretaker. This incident has been unfortunate and has distracted us from our cause.”

“Indeed, we must be careful to remain in the shadows as we politically position ourselves to respond to the return of either the Toqu or Civitates.”

Popovič’s brow furrowed. “After all these years, do you believe that threat still prevails?”

“It never went away. The arrival of one will require us to negotiate. The arrival of both will begin our struggle to survive.”





Chapter 1 8th Year, February 18th, 07:45 hours

Deep Interstellar Space

The Toqu bridge officer tapped the panel to refresh a scan of the faint contact. Something was there, but what was it? She glanced out the bridge window to see only the blackness of space and a scattering of distant stars. She was about to repeat the process when the ship’s first officer approached her.

“Do you have a contact?”

The bridge officer answered, “I’m not sure. It was there, but now it’s gone.”

The first officer was looking at the scanners when the signal again appeared on the screen.

She looked at the bridge officer to say, “Veil the ship immediately and summon the captain to the bridge. Stop engines.”

Captain Jena entered the bridge within seconds and called out, “What is it, Rehit?”

Rehit turned to Jena to say, “A contact, Captain. We are still scanning, but it appears to be a small ship, tumbling through space at sub-light speed.” She glanced past the bridge officer to check the scans. “It seems unpowered. We will know more shortly as it draws nearer.”

Captain Jena commented, “After all this time, Rehit, something of interest.”

“Yes, Captain, but we are far from any star system, very odd.”

The bridge officer called out, “We have identification on the contact. It is a small Toqu launch. There are no power emanations and no life signs.”

Jena said to Rehit, “Are there any other contacts?”

“None, Captain.”

“Unveil the ship and move in to allow the docking computers to match the launch’s tumbling.” She looked at Rehit to say, “This is indeed interesting. We may finally have answers to our many questions.”



HM Prison Belmarsh, London, UK, 07:51 local hours

Three uniformed guards buzzed through the final metal-barred door to the isolation cell halls of the maximum-security prison. Two of the guards were tall and bulky. Each carried a black stun baton. Following was a smaller, immaculately groomed individual. They were walking in an area reserved for the most vile and dangerous prisoners in England.

This wing was exclusive to murderers, violent serial criminals and military personnel serving lengthy sentences. They were not permitted contact with the main inmate population. The segregation was for the protection of the guards, the other inmates and the prisoners themselves. The guards headed for the cell of the only military inmate currently incarcerated at Belmarsh.

While sitting on his cot, Michael Hastings leaned his back against the stone wall of his six-foot by eight-foot cell. He stared at the door as he had done for the last eight years of his 40-year sentence. It was seemingly the price to pay for murder and treason.

There had been little sympathy from the secretive and clandestine military court that convicted him. As a former captain of the 42nd Commando Royal Marines, he wasn’t surprised at the contempt the British authorities had for him. Even the World Council Guild discarded him like garbage.

Hastings was startled at hearing the door lock buzz to his heavy, metal cell door. He thought, it wasn’t time for a meal, and all routines were to the second.

The three guards stepped through the inward-opening door and stood near the threshold. The smallest of the three guards stepped forward in the cramped cell.

In an almost cheery voice, he said. “Captain Michael Hastings. It is a pleasure to meet you finally.”

A wary Hastings rose and said, “What’s going on, and who the fuck are you?”

“I would like to pass on apologies from the WCG for taking so long to get to you. We have been consumed with cleaning up the mess you made after betraying us to Tecumseh and the Civitates. I hope you will forgive our tardiness.”

Hastings felt terror rise from the pit of his stomach. He feared this day might come, but he hoped the passage of time would have left him forgotten by the guild. He instinctively and hopelessly backed up to the wall.

In a panic, he screamed, “Help, some—”

He never had the chance to finish his plea as the two large guards stepped forward and jabbed Hastings with their stun batons. He immediately grunted as 50,000 volts coursed through his body. He crumpled to the floor in an uncontrollably twitching heap. The two big guards took advantage.

They raised Hastings’s legs on the cot and pressed their knees onto his shoulders and outstretched arms. Their combined strength and weight thoroughly pinned him to the floor.

A cloth was stuffed into his mouth. The severe effects of the shock were lessening enough that Hastings was able to look up and see the third, smaller guard looking down at him with a slight smile.

As he threaded a needle onto the end of an air compression syringe, he said, “Nothing is more exhilarating than being able to check something off your to-do list.” He knelt near Hastings’ head. “Wouldn’t you agree, Michael?”

In that instant, he stabbed the needle into Hastings’s heart and injected the air. The guards were prepared for the reaction and held tightly as Hastings’s eyes bulged as he attempted to scream in agony. They held him down as convulsions and thrashing began, as an air pocket obstructed the heart’s blood flow.

A massive embolism triggered the intended fatal heart attack. After a couple of violent spasms that lifted the two assailants off the floor, Hastings’s eyes became glassy and rolled back in his head. They continued to hold him down for a few more minutes. For efficiency’s sake, they were in no rush.

Satisfied that Hastings was dead, they removed the cloth from his mouth and lifted his body to the cot. They arranged him on his side, facing away from the door and neatly pulled a blanket up to his shoulders. It looked like he was having a nap.

With a final look around the cell to ensure nothing was left behind, they exited the cell. It had only taken 10 minutes.



Deep Interstellar Space, 09:35 hours

Captain Jena was discussing their return to Toqu space with the navigation officer when Rehit entered the bridge and walked up to Jena. She waited. After confirming course details, she turned to Rehit.

“What is the latest update?”

“Amazingly, Captain, it appears our survivor will fully recover. Indications are she will be conscious very soon.”

Jena seated herself in the command chair, “Amazing indeed. Have you learned anything from the launch?”

“Yes, Captain. The pilot cleverly configured the ship’s power grid to divert minimal power to the slumber chamber to stretch the limits of its endurance. Although reserves were almost entirely exhausted, the launch is undamaged. As we restore power, the onboard computers and logs are slowly becoming available.”

Rehit paused before adding, “We have gleaned some preliminary and surprising information regarding our guest.”

“Such as?”

“The launch is a Regent’s personal craft, and our new arrival is named Keha. Captain of one of the two missing dreadnaughts we are seeking.”

Captain Jena looked intently at Rehit. “That is surprising and raises many questions. Such as what happened to the dreadnaughts, where the Regent is and why a ship’s captain is drifting alone?”

Rehit said, “I do not know, Captain. The logs have recorded events only since the launch departed the host dreadnaught. Once it is fully powered, we will complete a full diagnostic and summary of the launch’s computers.”

“Very well, Rehit. We will be altering course shortly to return to Toqu space. We must inform the Realm of our discovery. They will, no doubt, advise the queen.”

The bridge crew busily prepared the ship for the return journey. Jumping through space was an exact science with no room for error. No one noticed the new arrival standing at the access door. She quietly watched the crew go about their tasks. She glanced around the interior of the bridge. Its configuration was small and unfamiliar.

The effects of her long slumber still lingered, but she dismissed them as a minor annoyance. She straightened to her full height of over seven feet, flexing her lean, muscular frame. Her large, protruding eyes independently moved to observe every detail. She took a deep breath and exhaled slowly.

“Who commands here?”

Everyone on the bridge was startled by their new arrival. They remained silent until the captain turned her chair to face the newcomer. “I command here. I am Captain Jena.”

“I am Commander Keha. What class of vessel is this?”

Jena purposely paused before answering, “This is Toqu’s newest light escort designed for covert and long-range probes.” Jena studied Keha before adding, “I already know who you are.”

“I assume you have been examining my launch’s logs? Where is it now?”

Again, Jena did not rush her answer. “This ship is too small for docking facilities. The launch is securely berthed against our port airlock. We have been looking at the onboard computers as they come online while we power them up.”

Jena maintained a fixed look at Keha as she said, “It is also not your launch. It belongs to a surprisingly absent Regent.”

Keha stepped forward, containing her temper. “Do not dare to judge me. I will reveal all circumstances of my actions in due time.”

Both held each other’s gaze as the crew froze in bewilderment, as they felt the sudden animosity and tension envelop the bridge.

Captain Jena held her ground, “You will have the entire journey back to Toqu space to reveal your story. Failing that, you can explain yourself to the Royal Court and possibly in an audience with the queen.”

Keha studied the unmoving Jena as she firmly asked, “What are your standing orders for this ship?”

“Our primary mission is to locate a suitable base in this remote sector of space for Toqu forces.”

“Why? Have there been developments on our expansion?”

Jena was annoyed with the questions, but answered, “It is required to provide a presence on the flank of the Civitates. They have offered stiffer resistance than expected.”

She maintained a stern look at Keha as she continued, “Our secondary mission was to determine the fate of two missing dreadnaughts. Discovering you fulfils that order and requires delivering you to the Realm as soon as possible to provide answers to their loss.”

“How long have you been searching?”

“Eight solar orbits.”

Keha was slightly shocked at the passage of time but stepped forward to say, “You intend to return to Toqu space without completing your primary mission? That will not be received well by the court. However, I know of a planet in a system most suitable for this proposed flanking base. We only need to properly prepare it for the arrival of occupying Toqu forces.”

“That folly will not happen. We are returning immediately to Toqu space.”

Keha stepped close to Jena as she growled menacingly, “You refuse to take advantage of this opportunity I am gifting you?”

“That is correct, my orders stand.”

“Then you leave me no choice in this matter. You are relieved of command.”

Jena glared back as she rose. “You do not have the authority.”

“I retain the rank of Commander for dreadnaught-class warships, which far outstrips your standing as captain of a light escort. You know this as well as I do.”

A defiant Jena exclaimed, “And what if my crew follow my orders and arrests you for the balance of this voyage!”

“Then I am quite confident I will survive an audience with the queen, and you will not. Your failure to complete your primary mission and disobeying an order from a superior officer will certainly ensure your death.”

Jena hesitated as she considered what Keha had said. She thought, I never dreamed an instant like this would be upon me so quickly. Was this the time to risk it all? Not only would it be a loss of command, but it could also be a loss of my life.

Keha sensed Jena’s tortured conflict, adding, “I respect your resistance. I would accept you as my first officer. Do not force me to take other actions.”

Time seemed to hang in the air as the two formidable adversaries held their ground in front of the shocked bridge crew. Jena exhaled a long breath, and while maintaining a scowl, she rose and stepped aside.

“I yield. The ship is yours to command.”

“A wise choice, Jena. Your ability to make a sound decision will serve you well as first officer.” Keha’s attention was drawn to a stunned Rehit. “Who is this?”

“This is Rehit. She was the first officer.”

“You are now the second officer. Do you have any objections?”

Rehit hesitated as she glanced at Jena before saying, “No, Captain. You are in command.”

Keha sat in the command chair before saying, “Excellent. All I ask of you and the rest of this crew is loyalty. The queen will highly exalt our pending actions and eventual accomplishments.” She looked at Rehit to say, “When the launch’s computers are online, they will reveal a reverse course to a strangely named planet, Earth. Check on the progress immediately.”

“Yes, Captain.”

As Rehit exited the bridge, Keha looked at Jena and said, “After we adjust our course, you will take me on a tour of this vessel. I wish to learn everything.”

“Yes, Captain.”

“To give me an initial understanding of my new command, what is the ship’s armament, capabilities, and how many crew?”

“This ship has 20 medium missiles, one limpet and four bolt turrets. It has advanced sensor arrays and possesses the latest in stealth technology. We have a crew of 42 Toqu and 10 Loyals. We still have six communications buoys to deploy. We also have a small shuttle attached to the outer hull, in addition to the Regent’s launch.”

Keha thought for a moment before saying, “Hardly a menacing warship. No matter, we must be skilful to avoid an unwanted encounter with a Civitate vessel.”

“Yes, Captain, but the intent of this ship is not to engage in a confrontation with the Civitates.”

“I understand that, Jena, but we may need to be the invisible insect buzzing under the nose of a great beast.” Keha glanced around the bridge before saying, “Where are your Loyals?”

“They are all in slumber chambers until we require them.”

“What species are they?”

Jena seemed puzzled by the question, “There are seven Recreants and three Sitkens.”

Keha rose from her chair to look intently at Jena, “Sitkens. I will not have that traitorous filth on my ship. Execute them immediately and jettison their bodies into space.”

“Execute them? Why?”

“I will allow you to question my orders only this one time and never again. They are one of the many reasons we lost the dreadnaughts. When the queen learns of their treachery, she will turn their home planet into dust. See to it immediately.”

“Yes, Captain.”

Jena was exiting the bridge as Rehit was entering. They had been friends for a very long time.

Their passing glance at each other revealed their foreboding apprehension and helplessness at not being able to do anything…yet.





Chapter 2 April 5th, 09:08 hours

Caracas, Venezuela

President Alvaro Muñoz had just exited his Miraflores Palace residence and walked over to his heavily armoured limousine. It was parked in line with six other motorcade vehicles and surrounded by a heavily armed security team. There were also four motorcycle escorts from the Bolivarian National Police waiting.

His car was the third, just ahead of the decoy vehicle. It was only a four-minute journey to the Caracas Cathedral, but his exaggerated travel arrangements regularly displayed his invulnerability and bravado. He always wanted to convey an image of importance and unquestioned strength to watching eyes. Muñoz had been the president of Venezuela for the past 12 years.

His merciless grip on the United Socialist Party had ensured his continued tyranny over Venezuela. Elections were only an orchestrated show for the population and the press. The centrist Democratic and far-left Socialist Parties were permitted to exist only to lend legitimacy to his presidency.

Muñoz climbed into the rear seat, closely followed by Emiliano Ruiz, his Chief of Staff. He had been the president’s right-hand man for 20 years. He was brilliant, politically ruthless, and considered the most dangerous man in Venezuela.

He regarded the use of fear, intimidation, and violence as mere tools to obtain any end he wanted. What he truly wanted was for Muñoz to remain president and be the visible symbol of their continuing authoritarian regime. Ruiz was content to stay in the shadows.

“Excuse me, Mr President, I have been informed Aldana Marin has appeared to have grown a spine and is making some noise.”

“How so, Emiliano?”

Ruiz paused before saying, “He has garnered unknown financial support for the Democratic Action Party. His newfound confidence has resulted in anti-government demonstrations being organised this week in Maracaibo, Valencia, Maturin, and Barinas.”

President Muñoz glanced out the limousine window as they were beginning to depart, “Yes, I heard rumours of this last evening. General Sánchez had advised me that he had become aware of some demonstrations planned. He didn’t think they were well organised or financially feasible.”

“Unfortunately, Mr President, it appears they are.”

“That is unfortunate, Emiliano. We will need to ask for extra forgiveness at Mass this morning. We need to be in God’s favour before cutting off the balls of Aldana Marin and his treasonous comrades.”

Ruiz wickedly grinned. “We may have to grease the pockets of the archbishop to garner that much forgiveness.”

Muñoz also grinned. “What we are paying now is more than appropriate compensation for a blessing on behalf of the Holy Mary.” His face darkened. “I want an example made of these activists, regardless of their political party. It’s time to remind them of their place, or we will eradicate them.”

“Yes, of course, Mr President. I will make the arrangements after morning Mass.”

Two escorting police motorcycles led the motorcade out of the palace grounds while the other two waited to follow from the rear. One of these officers discreetly touched the send button on his cell phone, velcroed under his glove’s sleeve.

The message was simply the number three. Two kilometres away, on the roof of the Candelaria Shopping Mall, four Matrice Tactical Drones instantly lifted into the air and whisked westbound along Urdaneta Avenue. They carried a 2.7-kilogram shaped charge explosive.

Each drone has the payload to destroy a modern battle tank. They maintained a two-second gap as one followed the other. Each operator was careful to avoid raised crosswalks and wires. The motorcade had turned right onto Urdaneta Avenue to head east.

The lead drone’s camera quickly spotted the approaching motorcade. All traffic was blocked except for President Muñoz. Being early on a Sunday morning meant there were very few pedestrians, but some were out. The lead drone suddenly dropped 80 feet to zip over the two lead cars and zero in on the third vehicle, the only target they were concerned with. The trailing drones followed suit.

As the motorcade crossed the Baralt Avenue overpass, President Muñoz’s driver caught a glimpse of a small object heading towards the car. He only had time to instinctively raise his right arm before the drone impacted the windshield, detonating the 2.7-kilogram shape charge. The car’s interior was filled with molten metal travelling at four miles per second.

President Muñoz and everyone else were dead in a millisecond. Remnants of the flaming armoured limousine veered to the right and skidded onto the sidewalk. Two seconds later, the carnage was repeated with the next drone, and two seconds after that, another strike. It seemed redundant but necessary to ensure success.

The car was a flaming pile of unrecognisable junk. All occupants had been obliterated, with the flames now acting as their crematorium. The fourth drone had paused. Its panning camera ensured there were no survivors. It revealed the collateral damage of dead and injured pedestrians.

It showed the president’s security teams and police hopelessly scrambling towards the burning wreck. It even caught a glimpse of a single police motorcycle in the background, disappearing up a side street. After hovering briefly, it also dove into the inferno that was once President Muñoz’s limousine. It seemed to be a punctuated moment of vengeance.



Federal Legislative Palace, Caracas, 09:08 hours local time

The Venezuelan vice-president sat back in his overstuffed leather chair. Rafael Ramos’s eyes were closed as he anxiously waited in his office for news. Sitting opposite on the other side of the expansive oak desk was General Sánchez, Chief of Staff for the Venezuelan Armed Forces.

He was also anxious. Both knew the next few moments would be a watershed moment for them and Venezuela. The passing seconds were agonising. Despite expecting the call, the ring of the encrypted phone sitting on the desk startled them. Ramos picked it up.

“This is Ramos.”

A synthesised-sounding voice said, “This is the Curator…it is done…congratulations, Mr President…we have provided you with a suitable scapegoat by sprinkling enough money and evidence to incriminate the Democratic Action Party…we suggest you act quickly to solidify your administration.” The call terminated.

Ramos paused, then looked across the desk and set the phone down. He said, “General Sánchez, in the next few minutes, I will be addressing the nation to announce Muñoz’s assassination and invoke Martial Law. Immediately arrest all leaders of the Democratic Action Party.”

“Yes, Mr President. A phone call will set the pre-planned operation in motion.”

“Very good.”

They both rose to shake hands. While doing so, President Ramos added, “General, it would be most helpful if Aldana Marin were to die while resisting arrest.”

“Yes, Mr President. Your wish has been anticipated.”



September 4th

Approaching Earth’s Solar System, 09:50 hours

Jena spoke with the navigation officer and turned to Keha to say, “We have entered the outer edges of the solar system for the planet Earth, Captain.”

“Very good. Set a course for the third planet from the sun and pilot the ship to the dark side of its only moon. Take all measures to avoid detection.”

A puzzled Jena asked, “Why the moon, Captain?”

“We need to expand our limited arsenal. If the Civitates have been less than thorough, they may have overlooked some precious, hidden items on my disabled dreadnaught.”

“It will be a great risk for nothing if the items you seek are not there, Captain.”

“Then, Jena, we will be no worse off than we are now.”

Keha looked intently at Jena. “Take us to their moon where you can both demonstrate how stealthy this ship is and how good a pilot you are.”



South Pole Aitken Basin, The Moon, 12:15 hours

Captain Keha remained silent as she watched Jena and Rehit expertly guide her new command within sight of her stricken dreadnaught. The light escort held its position and remained veiled as the bridge crew completed an extensive analysis of the area.

Keha looked through the bridge windows to see the scattered remains of the second dreadnaught in an expansive explosion crater. She then looked at her former ship. It seemed relatively intact, but she knew it was a dead hulk. Her thoughts were disturbed when Jena walked up beside her and waited.

Keha asked, “What is your report?”

Jena glanced at the wrecked dreadnaught. “We have detected several Civitate sentry beacons which we can easily suppress. However, they are only suitable for alerting a Civitate warship, if there was one in this system. It is a rather weak defence.”

Keha looked at Jena, “It is not surprising. They didn’t waste resources on a wrecked ship. What about the dreadnaught?”

“The ship’s main power grid is destroyed, but it appears to be still maintaining minimal life support with a diminishing emergency power reserve.”

“Excellent. I am astonished it has retained any power after this length of time.” Keha moved to her command chair and sat down. “Jena, begin suppressing the sentry beacons, but be careful. I do not suspect a Civitate warship is nearby, but I do not wish to risk an encounter that will end our adventure quickly. Especially with the ship and commander I fought.”

Jena looked over to Rehit to relay the command, “Suppress the beacons and, as we planned, move slowly towards the dreadnaught’s port hatch for docking.”

Rehit nodded confirmation of the order and then asked, “Should I awaken Recreants as security for the boarding team?”

Keha interrupted before Jena could speak, “No. We do not need them stumbling about. We will have to be wary of any onboard surprises left by the Civitates. It will only require me, Rehit and one Toqu technician to accomplish our task. We will need a mobile cargo platform.”

Rehit answered, “Yes, Captain, I will give the orders.”

Jena issued subtle commands to manoeuvre the ship into position beside the dreadnaught’s hatch gently. With a soft touch, the ships locked together. Completing a final check with the bridge crew, she turned to Keha.

“We are docked and secure, Captain.”

“Well done, Jena. Stay alert. Come, Rehit, we have a task to complete.”

Rehit glanced at Jena as she said, “Yes, Captain. The technician is waiting at the docking gate.”

Jena watched the two leave the bridge, then turned to the bridge officer.

“I want full and continuous sensory scans. We are vulnerable while our veil is compromised, especially while docked. I do not want to repeat the same fate as our glorious captain.”

The officer gave a knowing nod and turned to her panel. Jena sat down on her former command chair. She thought, if not for Rehit on the boarding party, it was tempting to maroon Keha on her dead ship and report to the Toqu council…very tempting.

Rehit and Keha opened the docking hatch to the dreadnaught and entered with a Toqu technician following with a cargo skid. The ship’s atmosphere was stale but tolerable, and the lighting was limited to emergency wall lamps only.

Keha held no nostalgia for the disabled dreadnaught. It was simply a dead ship that once served her. With luck, it would serve one last time. Keha looked at Rehit.

“Follow me. We need to go to the corridor outside my quarters.”

“Yes, Captain.”

They walked down a side corridor towards the bow of the ship and turned right along a wide hall. There was evidence of the past battle. Scorched walls and damaged control panels were along their entire route.

Doors had been forced open, probably as a result of the invaders sweeping the ship for any Toqu survivors. Keha noted there were no bodies. The Civitates had been very thorough at purging the ship.

Keha stopped in front of the destroyed door to her former cabin. “We are here.” She looked at the technician as she pointed to a large, sealed floor panel. “Carefully cut away that panel and pull it aside.”

“Yes, Captain.”

The technician pulled a splicing laser from the cargo platform and began her task. It did not take long to cut through the seams of the heavy floor plate. With Rehit’s help, they pulled it aside. Keha anxiously looked into the hidden compartment.

“Excellent. As I hoped, the Civitates were not as thorough as I feared they might be.”

Rehit peered into the compartment to see 10 heavy-looking oval objects. They were yellow, with rings of bright green and fluorescent orange on top. She instantly identified them as warheads. A surprised Rehit looked at Keha.

“Why would you conceal warheads, Captain?”

“To provide me with contingencies if I encountered unanticipated situations, such as this. My crew and not even the Regent knew they were on board.”

“I’m afraid I do not understand, Captain. Our medium missiles cannot carry these weapons.”

“I am aware of that, Rehit. Possessing a device that can remotely destroy a small city greatly enhances our small vessel’s arsenal. Strategic use of these warheads gives us an advantage in dealing with this planet.” With a satisfied look, she added, “A great advantage indeed.” She looked at the technician and said, “Load these on the platform quickly and carefully.”

Rehit asked, “What now, Captain?”

“Now that we possess a persuasive means to accomplish our goals, we will make preparations to communicate with Earth securely. Let us not delay our destiny.”



September 5th

Maiduguri Maximum Security Prison, Nigeria, 09:43 hours

There was only a small holding room for processing any prisoners exiting or entering the prison. It was hot and foul-smelling. There were no windows on three of the walls. The only ventilation came through the fourth wall, consisting of steel bars.

The air was stifling. A look through the bars at the distant security counter revealed that the spinning fans were providing little relief to the posted guards from the sweltering heat.

The lone occupant of the holding room was handcuffed and shackled. The guards had unexpectedly pulled him from his work detail and brought him here without explanation. He flexed his aching right arm as best he could. He cursed the dog that mangled it eight years earlier.

He had permanent damage from the encounter, and on certain days, like this one, it ached terribly. At least the pain helped take his mind off the anxiety of not knowing why he was there. Suddenly, two guards strode up to unlock the bar doors of the room.

The largest guard menacingly held his nightstick as he barked out, “Get up…no talking!”

The shackled prisoner was shuffled out of the holding room and ushered to the main exit door. The two guards prodded him along. As soon as they exited into the blinding sun, an unmarked van pulled up. He was forced into the cramped, dark, windowless interior. His anxiety was now one of fear. He had heard of prisoners just vanishing.

He thought, was this what was happening?

The large guard climbed in to sit opposite the prisoner while glaring at him. It was as if he was trying to intimidate and goad him. As soon as the other guard climbed in the front with the driver, the van sped away. The jostling of the vehicle and the numerous turns left the prisoner oblivious to their whereabouts.

He was more concerned about what would happen when they arrived. After about 25 minutes, the van screeched to a halt, and the door opened. The guards roughly pulled him out and quickly unlocked his handcuffs and shackles. They climbed back into the van and sped away to leave the prisoner disoriented and alone.

He squinted as his eyes adjusted to the light. With amazement, he was standing alone on a large, concrete road. He then realised he was standing on the tarmac at Maiduguri Airport. He knew this because he was flown to this very airport eight years ago to begin his sentence.

His brain was still unpacking the reality of his situation when he noticed a well-dressed, powerful-looking white man approaching him from a waiting aeroplane. He stopped about five feet away and removed his sunglasses.

He smiled as he said, “Hello, I am Carlos Vargas. Please come with me; your plane is waiting.”

Despite being confused, his defensive instincts caused him to shrug his shoulders and grin dumbly at Vargas as he said in Yoruba, “I don’t understand.”

Maintaining his smile, Carlos said, “You can dispense with all of that. I know who you are. You were once Corporal
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