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Important to know before
you read!

This story could be based
on true facts, but any resemblance to real events, existing places
and people, living or deceased, is based on coincidence.

The rest is up to the reader's
imagination.

The book series
contains hyperlinks in the text, which refer to web pages or web pages of the
authors. If you have an internet connection and click on such
an underlined word, you will be taken to that special web
page.

However, not being able to follow
the links does not affect the content of the story. It is purely
for additional information.

Writing, formatting and publishing
a book is human work. We would appreciate being informed if
something is incorrect, so we can make sure you will receive a
corrected version.

You can contact us via our
website.






Foreword

Hello ... and welcome back for the
continuation of the story!

You probably know who we
are by now, but if you don’t ...

We are Bert Holtes and Wop
Sietsma, two Dutch authors who, with this second book, continue the
story of our first book, BACK-UP As far as the world
stretches.

We developed this book
entirely under our own management as well.

Glad to see you are still
interested in our story, we are delighted!

This story too is a mix of
genres, characters and storylines and wrapped up as a fictional
thriller with some extras.

If you still want to read
the paperback version, you can find all the information about where
to buy it on our website.

We hope that the continue
of the story will also appeal to you and that you will enjoy
it.

Don’t forget, you can still
download, read and give away the eBook of volume 1 to everyone you
know for free via Kobo or via our website.

Have fun reading it!

Bert & Wop


The beginning of the sequel
…

This story is the sequel to the first book
of the fictional thriller series 'BACK-UP' and continues as if
there was no interruption.

In the Peace Palace in The Hague, the
meeting between Hakon Torstein Eriksson and Nakawe will result in
an unexpected turn in the history books.

While the population of the blue planet is
still ignorant of the upcoming changes, Hakon, with Nakawe in his
arms, tumbles down the stairs of the Peace Palace, after which
...


Prologue

A few light years away from the sun,
shimmering glittering lights were rapidly moving towards each
other.

After centuries of inertia, the sentries had
received a signal. Weak indeed, but unmistakable!

When they found each other, they merged into
one and bundled the received energy for transport.

For a moment they radiated as brightly as
the star of Bethlehem, until they separated from each other and
brightly flashed to their previous position in anticipation of
...


How an encounter put
everything in motion …

His mission he had
successfully accomplished.

Not knowing that a next
one was on the way.

A mission that would
change his and many lives.

But before that, he had to
go into the fight again.

Still knowing nothing, he
looked up in total bewilderment.

He now knew what kind of
ship his father meant.

He had expected everything
... but not this!


Two global
minutes



< 01.01

After the elderly nun had briefly knocked on
the door, she quickly walked into the room, put down the tray and
opened the shutters in a routine manner. She stood for a short
moment enjoying the sweet aroma of blossoming flowers and herbs
that flowed in. In thought she thanked God for this beautiful
morning, as she let her eyes wander over her convent, the gardens,
and the afforestation behind it. As always, apart from the sounds
of nature all around, there was nothing that disturbed the serene
tranquility.

Since its construction in 1591, during the
Spanish domination of Mexico, all the work in and around the
monastery of the monastic Dominicans had been done by hand.

To herself she murmured the words of a
former pope, engraved in her memory.

Grateful that she too was allowed to serve,
she devoutly struck a cross, walked back into the room and
carefully picked up the tray to devote herself to the extra
task.

A task that because of circumstances had
been forgotten by the outside world, but which had been carried out
outside of normal work since time immemorial. The care for ‘The
Lady’. A daily ritual that was lovingly performed by specially
appointed and trained sisters.

As she walked toward The Lady, she suddenly
stopped and stood motionless. She could hardly believe it.

However, it did not take long before she
started moving again, for through her training she knew immediately
how to act when the moment presented itself. Calmly she put the
tray down again, hurried to the open window and gave a firm jolt to
the rope that hung next to it. For the first time in the
monastery’s long history, a special bell began to peal. As loud and
clear as she could, she shouted: “The Lady has spoken, the Lady has
spoken!”






< 01.02

At the same moment in Norway, in Kongsberg,
in the old-fashioned cozy farmhouse kitchen of the Eriksson family,
the grandfather clock announced the third hour after noon with
thick, bronze beats. Marit, who was quietly cleaning the silverware
in her rocking chair next to the fireplace, looked up for a moment.
Her hands stopped when she saw Torstein working in the kitchen
through the connecting door. As if he was taking part in a cleaning
competition, her husband was fanatically cleaning the long dining
table. The robust furniture had become somewhat weathered over the
years, but the sunlight falling through the open terrace doors
still conjured up the beautiful, deep sheen.

Smiling, she watched Torstein, armed with a
spray can and cleaning rag, attack the table with flamboyant
movements. She understood. He was, like herself, excited for
tomorrow. Because then their grandson would arrive here with his
group of friends. They would arrive late, but on the other hand
they would all stay for a few days. Like Torstein, she could hardly
wait.

She remembered Hakon’s previous visit as if
it were yesterday. She and Torstein had both been delighted with
Hakon’s remarkable group of friends. A very peculiar collection of
personalities, who got along great. One close family. From the very
first moment, these extraordinary people had made them feel like
they had been part of the group for years. It was obvious that they
were all fond of Hakon and he was fond of them. That’s why she
couldn’t understand why their grandson still didn’t have a real
girlfriend. There were several very attractive ladies in that group
of friends.

As she stared anxiously into the distance,
she thought it was about time Hakon chose a woman. She and Torstein
didn’t have eternal life and she would love to hold another
Eriksson in her arms. But maybe the miracles of the world weren’t
over yet, she thought hopefully. You never knew ... Things were
very different today than they were when she was young. Time went
by so fast.

“Indeed,
silly,” she reprimanded herself. If she wanted everything ready for
tomorrow, she should hurry up a bit. She continued polishing and
thought about how nice it was that Torstein was finally ready to
share with Hakon the burden they had been carrying together for
years. It really was about time they sat down with him. Certainly
after Torstein’s last experience and those terrible developments of
the last few days, it had become absolutely necessary. And now that
she and Torstein knew about Hakon’s possibilities through his
Scottish friend, that lord, the burden had become much more
bearable.

The fear that Hakon would go missing, just
like his father, had also diminished a lot. His friends would not
abandon him. That was for sure, Torstein had told her.
Unconsciously, she nodded in agreement. However, her husband’s
well-meant, soothing arguments, with his eternal optimism, couldn’t
completely dispel her concerns.

Again she looked into the kitchen and
laughed at his half-assed antics. After shaking her head for a
while, she thought it was time to put an end to it. That old fool
tried to tap dance while polishing. And that with his bad back! She
was just about to...

In the middle of a dance movement, he
suddenly stopped. With his eyes wide open he stood staring at his
right hand, while he massaged it firmly with his left.

Frightened, she stood up, walked quickly
towards him and carefully put one hand on his shoulder. Surely it
wasn’t happening again ...






< 01.03

A few minutes before that, Missy Mobile, as
her nickname would have it, stood, as usual, at the front in the
smallest pyramid of Egypt, so as not to miss anything of the show
that was to be staged. She wanted to use this to make a nice ending
to the report of her pyramid trip.

As a seasoned cruise traveller she had
already made many excursions. From the beginning she had shared her
experiences with the world via her smartphone, so that her friends
back home in Hollywood could witness her adventurous life almost
live on their screens. They would definitely like this show.
Something like this gave at least a little color to their everyday
activities. In addition, she had thousands of followers who she
only knew by name, but of whom she knew they would be thrilled
again.

In any case, the scene in which she
pretended to have discovered the new hieroglyphs herself had
already turned out extremely well. She looked good in her safari
outfit and that alone was worth the $300 she had to cough up, she
thought. Anyway, she did it with love, because even though she
loved to be in the center of attention, she was very socially
conscious. Not everyone could afford such trips and she felt it was
her duty to let the less fortunate enjoy her experiences as well.
Especially now, because this discovery was absolutely something
special. The events here would certainly get at least a whole page
in the history books and that was something one didn’t experience
every day. It went without saying that she had paid the $1000,-
that it cost to be allowed to film, without having to think twice.
After all, that was not a very big expense for her, as she had had
plenty of money since the death of her husband. After eating the
cake she had baked, he had prematurely exchanged the present for
the afterlife. No, not by poisoning. The poor man had simply choked
on the cake that had been a little too dry.

After barely three years of marriage, she
was suddenly all alone. Thank God he hadn’t left her destitute. On
the contrary. Thanks to him, she had since been able to sail across
all the seas of the world with just about all the well-known cruise
companies. But of all the voyages so far, this one was at the top
of the list!

Expectantly she looked at the display and
made sure that the man dressed up as a pharaoh came fully into
view. She followed him routinely while he climbed onto a table to
tell all about his discovery. This recording would definitely be a
nice conclusion to her report and once again her extremely
interesting report would find its way to the hungry social media
addicts. She had set up her smartphone in such a way that she only
had to film. When she left the pyramid and as soon as a
connection to the internet was made, her recording would
immediately be shared over the internet. It just couldn’t get any
easier.






< 01.04

At the same time that Missy Mobile was
shooting in Egypt, an old lady with beautiful long, grey hair found
herself in the middle of the Mexican jungle. Sitting on the bottom
step of an ancient pyramid, she was busy caring for the wound on
her foster child’s arm.

Kiniawe, clumsy as ever, had hurt herself
for the umpteenth time. Despite the fact that she had been retired
for twenty years, she would be able to suture the wound blindly.
Skilled by her long experience as a surgeon, her hands moved by
themselves. In light of Nakawe’s message that she would come home
to discuss the discovery in Egypt with her Granny, her thoughts
wandered to the manuscripts she had studied yesterday. Not from
recent centuries about the explorers, the Spaniards and other
fortune hunters who had almost destroyed their earlier rich, proud
and intelligent civilization. No, the ancient writings from before,
that told of their unique flora and fauna and rich Mayan cities. In
the centuries before, the Mayans had built up a very highly
developed culture, at a time when no one on the other side of the
ocean had any idea of their existence. So much had been lost, she
thought, sadly. And all because of the expansionism and outright
greed of people and nations seeking power.

Meanwhile, she conveniently filled a syringe
to administer a local anesthetic to Kiniawe’s arm. Her foster child
was unusually agitated and much more sternly than she actually
wanted to, she ordered Kiniawe to sit still. “I know that since you
came into our house as a toddler, you’ve regarded each other as
sisters and you’ve missed Nakawe for far too long.” She sighed for
a moment. “It’s your own fault, girl. Just be more careful and
don’t break your leg. Then you could have accompanied Nakawe on her
expedition.” She grabbed Kiniawe’s arm firmly, brought the needle
to the wound and stiffened.






< 01.05

At exactly the same moment a nun entered the
monastery room of ‘The Lady’ in Mexico, Prof. Dr. Oskar Mirnat,
professor of astronomy, was in Florida recovering from a lively
exchange of words with his adolescent daughter. In the hypermodern
upper floor of his stylish mansion, he sat grunting in front of his
private telescope. How on earth did a 15-year-old get it into her
head to go to school almost naked, he thought angrily. She was the
eldest of his four daughters and had to lead by example, damn it.
The quartet was his most precious possession and he didn’t want to
think about them being abused. Beautiful, young girls, like his
eldest, dressed like that in the streets ... No, that was simply
asking for trouble.

He sighed deeply. What was he supposed to do
with her? Lately she’d been so terribly recalcitrant that he would
rather lock her up in her room. And leave her there until she was
26 or so. That would give a lot of rest, he thought chuckling.

He shrugged off the domestic problems and in
a routine manner checked if the dome was open. With concentration
he looked at a number of fixed benchmarks and was just about to
start checking the next one when he noticed something. Surprised,
he suddenly saw several stars flickering, shooting towards each
other and coming together at one point to light up brightly.
However, before he could react, the miraculous spectacle was
already over and the galaxy looked like it had always had.






< 01.06

While Missy Mobile was looking for a way
forward, Ravic, supervisor of the Egyptian High Council of
Antiquities, was enjoying himself. In the pyramid it was all hustle
and bustle and he looked with satisfaction at his business partner.
It was truly magnificent how he skillfully knocked the dollars out
of their fat wallets. After such a special discovery it was
self-evident that one could only take pictures for a hefty fee. For
a full week they had already succeeded in attracting crowds of
curious tourists and every day they made a lot of money out of
those spoiled rich guys. The folks got to wear a tropical helmet,
were allowed to put on a khaki shirt and with a brush and trowel in
their hands they could pretend to be real explorers who had
supposedly discovered the hieroglyphs in person. And of course they
had to pay a lot extra for that scene. More than half of every
dollar earned flowed into his purse.

He happily rubbed his hands. With a bit of
luck the tourists would keep on coming in for a while, so that he
could fulfill his desire much quicker than he ever could have
imagined.

He scratched his wrist inconspicuously. The
authentic clothes of a pharaoh, which he had been able to borrow
from someone, were beautiful, yet heavy and they itched
terribly.

While he endured the rubbing and itching as
well as he could, he carefully walked to the table. He leaned
against it and mentally prepared to report on his miraculous
discovery.

In the meantime, the group had gathered and
looked up to him expectantly when he stepped majestically onto the
table. He stood up proudly and let his eyes wander over the
colorful, staring crowd. Not for the first time he felt as powerful
as a real pharaoh when looking down on the crowd below him. He
might not really be a ruler of Egypt, he thought amused, but he did
have power. Power over their purse. And he’d try to plunder them a
bit more.

He smiled for a moment at the woman standing
right in front of him. Another one from whom prosperity radiated,
he thought arrogantly. The blonde woman was engaged with a bright
pink, glittery smartphone. Quickly his gaze slipped over her
clothes. Reassured he saw the button on her blouse, the sign that
she had paid. His eyes found more buttons. Today he would return
home with a thick envelope as well. While estimating the amount he
had earned, he gestured to the crowd looking up at him for silence.
Here and there he heard some people coughing. He was ready for it.
With a clear voice, somewhat reflected by the shape of the pyramid,
he asked the crowd to be dead silent. Nobody wanted to miss
anything of his sensational adventures that had led to the
discovery of the new hieroglyphs. He sucked the air into his
lungs.






< 01.07

In Scotland, Lord MacMarkland and Marilyn
had been watching the GRID for half an hour, watching the live
images Saundra sent them. Early in the morning the brand-new
Markland weather satellite had been successfully launched and after
lunch Saundra had informed them that the extra module that had been
sent along had arrived at the right location. While a watery sun
peeked in through the high windows, Marilyn had tried to explain to
him how she had developed this new module using her 3dSCreator. Of
the part she had told him about enthusiastically, he had, with
difficulty, understood at most half of it. The new functions for
Saundra’s main routines, including SPY, SCOUT, SCOPE, COMMS, FACE
and CRYPTO, were the most important. He would never understand
exactly how this had come about. What really mattered was the
result. This upgrade would allow Saundra to operate much faster and
more efficiently.

The diagram Marilyn had shown him on her
laptop was a different story. He had recognized that easily. It
indicated the routes of the module itself and the routes of the
submodules that would each look up ‘their’ satellite separately.
With Saundra’s help, the routes were chosen in such a way that the
module itself and its components could not be seen from Earth at
any time. Fortunately, he thought, because otherwise he would have
a lot of explaining to do and, even worse, GAIAS would cease to
exist.

In the meantime he looked with interest at
the landings of the modules and saw that they were almost
simultaneously seeking the right position. Perfect. Any moment now
they would have found their place and tests could be carried out.
Not much later, the time had come. “So far, so good”, he heard
Marilyn say. “I have every confidence in it,” he answered
cheerfully. “And I...”

Saundra’s voice interrupted him with the
message that she was in contact with all modules and that she had
started the test procedure. The results quickly appeared on the
GRID. Sharp images of the earth shot past. The lord and Marilyn
looked at each other in amazement when Saundra’s voice suddenly
broke off and the whole GRID fell out at once.






< 01.08

While in Scotland a global recording of the
Mexican Yucatán briefly appeared on one of the screens, it was not
detailed enough at this time to be able to see a centuries old
hacienda, seemingly rather neglected, under the dense green foliage
of the pristine jungle.

In one of the many rooms, surrounded by
artifacts from the Inca and Mayan times, as well as piles of books,
manuscripts and papers, a dark-haired man sat mumbling to himself,
bent over. Despite the reading glasses, he held a magnifying glass
in his hand and tried to decipher the miniscule inscription on a
sacrificial knife, noting his findings in a small but very regular
handwriting on the notepad beside him.

Concentrating one hundred percent, he shot
upright in an uncontrolled manner when an antique morse telegraph
suddenly started rattling on his desk for the first time. He
completely ignored the broken magnifying glass and the line he had
drawn right through his notes in terror. All his attention was
focused on the old device. He did not yet know the contents of the
message, but he knew that his reclusive existence was over and that
he could finally begin. As soon as the device had spat out the
strip of paper, he excitedly snatched it away. His eyes eagerly
devoured the text. “The game can begin,” he murmured inside. He
remembered the step-by-step plan and went through it from beginning
to end. He was not allowed to skip a single step to victory.
Moments later he grabbed the signal key and started tapping a
controlled message in Morse code to his Chosen Ones.






< 01.09

Not much
later in Italy, not far from the Vatican, no one witnessed
something special that took place in one of the few remaining Roman
temples, the Pantheon.
In its lower vaults, the centuries of peace and quiet were suddenly
disturbed. In a long forgotten room, where dusty webs decorated the
crucifix on the bare wall, the grey stone statue of Mary next to it
and the simple lamp set in the corner, stood a dusty
table.

On its right-hand corner, under thick dust
and webs, stood an antique telephone. As the square outside teemed
with tourists, for the first time since its connection in 1888, the
device began to ring penetratingly.






< 01.10

Fully focused on the display of her
smartphone and the costumed man standing proudly on the table ready
to start his speech, Missy’s brain didn’t initially record what her
eyes observed.

Completely unexpectedly a tremendous burst of energy shot through
the man’s body and in a split second his brain was boiled. The
steaming mush searched for an exit through his nose and ears and
because of the accumulated pressure his eyes shot out of the eye
sockets and squashed on the ground like ripe tomatoes, right in
front of the feet of the totally bewildered audience. Like a rag
doll he collapsed and tumbled after his eyes.

Like the people around her, Missy stood
staring at the tragedy with her mouth and eyes open, unaware that
her body was acting automatically. Like a robot, she continued to
use her smartphone to record the tragedy in detail. In silence the
image zoomed in on the smoking head of the fallen man.

A horrible smell reached her nose and at
that moment it dawned on her what had happened. As if a switch was
flipped, all instincts of self-preservation took over and turned
Missy Mobile from a seasoned hobby blogger into a crazed
slum-dweller. Screaming, she made a run for it, with only one
overriding wish: to leave this coffin as soon as possible.

In the small
room of the pyramid her cries echoed in all directions and pulled
everyone out of their lethargy. The crowds began to move as in
their panic everyone sought for the exit as quickly as possible.
Screaming, pushing and punching, Missy fought her way through the
wild crowd and managed to reach the stairs. In a chaotic tangle of
bodies, she was one of the first to reach the exit. She didn’t care
about her torn skirt, stained blouse and lost right pump, and
panting, she raised a manicured hand containing the bright pink
smartphone, which was glistening in the daylight. Within two
seconds, the device had connected to the internet and Missy’s
recording was retransmitted into the World Wide Web via Markland’s
satellites. In no time at all, the video was included in all major
social media applications. It wasn’t long before Missy Mobile was
joined by millions of followers, who eagerly watched the
sensational ‘Curse of the
Pharaoh’.






< 01.11

Thoughtfully Professor Mirnat continued to
study the universe meticulously for some time. Astonished, he
leaned back, rubbed his eyes and looked through the telescope once
more. Nothing had changed at all. Surely, he couldn’t have imagined
those shifting stars, he wondered hesitantly. Had he been so
worried about his daughter that the stress had affected him? Some
sort of eye migraine, perhaps? That seemed most likely to him.
There’s no way that what he thought he’d seen could have been a
natural phenomenon. He’d have to check the backup later.

He pulled his head away from the scope and
turned around. To his fright he saw the backup’s light flicker red.
While looking at the mean red blinking light, he realized that he
hadn’t thought of turning on the system. No copy had been made.
Bloody hell. Of course.

Angry with himself, he activated the backup
system, waited for the light to reassuringly blink green and
repeated his earlier work. In the back of his head, however, what
he thought he had seen was constantly gnawing at him. Perhaps he
had seen something special after all. There was nothing else for
it. He had to check it. He wouldn’t be able to rest until he
did.

He went to his computer and opened the
encyclopedia of the universe.






< 01.12

Feeling guilty that she had to bother her
Granny again, Kiniawe looked confidently at the needle that Granny
stuck in her arm. To her astonishment, it suddenly slipped deep
into her arm and painfully touched the bone. Tears shot into her
eyes. “Ouch! Granny!” Through a haze of tears she looked up and saw
Granny mumbling silently as if in a trance, rubbing her right hand
with her left over the dark sign. Kiniawe held her sore arm and
came halfway up to shake Granny awake, but suddenly she got very
dizzy and almost fell off the stone step. The world around her lost
all color and in total greyness she felt her chair move more and
more violently.

She hadn’t experienced this before in the
cinema. At least, she thought she was in the cinema, because all
kinds of loose pieces of film shot past her before her eyes. She
recognized many, but at the same time didn’t recognize many others.
She saw a smiling Nakawe passing by again and again and a tall man
with blue eyes, whose blond hair was flapping against his face and
who tried to say something to her.

The images followed each other faster and
faster, as if she was on a roller coaster cart plunging down at an
eerie speed. Strange helmets, Nakawe, swords, ships, that blond man
holding Nakawe in an embrace, a marble table, pyramids, a starry
sky, Nakawe shouting something unintelligible. She couldn’t keep
up. The images flew by at a maddening pace and the shaking became
more and more intense. She heard her own name called, saw that same
blond man standing on the bow of a sailing ship, heard her name
again and... Suddenly she became aware that she was lying on the
ground, looking straight into the worried eyes of Granny, who was
holding her by the shoulders. “Kiniawe, Kiniáwe!”

“What ... what happened?” Confused, ,she tried to get
up, which didn’t work, because Granny pinned her firmly to the
ground. “Stay down, child. Don’t get up now, or you’ll have a huge
headache later, I’m afraid.”

“What ... um ... then what happened? I don’t get it,”
she stammered. “One moment you’re holding my arm, and the next
moment you’re stinging me and I see you in some kind of trance.
After that it went black.”

She frowned. “No, that’s not quite true.”
The frown got deeper. “I had a dream. At least it seemed like a
dream, but it felt terribly real. I saw all kinds of weird images.
A lot of them included Nakawe, a blonde man, and then ... I’m not
sure. I think I saw Spaniards attacking us and, and...”

“Calm down. Just relax, Kiniawe. You’ve been through
something that needs explaining. I promise you’ll get it from me,
but I have to talk to Nakawe first. Something important has
happened.”

Her Granny looked thoughtfully away from
her. “What? How? Nakawe! Did something happen to her?” Panicked,
her voice shot up a whole octave. Granny looked at her
reassuringly. “No, Nakawe’s fine, but I need to talk to her first.
One thing’s for sure: she’s had contact.”

Kiniawe didn’t understand a word Granny was
saying. “Contact? How do you mean? With what, then? Nakawe’s not
even home yet. How would you know?” Her Granny smiled. “Honey,
haven’t you ever wondered why you have a brown and a blue eye?” The
question caught her by surprise. What did that have to do with
anything? “Um, no. Actually, no. Why? Do you know?”

Her Granny nodded thoughtfully. “I suspect I
do, but I can’t be sure until I know who Nakawe made contact
with.”

Her Granny kept silent for a moment and got
a strange look in her eyes. “Listen, Kiniawe. You said you
recognized Nakawe amidst all sorts of images?” “Yes, Granny. At
first, I kept seeing the same blonde guy passing by. First a few
times with long, blond hair. Then on a boat and at the end, all of
a sudden, he had short hair and Nakawe was facing him. Really,
Granny, it was really crazy. I felt like I was looking through
Nakawe’s eyes at that man and at the same time I was looking
through his eyes at Nakawe. We were standing on a flight of stairs,
no, we were rolling down a flight of stairs, and I got a tingling
sensation in my head and right hand. Right here.”

She showed Granny her hand, on which a
capriciously shaped scar stood out darkly against her light brown
skin. “Weird, isn’t it, Granny?” Just like that crazy question from
just a moment ago, Granny’s answer surprised her again. “Oh,
Kiniawe. You make me so happy. It looks like the stories are true.
We’re suddenly dealing with humanity’s greatest secret, and what I
thought of you might be true.”


The ..... ship


< 02.01

While wind and sun chased each other
tirelessly outside, Hakon sat at the end of the large table in his
grandparents’ cozy kitchen. Although he was normally asleep within
a few minutes, this time sleep eluded him. After a few hours of
useless trying, he had given up and got up. In a deserted kitchen
he had made a pot of coffee from the deliciously fragrant blend
Joost had given him. With two hands around the cup, he had sat at
the end of the breakfast table and reviewed the events of the past
few days.

The images of
the horrific ravage in Texas, the runaway cattle, the death of
VanderBeek and the precarious moments he had experienced in the
company of that twisted psychopath would stay with him forever. But
what had happened to him two days ago in The Hague in the
Peace Palace, he could not possibly banish from his thoughts. The fact
that his body was covered with bruises and that his ribs rather
annoyingly hindered certain movements was a secondary matter. What
had happened during the tumbling down the stairs, however, was
constantly haunting his mind. He could not forget the woman he had
saved from a nasty fall. It seemed as if she had infected him with
some kind of virus. Her eyes wouldn’t let go of him. He also
experienced over and over again that strange vision in which his
father had given him that enigmatic assignment. That vision and the
woman he had to think about over and over again had brought him
very much out of balance.

While he carefully drank his coffee - he
didn’t want to also burn his tongue - that woman’s face popped up
before his eyes again. Immediately after the tumble, she had been
pulled out of his arms and the professionals had taken care of her.
Unfortunately, partly due to the tight schedule of that day, he had
not had a chance to speak to her after that. Tim had picked him up
and, together with Lémarc, Arda, Holger, Barbara and Russ, had
driven him to Schiphol Airport, after which they had flown the
helicopter to Scotland.

At Castle
MacMarkland’s helicopter platform , transport had already been
arranged, so they arrived at the castle in a jiffy. With a big
smile Lord MacMarkland had received them, in the company of
Marilyn, Onawa, Tjan and Tony. With the ease of a ruling scion from
an old family, the castle lord had welcomed the new GAIAS members,
after which he had formally opened the meeting. In short, the lord
had outlined the operation ‘Non quod videtur’ and proudly said that their goal had been achieved despite
the many unexpected twists and turns. He had gravely added that
they should be thankful that they had all come out more or less
intact and that GAIAS had not perished. In order not to have to
face such nasty surprises again in the future, Saundra’s abilities
had been further extended. Despite a short-term failure of some
hardware, all modifications had been successfully implemented. At
the same time a number of Marilyn’s inventions, which she had built
with the help of her 3dSCreator, would improve the effectiveness
and safety of the group. In addition, Saundra had increased the
security protocol for each member of GAIAS and any potential threat
anywhere in the world would be included in her probability
calculations. “To conclude,” the lord had said in a serious tone of
voice. “Saundra? Will you join us for a moment?”

Hakon would never forget the expression on
the faces of the four newcomers when Saundra came on the air right
away. “I never left, sir. Let me introduce myself to the new
members first. I’m Saundra. Marilyn is my creator and together we
are responsible for the safety and welfare of GAIAS. I’d like to
welcome you.”

Again grinning at the memory, Hakon poured
himself a second cup of coffee. After the successful introduction
he had flown with the whole group to Kongsberg. Arriving home, it
had immediately been all hustle and bustle. His grandmother had
directly claimed Lémarc and Arda, Marilyn and Onawa and Barbara and
Russ, to give them the three bedrooms upstairs. After initially
protesting that it was not necessary for him to have Hakon’s room
and that he did not want to banish Hakon to the sofa, Lord
MacMarkland had wisely kept his mouth shut at the sight of
grandma’s stubborn face.

Meanwhile,
his grandfather had shown Holger, Tim, Tjan and Tony their sleeping
places on the two-master. Suitcases and bags had been carried
upstairs and to the ‘Stormbryter’, after
which everyone had gathered in the kitchen. In the midst of all the
fuss, his grandfather had still had a chance to take him aside. His
light blue eyes had stared at Hakon for a moment before he had
said: “I think I know what you want to discuss with us. Your
grandmother and I have some things to tell you too. I’ll raise it
with you one of these days.”

He hadn’t even had time to react, because
Grandma had pressed a pile of bedding into his hands. “Hakon, for
you. For the sofa. Your grandfather and I are going to bed now, or
we’re gonna get up all wrinkled tomorrow.”

Her smiling face had caused the hundreds of
thousands of fine lines and folds to move in all directions. Just
like yesterday, Hakon thought. His grandparents had enjoyed the
sailing trip, the picnic on one of the deserted unnamed islands and
the swimming in the lovely fresh water. The stress and tiredness of
the past weeks had fallen off everyone like drops of water and the
many jokes and antics had put everyone in a good mood. He had
seldom seen his grandparents so carefree and cheerful. He was lucky
to still have them.

The kiss that was pressed into his neck
instantly hauled him out of his musings. Surprised he saw that it
was already ten past ten. He hadn’t even heard the clock that
reported the time every half hour. “God morgen, Hakon. Jet
overslept,” his grandmother said a little contrite. “Jet lager
frokost raskt.” Arda, who entered the kitchen right after his
grandmother, grabbed Grandma’s hand. “I don’t understand any
Norwegian, but I can guess you want to make breakfast. For fourteen
people too. Well, I don’t think so. You’re going to sit down with
Hakon.” More feet came down the stairs. “Ha, you brought
everything,” she greeted Marilyn and Onawa, who each put a box on
the counter. Barbara and Russ, who came strolling in a little
later, were ordered to make coffee and tea. Forgetting everything
for a moment, Hakon watched everyone. It wasn’t long before Holger,
the three brothers and Lord MacMarkland joined the company. Just
like yesterday, the table was set in a jiffy and packed with bread,
coffee, tea and a variety of goodies. While he enjoyed watching
everyone greedily chewing, he noticed how relaxed the atmosphere
was. Apparently they had all needed yesterday’s sailing trip. Even
Tim was pretty thawed out and had exchanged his three-piece suit
for loose-fitting leisure wear.

While they were eating and chatting, the
mood became more and more cheerful. Amused, Hakon listened to the
stories that were told, the jokes that were pulled and the
conversation between Arda and Onawa, who were fanatically debating
love at first sight. Next to him, Marilyn was in conversation with
Tim, passionately explaining to him why she felt that her latest
invention could not yet be released. Halfway across the table he
saw by Tony’s gestures that he was trying to teach Holger a few
combat moves. The only one who didn’t participate in the talks was
Tjan. Without worrying about anything, he sank his teeth into yet
another sandwich. It all seemed to taste just as good as his
favorite snack.

Smiling, Hakon looked at Barbara, who, with
Russ’ arm around her shoulders, was listening to the story of the
lord about the history of Castle MacMarkland. Hakon loved how
quickly Barbara seemed to have recovered from her abduction. In his
opinion she had suffered the most.

Satisfied, he continued chewing and let his
gaze drift across the animated group of people. All of them were
great friends. He took another sandwich and reached for the butter,
to immediately withdraw his hand. The tingling was not imaginary
and crossed over into that familiar irritating tickle. He rubbed it
and decided to contact Saundra first thing after breakfast. Her
research into this symptom must have progressed by now.

Not much was left of his pleasant mood.
Concerned, Hakon looked at his hand and he hardly noticed that
Lémarc shoved a chair next to him and put a hand on his shoulder.
“Hakon. Man. What’s wrong with you?”


< 02.02

Far below her, Nakawe saw the vague contours
of Yucatán emerge. At last! Now it wouldn’t be long before she, at
last, would set foot on native soil again and be able to go home.
Although the pilot had already announced it, she could feel for
herself that the plane had started the descent to Manuel Crescensio
Rejón airport. Longingly she kept looking outside. In the darkness
beneath her, between the widespread points of light, she saw a
colorful cluster sparkle like a mountain of jewels. Mérida! After
months of searching, plodding and biting sand, she would finally
see Granny and Kiniawe again. Just before she had checked in, she
had quickly called Granny to pass on her flight number and told her
that she would be bringing a present with her. She hadn’t said what
it consisted of. It had to remain a surprise that her discovery
would confirm Granny’s conviction in no uncertain terms.

Smiling, she imagined how those two would be
waiting impatiently for her down there. An elbow touching her drew
Nakawe out of her pleasant contemplations. The muttered excuse went
entirely past her when she looked sideways, at the newspaper her
neighbor was reading at length. As if struck by lightning, she
stared motionlessly at the face that looked at her from the page.
Strange feelings shot through her whole body like short bursts of
electricity. The now black-and-white eyes did not let go of her.
Eyes that were actually blue. Azure blue like the ocean. Eyes in
which you would like to take a cooling dip without thinking. The
eyes of the same man who had so chivalrously saved her.

She couldn’t remember exactly what had
happened after that tumble. She had been lying on the floor and
although they had wanted to take her to the hospital, she had
politely declined all their well-intentioned concerns. She was fine
and had no time for it. She would not have missed the appointment
with her friend or the flight home for anything. It was therefore a
huge disappointment to hear at the reception that her friend had
called in sick. Until Miquel had come to pick her up, she had
walked around, hoping to bump into the man, so that she could thank
him personally. In vain. She hadn’t seen him anywhere. Only at
Schiphol had she seen his face in the news and discovered his name.
Hakon. Hakon Eriksson.

On a whim, she had bought a postcard, found
out his address and sent him a thank-you note. After that she had
read everything she could find on the internet about him. And every
time, again and again, she had the strong feeling that she had
known him all her life. Somehow she felt a strong connection with
him. Very different and much more intense than with the man she had
had a relationship with before.

The disappearance of the newspaper with a
lot of rustling broke the spell. The older woman sitting next to
her - too dressed up to her taste and with a haircut that
definitely had to be a wig - energetically folded the newspaper in
four. “Here. Take it, dear,” she said kindly, and handed her the
rolled up, still warm towel that had been given to them earlier.
“Go ahead, dear. I haven’t used it yet.” Surprised, Nakawe looked
at her neighbor’s outstretched hand and politely declined the
offer. “I’ve already cleaned my face and hands with mine,” she
concluded, a little estranged. “Well, dear,” her neighbor replied,
a little less friendly. “You still have a dirty stain on your right
hand.” Now Nakawe understood why the woman had offered her the
towel. “Oh, that’s what you mean. That’s not dirt. I’ve had those
black stripes all my life. Take a look.” She rotated her right hand
to show the back and palm. “Those two stripes run all the way
through, until they come together near my thumb. I always call that
flat-lying ‘V’. I see it as the sign of my freedom, and my
grandmother says it’s a sign from God.” Pityingly, the woman shook
her head. “Too bad it marred your hand, dear. You have such
beautiful hands.” She opened her handbag, secured the towel in it
and fastened her belt. Somewhat bewildered Nakawe followed her
example.

Before she sat up straight, she looked back
for a moment. Miquel saw her and with his mobile phone in his hand
he gestured that everything was okay. Satisfied she let her head
rest against the support and while the sound of the engines was
increasing, she closed her eyes. With the faces of Kiniawe, Granny
and Hakon in her thoughts, she waited calmly for the plane to
land.


< 02.03

His annoyance that he had been called away
for what seemed like an insignificant affair soon turned into
rising amazement. A mystery! In his own house, in fact. At least,
that’s how he considered the ‘Pantheon’, which had come into the
possession of Pope Boniface IV after the fall of the Western Roman
Empire in the year 609. Under his direction, the building became a
Roman Catholic Church, which nowadays also housed the headquarters
of the Inquisition, the society that protected and defended the
Church from the outset. For centuries the Inquisition had been
allowed to do its work normally, until corrupt, pernicious outside
influences had stipulated its dissolution.

To the outside world it might seem so, but
the Inquisition would never, ever leave the Roman Catholic Church
and went, literally, underground. In secret, the Inquisition
continued the most important work in the world, perhaps even more
passionately than before.

He himself, Esteban Bolvani, had worked with
conviction since the first day he was inducted into the
Inquisition, and soon he had made a name for himself. He had risen
smoothly through the ranks until the Pope had appointed him head of
the Inquisition. He carried out this highest function with heart
and soul and, in his humble opinion, his brotherhood had never
functioned so efficiently. By nature, he had a healthy interest -
which his dear but naive mother had once called extreme curiosity -
in everything that had to do with the Church and anything that
could influence it. The very first task he had had some confidants
carry out was to have bugging devices installed invisibly. Both in
public rooms and private rooms, including confession booths. And
that was a good thing, he thought. What he had heard in the
meantime, what people all had on their conscience ... It had truly
shocked him and had given him the conviction that God Himself had
given him this high position, so that he would be able to protect
the Pope, his Church and the ordinary, benevolent people as best he
could. Well before irreparable damage could be done, the
Inquisition was able to intervene to direct everything in the right
direction.

Obviously, he could not present himself in
public as its leader. The outside guard knew no better than that he
was the head of the regular Roman Catholic Security Service as a
Commissario. However, under his inspiring leadership the
intelligence unit, well hidden in the vaults of the Pantheon, had
grown into a department of stature. Equipped with the most modern
equipment and the best hardware and software, all information was
continuously processed by motivated and highly skilled inquisitors
24 hours a day. Only insiders knew that the Inquisition, now headed
by himself, was the most important power within the Roman Catholic
Church. That is why he was assigned this function, because anyone
else would certainly abuse this power.

His unit was so well oiled that he had more
than enough time to devote himself to his hobby: studying ancient
myths and mysteries and trying to unravel them. Especially the
ancient, now unused spaces in the vaults of the Pantheon itself.
The space down there that interested him the most was the so-called
Pillar Room, a circular space that in itself could pass for a
cathedral.

This round, carved room was 180 feet below
ground level. The dome-shaped ceiling was supported by 11 pillars
that surrounded the space. For years he had been studying the high
ceiling on which the starry sky was depicted. He had also studied
the dark niches between the pillars. He had not become any wiser.
Not from the space itself, nor from the books and writings he had
carefully read. Nowhere had he found even a piece of paper or a
fragment of parchment in which there was a clue as to what this
room had been used for. And this room must once have been very
important, because there was only one door that gave access and it
could only be accessed with a key from the Inquisition itself. So,
the Pillar Room was once only used by the Inquisition.

What intrigued him even more was the floor.
It was covered with pieces of colored marble and depicted an old
map of the world. The entire room was empty, except for one object.
In the ocean between the two continents of Central America and
Africa, right in the middle, stood a table carved entirely out of
marble, on a marble column of 44 inches high. The diameter of the
perfectly round top was 27 inches. What was special about it was
that the table was not only in one piece, but that the column was
also part of a round piece of marble with a diameter of 132 inches
that served as a base plate. He had not been able to detect a
single seam between the top, column and base plate. The 4 inch
thick base plate had a gold rim with a thickness of exactly half an
inch. The whole had a perfection that today could only be achieved
by machine. But what it had served for remained a mystery.

During his years of research, he had only
uncovered two facts. The dating of the painting of the starry sky
on the dome was one of them.

During a coincidental meeting with a
professor from Florida, it had been explained to him how the
movement of stars enabled one to calculate their position at
different times. With the help of an assistant of the same
professor, he had been told that the painted starry sky must have
been painted around 988 AD.

The second fact was that, according to that
same assistant, the applied image was remarkably precise. As if one
had worked from a sharp photograph, every detail had been
meticulously applied.

However, neither fact had made him much
wiser. He had not made any progress, for he had not been able to
find any reference to the ceiling painting or to any particular
incident or event that might have led to it.

In fact, about a month ago, the riddle had
only gotten bigger. Like all the previous times, he had descended
to the Pillar Room and sat down on the table to be able to think in
absolute silence, when the light had suddenly gone out and it had
become pitch dark. He had remained quietly seated to orient
himself, so that he could find the exit by touch, when an
unexpected phenomenon had occurred. Very slowly he had seen the
painted ceiling come to life. With his mouth open he had been
looking at it in supreme wonder for a long time. He had really
imagined himself among the stars and planets. It turned out that
the table emitted an almost imperceptible diffuse light, just
enough to illuminate the dome painting in the dark. He felt he had
sat on the table for hours before he had been able to pull himself
away from this miraculous phenomenon. In spite of what he had
discovered, the mystery had only increased.

He had therefore been very surprised that
their torchbearer had reported to him today, insecure and nervous.
The man, actually more like a caretaker, still bore the same title
as his predecessors, who had the task of keeping the torches
burning in the vaults. These had long since been replaced by
ordinary lamps. Other than replacing one now and then and
periodically checking the pipes and the fuse box, this inquisitor
had not much to do. With half an ear Esteban listened to the man
telling that on his round, as always, he checked the Pillar Room
last. Suddenly his interest was piqued, when the man reported that
he had heard a ringing sound. He had taken a good look around, but
unfortunately had not been able to find the cause of it. How could
this simple soul have discovered something he had never noticed?
Unthinkable! He had calmed the man down and assured him that he
would launch an investigation into where exactly the sound had come
from. After that he had dropped everything and descended straight
to the vaults. Excitedly he had tiptoed around until he caught a
muffled tinkling. It came from somewhere near one of the alcoves!
In the back corner he held his ear against the wall and listened
tensely ...

Yes! Yes, indeed! Straight through the wall
he heard a clear ringing. Ringing of a phone? In the bright light
of the LED lantern he had taken with him, he examined the stone
wall inch by inch, until he saw a dark spot in the right corner of
the alcove. He brought his lantern closer to it and saw what had
apparently eluded everyone for decades. At about three feet high he
saw a hole in the shape of a crucifix. He was delighted! It looked
like an old Inquisition lock. Could it be ...


< 02.04

At no more than a few minutes past four in
the sultry night of Florida it was still relatively quiet in and
around the complex of NASA’s Kennedy Space Center. But although
only the necessary crew was present to keep the systems running,
monitor the ongoing missions and provide the necessary security, he
was held up immediately. Only after he had handed over his
credentials, and after a careful check, was he allowed through.

Given the quiet time, he had no difficulty
whatsoever in finding a parking spot. With a double beep he heard
his car lock behind him and rushed through the glass door. “Good
morning, Professor Mirnat,” the security man greeted him.
Nevertheless, the man did reach out his hand. Calmly, the professor
handed over his identification again, put his left thumb on the
scanner and waited. “All right, Professor. Walk on.” Unhurried, but
just as stiffly, he went to the open elevator. He put his
identification in the slot, upon which the doors closed and he was
silently, quickly transported down to his deep underground
workspace. No more than a handful of people knew that that was
where the CSA, or Cosmos Security Agency, was based.

In addition to his regular work of mapping
the universe for NASA, he also monitored all movements in the deep
universe. Every minute change, extraterrestrial or otherwise, that
could pose a possible threat to humanity was examined very
seriously here. The elevator doors swung open. He quickly withdrew
his pass, walked down the corridor and entered the observation
room.

As always, it was pleasantly cool. The
enormous screens that hung around the walls each showed part of the
universe and on the dome-shaped ceiling an overview of their own
galaxy was projected. In the middle was the control panel of the
telescope, surrounded by various high-tech pieces of equipment to
process all the information. Apart from a very distant humming
noise which came from the climate system that kept the temperature
at a constant 70°F and the room dust-free, it was quiet in the
‘cockpit’. In his mind he also called it the ‘rock pit’, because
rock was almost always to be found here. Just like now.

His friend and colleague Rock Veerhoes
greeted him in amazement. “Mirnat, what are you doing here so
early? Surely not because of that idiotic report that is now the
number one craziest report ever?” “Um, what do you mean?”, he
reacted surprised. “Well, that report of a half-assed conspiracy
thinker spying on satellites with his scope. Spy satellites,
according to him. He was convinced he saw something very strange.”
Thinking of his own supposed perception, he tipped his ears with
interest. “What did this guy see?” Rock chuckled. “Listen. That
weirdo saw a bird landing on a Markland Communications satellite,
which isn’t a spy satellite, by the way. It was our own national
symbol, the Bald Eagle. The kid was sure and said he’d taken a
picture of it.” Rock chuckled again. “The owner of that satellite’s
sure gonna like it. A bird shitting on his satellite!”

Relieved and disappointed at one and the
same time, he laughed and asked if the report had already been
checked. “Yes, of course. I didn’t have much to do here anyway, so
I went straight to him. As so often, this again turned out to be a
storm in a teacup. In fact, in a schnapps glass. The room was
filled with the smell of weed, the boy could hardly find the words
and the so called picture turned out to have disappeared. I
immediately took the opportunity and copied all the data I could
find. After all, you never know. Waste of energy, but hey.” He
shrugged his shoulders. “It broke the routine for once. But now I
still don’t know what you’re doing here so early.” He gave Rock a
piece of paper. “Before I too am declared a fool, I’d like to ask
you to look up the image plane of these coordinates. First I want
to check if I’ve actually seen what I think I’ve seen.”

Rock looked at him curiously. “What is it
about, then?” “No, no. I want to see it first, and I don’t want to
risk breaking the record of crazy reports. I think I’ve seen
something, but I don’t know exactly what and I’ve been so stupid as
not to copy it,” he confessed. “What? You? You, breaking protocol?
Oh, boy! The miracles aren’t over yet.”

With a sour face, he sat in the chair next
to Rock. “Miracle, miracle ... No miracle at all, but frustration
at yet another collision with my eldest daughter. That kid will
give me a peptic ulcer some day, damn it.”

Next to him, Rock had entered the
coordinates. As their chairs moved backwards, the part of the
universe he wanted to check became visible on the ceiling, right
down to the smallest detail. The observation chairs came to rest
and lying next to each other, they looked tensely at the most
wondrous thing that was outside the earth.

He had let Rock enter the starting time a
bit earlier on purpose and concentratedly looked at the image for
three minutes, in which nothing out of the ordinary could be
discovered. “Say, eh, Oskar?”, Rock started curious and somewhat
impatient. “What am I supposed to see now? Because frankly, I don’t
see much in particular... What?”

His heavy voice echoed through the
‘cockpit’, when on the ceiling suddenly several stars started to
flicker and moved rapidly towards each other. They seemed to merge
into one ball, only to flicker brightly for a short moment. In no
time at all, the miraculous spectacle was over and the universe
looked as it had always done.

“Ha! I did
see it right!” “What, what, what was that? Oskar! Say you saw that
too!” In a state of supreme excitement Rock set the chairs upright
and grabbed the red phone. “Wait!”, he cried out loud. As if he had
been stung, Rock withdrew his hand. “Take it easy, my friend. Don’t
be so premature. Let’s think before we act. What we just saw, we
must first investigate. You know. Protocol.”

His words had taken effect. “Sorry, Oskar.
You’re right. I got carried away, but ... Have you ever seen
anything like this before? I haven’t, anyway. Do you have any idea
what this might be?” “I really don’t have a clue. After I thought I
saw this, I looked to see if it was ever mentioned before, but I
couldn’t find anything about it. I began to doubt myself, but I’m
now glad I came here, despite the risk of ruining my
reputation.”

Rock’s huge eyebrows frowned. “Ruining? You
don’t know me very well, buddy. Everything stays here in the
cockpit. Even any blunders.” Luckily his friend continued
immediately, because he had nothing to say in return, he thought
embarrassed. “Whichever way you look at it, Oskar, you’ve
discovered something. What are you going to call this phenomenon?
Do you have a name in mind?”

He shook his head. “I have no idea what this
could be, let alone a name for it. I suggest we start by looking at
it fragment by fragment. Maybe that’ll give us some answers.”

“Okay, good
plan,” Rock agreed, and he reclined their seats again. His fingers
moved with practiced ease over the control panel, whereupon the
ceiling seemed to be shooting towards them. Because of the
specially adapted glasses they had put on, they could see every
detail greatly enlarged in 3D.


< 02.05

She’d been waiting for hours and it seemed
to be a hopeless mission. But she didn’t want to hear anything
about quitting. The secret holy task, passed on century after
century from sister to sister, now had to be accomplished by
her.

Cut off from the hectic outside world, she
had done her duty for years with a number of faithful people.
Besides the daily routine of working, praying, eating, and
meditating, she had lovingly cared for the Lady with God in her
heart. Month after month, year after year, she had watched over
their guests with the other confidants, so that, should the moment
arise, immediate action could be taken.

She knew that she did not have long to live,
and was already preparing to pass on her holy commission to her
successor when a miracle had happened. The moment, exactly as it
was described in the ancient scriptures, had occurred. In her
presence! After she had sounded the alarm, the remaining
instructions had to be carried out immediately.

As fast as
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