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The Maker of Worlds
continues with Santo’s obsession of putting an end to his nemesis,
the Dark Angels. When he finally discovered the truth behind the
Dark Angels he was shocked to disbelief. Never had he imagined he
was partially responsible for their crimes.

 


Meanwhile, Maria
learned of an unusual comet entering our solar system and because
of an erratic trajectory she reasoned it might be alien. When
learning what it did to Mars for two years and now coming to Earth,
she feared humanity might be in danger of extinction. Despite the
Anannaki claiming it was the Maker of Worlds, to save the planet
she decided to capture it before reaching Earth orbit. As it turned
out, it was not a good idea.

 


When Pia, the House of
the Nazarene alien toxicologist and micro-organism expert touched
the comet she collapsed into a deadly coma. Maria activated all
resources to solve the puzzle of digitized DNA and save Pia’s
life.

 


The Maker of
Worlds


Chapter 1

 


When Maria trained her
daughter for the administration duties and complicated procedures
of the House of the Nazarene, Belle quickly learned there was no
such thing as a weekend off or a promise of rest. Because she
understood Robert and her were being groomed for the eventual
leadership of the House of the Nazarene, she willingly accepted the
exhausted workload.

 


When leaving Maria’s
office and aiming a tired body home to bed, Belle was glad Helga
and Waldorf moved away and she moved into the apartment upstairs.
When a tired Belle crawled into bed and kissed a sleeping Robert on
the forehead, blissful sleep quickly invaded her. She had no idea
if it was minutes later or hours when feeling Robert gently slip
out of bed. Although stirred, she appreciated his effort not to
wake her. She knew he had a meeting with her dad regarding a
project but in her state of exhaustion did not care to open her
eyes and ask.  

 

With conflicting
schedules, it was often difficult and sometimes impossible for both
to take full advantage of the bedroom. When one slept in the
daytime the other often crawled into bed at night. What mostly
bothered her was the diminishing romantic flame. She understood
their love was still strong, but a chaotic schedule reduced passion
to a flickering ember. It was a rare occasion when the fire of
passion raged.

 


While talking to her
mom about the diminishing passion she asked if it was once the same
for them. Maria confessed it happened on occasion but when things
settled down the flame again became a raging fire. For Belle, at
least there was hope. Though understanding those times were
now rare and far between, Belle still missed the little signs of
affection such as a simple peck on the cheek when Robert woke and
left the bedroom. She would always come to bed and reach for his
hand only to have it slip away.

 


This morning as he left
for work, she did not get a goodbye kiss on the cheek. As Robert
quietly closed the bedroom door behind him, she was consoled
knowing he tried not to wake her. At least she was on his mind.
Though she was not pleased to be ignored, she begrudgingly turned
onto her side and pressed a cold cheek onto the pillow. Her only
consolation was now having the whole bed to herself.
  

 


Sometime later the
bedside phone intruded on her deep sleep. After pondering good
reasons to ignore it, she eventually conceded duty was calling and
reluctantly answered it. A sleepy Belle managed to slur out the
words, 

“Good morning mom.
What’s up?” 

A sarcastic Maria
sang, 

“Morning my ass. It’s
one o’clock in the afternoon. I need you. Come down to my office
right away.” 

When covers were
reluctantly cast aside and warm feet touched the cold floor she
asked,  

“What’s up?” 

“Just grab something to
eat and get down here.” 

 


As her mother, a cup or
two of coffee was substituted for something to eat. As she walked
into mom’s office she tried to fake chirpiness. Maria looked up at
her daughter and saw slow feet drag over to her desk and struggled
not to smile. Memory flashes came to mind of the countless times
she too responded to duty in the same state of
exhaustion. With no empathy for her daughter’s pain it was now
her turn. 

 


As always, Maria’s desk
was cluttered with computers and monitors. When Belle sunk into the
chair, Maria closed her research programs and looked to a daughter
with the messy hair. Crossing her arms, she asked,

“You have never been to
our Desuya Village in India and met Presha Bhat have you?”

“No mom, but I know she
oversees our Great Gray satellites and I have communicated with her
many times. Is there a problem with the satellites?”

“Not with the
satellites so much as a problem with her.”

Belle suddenly perked
alert. Since the Duchess ruled the House of the Nazarene, Presha
Bhat was a trusted and loyal administrator to the Great Gray
satellites.

 


 From the time the Great Grays abandoned the
planet and left the orbiting satellites in place, the genius of
Presha Bhat operated them from a secret control room in Desuya, a
small village in northern India. At the start of the satellite
program, the control center was hidden in the secret basement of a
decrepit house to the side of the village. Now, the Nazarene
Satellite Control Centre, the NSCC has moved to a new building in
the center of the village. The only thing the villagers knew about
the new three-story building was the sign on the roof,
International Weather Diagnostic Center, the IWDC. For the people
controlling the satellites the top floor was a vast improvement
over a hot basement. They now had plenty of room and the best part
of all there was air conditioning throughout.

 


A concerned Belle
asked,

“What’s the problem,
has she turned on us?”

Indignant Maria gasped
and replied,

“Goodness no, she has
proven her loyalty to us many times over.”

“Then what’s the
problem?”

“She has suddenly
turned ill and needs to be transported to our Danish hospital for
proper care.”

Not seeing the
difficulty, Belle repeated,

“So, what’s the
problem?”

A sly expression
embraced Maria and with a wink said,

“The problem my dear
is, I only have one person available for the assignment.”

 


Suddenly Belle’s eyes
bolted wide and gasped,

“Oh, come on mom, I
haven’t come all this way just to be an ambulance driver. Please,
you have lots of qualified D-wing operators, send one of them.”

In a calm tone Maria
softly explained,

“Yes, of course I do
but none have the security clearance for knowing about the NSCC in
India or our secret Nazarene hospital in Denmark.”

 


With frustrated eyes
cast to the ceiling and in bitter defeat Belle said,

“So, after all the
training and all the demanding work I put in, it has come down to
this. I am nothing but a glorified ambulance driver.”

Maria understood her
daughter’s frustration but it did not alter her shortage of
qualified D-wing operators. The way the cards fell into place this
morning, Belle was the only suitable person available with proper
clearance. Maria produced a slight smirk and pointed to the
door.

 


After a quick shower, a
change of clothes and another coffee, nothing changed her
blistering mood. There was a direct path from the mansion to the
hangar meaning there was no need to take the longer way through the
garden. There was however a reason she diverted to the garden path.
In a snit she kicked several roses sending them hurling over to the
Blue Marigolds. She was disappointed it did nothing to alter her
foul mood.

 


Though Belle knew of
Presha Bhat and the Desuya village, she had never been there.

From her office, Maria
transmitted the GPS location to Henrik’s computer. Minutes later
Henrik saw Belle saunter into the hangar with slouched shoulders
and recognizing the signs decided this was not the time for a perky
greeting and therefore wisely said nothing. He handed her the GPS
chip and as she snatched it out of his hand all he got in return
was a snarly,

“Yeah, yeah,
thanks.”

 


As he watched her jump
into the D-wing, glide out of the hangar and lift high into the
stratosphere he wished he could have gone with her. He slowly
turned and walked up the stairs to his and Pia’s apartment. It was
time to face another not so cheery woman and baby Eli who was
suffering from colic. Heavy feet thumped each step.

 


It was a short flight
over the Black Sea. Even from six miles up, she looked down and saw
cruise ships sailing the scenic coastlines and entertained a
fleeting desire to be on one of them right now. With Radar
Avoidance and Stealth programs in place there was no danger soaring
high over Iran and finally into Indian air space.

 


While hovering over the
village, at a thousand feet she looked down at it. It was bigger
than she thought. Though only one main road ran through the center
from end to end, there were many secondary streets branching off in
all haphazard directions. The centre of the village was packed
solid with open air malls and vendors selling a variety of produce
and merchandise under colourful awnings and tarps.

 


At the north end of the
village were hundreds of homes packed tightly together with roofs
painted green, yellow or orange. From up high, in the middle of the
residential area she saw a dirt soccer field and many bare foot
children kicking a half-inflated ball back and forth. At the end of
the village was a short airport runway and two small Cessna
airplanes at the end.

 


Near the open market
and in sharp contrast to the ramshackle buildings, was a new
three-story concrete building. Belle’s Nazarene GPS indicated it
was her destination. For a satellite control center, she thought
the roof should have been littered with large communication
satellite discs pointing skyward. There were none. Cluttered off in
a corner of the roof were what appeared to be telephone poles. They
were Nazarene high-tech aerials beaming and receiving laser
technology to the satellites.

 


Allowing the D-wing
computer to take control, it lowered to the roof and gently slid
into a small garage for all secret D-wing landings. After
transmitting proper codes a wall lowered and she slid into the
building. After shutting everything down she jumped out and instead
of walking directly to the elevator at the far wall she made a
terrible mistake.



Opening a door to the
rooftop, her intention was to walk outside and get some fresh air.
As soon as she opened the door her desire drastically changed.
There was no fresh air in this village. After only a few steps onto
the roof her feet came to a grinding halt and a protective hand
swooped up to her nose. She thought she was smacked in the face
with a hot hair dryer. She quickly turned back into the building
and hurried steps raced over to the elevator.

 


The codes and ID badges
hanging from her neck were scanned and the elevator took her one
floor down. When the door opened, she was exposed to a massive and
ultra-modern satellite control centre flooded with a dim green
light. She saw row after row of computer desks occupied by fifteen
people all with noses pressed to monitors. After the stifling blast
of air from the roof, the air conditioning in here was a
relief.

 


Looking into the room
Belle saw a beautiful young woman wearing a yellow Sari walking
toward her. On her forehead was a red dot, a bindi indicting
marriage. With a flash of ivory teeth, she politely nodded and
said,

“Miss Belle Espinoza I
presume.”

Returning the courtesy
Belle responded,

“Please just call me
Belle.”

“Thank you Belle and I
am Eka, the provisional Director of your mother’s IWDC operation
here.”

 


Belle was surprised to
hear the term ‘provisional director’ and asked,

“Are you inferring
Presha Baht is no longer in charge here?”

Eka quickly
explained,

“Goodness no. It is
just that right now Mata Bhat is ill and has been retired to her
room these past few days.”

Belle understood the
term ‘Mata’ and with a hint of surprise asked,

“She is your
mother?”

 


Eka showed a hint of
surprise and replied,

“I’m sorry, I assumed
you knew. Yes, I am her daughter.”

Turning to the room
full of technicians Eka swept her arm and again surprised
Belle.

 “All of us here are related to Mata Bhat. Right
from cousins, aunts, nieces and as myself, are her family. What you
see here is a family business. To keep it a secret operation we
only bring in and train close relatives.”

 


Though Belle thought
doing so was admirable and to a degree an innovative idea, she also
understood the adage, ‘all in the family’. Maria paid all Nazarene
employees extremely well. Keeping it all in the family supported
secrecy but also kept the wealth in the family. There was no doubt
the Bhat family was the richest in the village if not all of
Northern India. She now knew who owned the Cessna airplanes at the
edge to the landing strip. She asked,

“May I please see your
mother now?”

 


With a polite nod, Eka
waved toward the elevator and said,

“Of course. This is the
top floor and we all live in apartments on the second and bottom
floor. Stopping at the elevator door, using her palm print, the
door opened. Seeing Belle’s quizzical look, Eta responded to the
silent question.

“Yes, she is only one
floor below but for security reasons there are no stairs in this
building, every movement must be reported and registered through
the elevator computing system.”

Belle had much to
learn.

 


When the elevator door
opened Belle saw a hall no different from a common apartment
building floor with private doors on both sides. Also, for what she
assumed were security reason, there were no numbers or any form of
markings on the doors. Stopping at one door, Eta spoke into a sound
system saying,

“Mata, it is Eka and
Belle Espinoza. As you requested, she is here to speak to you.”

As the door buzzed open
Eka turned to Belle and said,

“She is ill, so please
speak kindly to her.”

 


Considering the wealth
of the family and this was the matriarch’s room it was sparse and
small. A large window on the far wall overlooked the village and
was the only source of light. A nurse, an old woman sat beside the
bed ready to respond to any emergency. Before Belle left for this
mission, she saw a picture of Presha Bhat and was impressed with
the strong features of an elderly woman with a pleasant smile. Now,
seeing her in bed Belle understood the picture was obviously taken
years ago and under more pleasant circumstances.

 


Belle saw an old
wrinkled woman with covers up to her chin clearly standing in line
for entry into heaven. An oxygen tube was clamped to her nose.
Seeing a woman struggling for her last breath Belle instinctively
reached for a limp and wrinkled hand. Eka remained at the door and
politely said,

“I have duties
upstairs. When you are finished here simply use your security
passes to come back upstairs.”

Belle nodded and
watched the door slowly close.

 


She then looked to the
still seated nurse and asked,

“How ill is she? Is it
disease or simply old age?”

She was astonished at
the nurse’s flippant reply.

“Oh, there is nothing
wrong with the old crone. For some reason she suddenly feels her
age and is convinced Yama, the god of death is calling her. She has
many years of life left if she only desires it.”

Surprised, Belle
said,

“She told my mom she
was suffering from a fatal condition. I was sent here to move her
to a specialty hospital.”

“No. There is no need.
She has only taken ill and will recover soon.”

 


Belle looked down and
saw one wrinkly eye slowly open. In a surprising harsh tone Presha
said to the nurse,

“You are a nuisance, go
away.”

The nurse nodded,
accepted the severe criticism, got up and walked to the door.
Presha called to her,

“And only come back
when I call for you.”

As Belle turned back to
Presha she saw a strange expression of smug accomplishment. Presha
added,

“She is not a real
nurse.”

 


Then, after casting a
long discerning eye to Belle, Presha finally said,

“Yes, you are
undeniably her daughter. I have known your mother since before you
were born. Like you, she too is a beautiful radiant woman.”

Because Belle always
thought her mom was stunning, her soul gladly accepted the
compliment. Accepting flattering praises however was not the reason
she was sent here. Shaking it off, she came right to it.

“My mom is concerned
for your sudden ill health and wants you transferred to our
Nazarene hospital for treatment.”



Because Presha simply
rolled her eyes and fell silent, Belle asked a suspicious
question,

“Your family is not
taking your terminal illness seriously. Why?”

The response surprised
her.

“Because I told them I
am only sick with the flu.”

Surprised, Belle
sternly said,

“And yet you told my
mom you are deathly ill.”

“Yes, that is sadly
true. I am keeping secret from my loved ones I’m dying.”

With a dismissive wave
of a weak hand she added,

“Your Nazarene hospital
can do nothing for me.”

 


Belle understood even
with advanced Nazarene medical capabilities they cannot cure the
ravages of time. Confused, Belle asked,

“Why have you told them
you are only sick and keeping imminent death from them? Do you not
want them at your bedside?”

Suddenly Presha turned
sullen and slowly admitted,

“No, I do not want them
at my bedside. I do not want them to know I have been lingering and
waiting for the inevitable. I love them too much to see their
sadness looking down at me.”

Though confused at the
weak logic, Belle accepted she was too young to understand the
logic of old age, if it was logic at all.

 


Though weak, a stern
eye stared hard at Belle and demanded.

“Promise you will keep
my secret.”

Belle nodded and
said,

“I do not understand
the reasoning but shall keep your secret regardless.”

To explain, Presha
confessed,

“I sometimes wonder if
it wouldn’t be better to look up from a death bed and only see
enemies who hate you celebrating your death. At least that way I
would not burden my family with their suffering waiting for the
inevitable. Let them mourn my death when I am finally gone and I
cannot see their sadness.”

 


Convinced there would
be no advantage in taking a dying woman to the Nazarene hospital,
Belle granted Presha her strange request and left the room. After
the elevator sent her to the top floor, she again walked into a
green lit satellite control room. At the far end of the room she
saw Eka bent over a technician’s shoulder pointing to the screen.
It was Belle’s intention to report defeat and return to
Headquarters empty handed.

 


When face to face,
Belle said,

“Your mother is only
sick with the flu and there is nothing I can do for her. I will be
returning to Headquarters now.”

Belle was shocked to
hear the woman demand,

“And who are you?”

A stunned Belle managed
to blurt out,

“What’s going on Eka?”

 


Thinking she might be
wrong, that this was not Eka, Belle stared hard at her. There was
no doubt who she was and so said,

“We met just a few
minutes ago. Is the room filled with computer radiation or
what?”

Discerning eyes scanned
the ID tags around Belle’s neck and what she heard was proof the
radiation in the room was detrimental to short term memory.

“My name is not Eka and
we have never met.”

 


With determination
Belle demanded,

“You have some
explaining to do lady.”

Instead of an
explanation, the woman abruptly turned and said,

“It’s teatime. Come
with me.”

A puzzled Belle had no
choice but to follow the strange woman. At a small table against
the far wall, she turned and asked Belle,

“Tea?”

A repulsed expression
and a shaking head were her answer and so the woman poured her own
tea. After a sip she turned back to a confused Belle and said,

“My twin sister Eka was
called away. My name is Eta and we share supervision duties on this
floor.”

 


A relieved Belle
said,

“Twin sisters? Perhaps
I should have been made aware of that sooner.”

After another sip and a
sly grin, she admitted,

“It is a little game we
have played since birth.”

And then,

“So, I gather you have
learned Mata is not on her death bed just yet?”

Not wanting to destroy
Presha’s intention, Belle asked,

“No, apparently not.
While she is sick what happens here?”

“Nothing will happen
here. Until she gets better, tell Maria my sister and I will look
after the operation for the House of the Nazarene just as before.
Our schedule remains the same, a week off with another crew coming
for a week on.”

 


Accepting the
assurance, Belle nodded and said,

“So that’s the reason
for the Cessna airplanes I saw at the far end of the village
then?”

“Yes, for their free
week some technicians return to their families in New Delhi or even
Mumbai. Mind you, a few live here in Desuya.”

With a smile, Belle
admitted,

“It’s going to be a
challenge telling you two apart.”

“No, not at all, I am
not married and therefore not marked with a bindi.”

 


After a tea break, Eta
stood up, brushed wrinkles out of her yellow Sari and said,

“I must return to the
computer room. If there is not a constant supervision some of the
technicians tend to slack off.”

With Belle following
her through the room, in passing Eta suddenly slapped one of the
technicians on the back of the head. Belle looked at his monitor
and saw he was playing a game instead of attending to duty.
Indignant the man tried to justify his lapse,

 “Hey, give me a break. We have been monitoring
King Rhymen’s palace for two years and nothing suspicious has ever
happened there.”

The flight home could
not happen fast enough.

 


Just as Belle was
transmitting landing codes to home base, Eta called her on the
secure D-wing channel. Thinking she had forgotten something and not
wanting to go back, she thought about denying the call. Her
training however would not allow for personal feelings and so was
forced to respond. She tried to sound polite.

“Yes Eta, did I forget
something?”

 


It was with sad voice
she heard,

“No Belle. It is Mata
Bhat. She passed away a few minutes ago.”

Shocked, Belle managed
to say,

“But I just spoke to
her.”

Understanding there
were no appropriate words, Belle swallowed hard and said,

“I shall relay the sad
new to my mom.”

“Please tell her
nothing about this operation has changed. My sister and I shall
continue to serve as loyally as our Mata.”

 



Chapter 2

 


It was morning and
Robert was in a D-wing hovering above King Rhymen’s palace. He
looked at his watch and tried hard to stifle a yawn. Activating the
D-wing communication system he said,

“Well, here comes the
sun and still no suspicious activity at King Rhymen’s palace.”

Santo, from his office
at the Nazarene headquarters responded,

“It looks as if the
Intel was wrong. Is the Royal Jet still there?”

Robert scanned across
the vast estate toward the landing strip and reported,

“The jet is still
there. Looks as though another dead end.”

With reluctance Santo
said,

“Okay, come home and
call it a night.”

 


After programming the
D-wing computer and flying home, Robert reported,

“Waiting at night for
something to happen is not working. We need to get into the Palace
and check out his living quarters. There must be something in there
we can use against him.”

“Good idea except it is
well guarded and we would never get close to anything of
interest.”

After a thought, Robert
said,

“Remember the time
Belle and I found a secret passage under the Royal Library leading
to the dimension of the Anannaki? I’ll bet the palace is filled
with secret passages. We should investigate that possibility.”

Santo admitted,

“Pretty good thinking
and if there is, I know just the person to ask.”

 


A few minutes later the
D-wing lowered and glided into the hangar. After stopping at its
designated spot, the cockpit opened and Robert jumped out. It was
then he saw a weary Henrik walking toward him ready to receive the
post-flight report. Robert no longer saw the post trip as a curse
and time consuming it once was. The genius of Dr. Marl and his crew
over in the Swizz laboratory had now made the once gruelling task
much easier. Henrik pointed Dr. Marl’s invention at the D-wing and
from above the instrument panel appeared a 3-D schematic reporting
all relative information. The diagnosis reported all was well with
the computers and gravity buffers.

 


As Robert passed
Henrik, although sounding harsh, it was meant in jest.

“You look like crap. Is
all good with the new daddy?”

Closing the program, he
looked to Robert and admitted,

“The baby is sick with
colic and letting both of us know he is not happy about it.”

As Robert smiled and
turned to leave, he was secretly glad the conversation of babies
had not come up between him and Belle, at least not yet.

 


Although Robert also
suffered from lack of sleep he struggled with two necessities,
hunger or in bed with a deep soft pillow. Hunger won out and
instead of going upstairs to their apartment he diverted to the
cafeteria. All he wanted was a sandwich he could eat on the way but
was delayed at the door by a smiling Linda Green. As freckles
lifted, she sweetly said,

“Good morning Robert
how are things?”

 


Not wanting to stop and
suffer an idle conversation he coldly snapped,

“Not now.”

Seeing Linda’s cheery
smile suddenly drop, he understood he was abrupt and apologetically
said,

“Sorry Linda, I’m
really tired. Maybe we can talk later okay.”

Understanding fatigue,
Linda let the harshness pass and smiled a goodbye. Unfortunately
for Robert he still had a lot to learn about cruel abruptness.

 


Now back in their
apartment and walking into the dark bedroom, for many reasons he
tried not to make any noise waking Belle. The most important
reason, he did not want to talk to her right now. All an exhausted
body wanted was a shower and sleep. What he did not realize was how
loud the shower was to a light sleeper. After his shower and
sneaking across the floor to his pillow he was disappointed to
suddenly hear a sleepy voice ask,

“Hey, want to have
breakfast with me before going to sleep? We could talk for a
while.”

In sharp contrast to
her pleasant and polite invitation his abrupt reply stung as if a
bee.

“No, I’m too
tired.”



It was hard for her to
accept the snub but understood it was the fatigue talking, not him.
Still, exhausted or not what harm was there in cuddling onto her.
She was upset when he rebuked her offer of comfort and turned his
back to her. More than he could know the cold shoulder cut deep
into her heart. It was the first time he refused her comfort and
she did not know what to make of it. Her biggest fear was Robert
had changed.

 



Chapter 3

 


An hour later, a
sleepless Belle eased out of bed and dressed. After gently closing
the door to the bedroom she left the apartment. Heavy feet slowly
dragged her downstairs, outside and toward the cafeteria. Once
inside, while sitting there hunched over eggs and toast her phone
rang. It was her mom. Maria heard a despondent reply all moms
easily recognized in their children.

“Yes mom?”

“I see you are finally
awake. After breakfast I want to see you in my office.”

It was a slow
reply.

“Yes mom.”

 


After a slow and lonely
breakfast Belle knocked and entered Maria’s office. Instead of
coming to the desk, she walked over to the coffee pot and poured
herself a steeping cup. Knowing her mom’s mutual dependence on it,
she turned and looked at her with a questioning eye. Seeing a nod,
she poured another cup and returned to the desk with both. As Belle
sat, Maria recognized her daughter’s look and asked,

“What’s the matter,
trouble at home?”

Belle faked a surprised
expression and lied,

“No, why would you ask
such a question?”

Maria proved her
maternal instinct by saying,

“Because many times I
have experienced that same forlorn expression.”

 


After a gulp of the
steaming coffee Belle practically whispered,

“Has dad often pushed
you away too?”

It was a cold
reply.

“Yes, many times. I
have also often snapped and ignored him due to fatigue. It is an
occupational hazard of the job.”

“How do you manage
it?”

“The same way he does.
We understand and let it pass. It is not a reflection of our love
and respect for each other but rather just the way things are.”

 


Still sullen, Belle
looked to her coffee cup and said,

“I’m not sure I’m as
strong as you two. I’m not used to being emotionally ignored. He
used to shower me with devotion, sometimes even annoyingly so. Now,
it’s as if I’m not even there and worse, not in his life.”

Maria smiled and
offered her daughter the same advice getting her through the
challenging times.

“Trust me. He will
always be there for you.”

Belle pouted and
confessed,

“I’m not sure I like
this part of him.”

“Perhaps Santo is
pushing him too hard. I’ll speak to him about his gruelling
schedule.”

 


After an awkward
silence Maria perked up, smiled and mysteriously said,

“I have the prefect
cure for you. How would you like a couple of days away from
him?”

Belle’s eyes responded
in both surprise and delight.

“Excuse me?”

“I have an assignment
for you. How would you like a two-night stay at a luxurious hotel
in Vienna overlooking the Danube River?”

 


Sounding good on the
surface, Belle knew her mother all too well and waited for the
other shoe to drop.

“All you have to do is
attend a conference, sit and record everything for me.”

It was a cautious
reply,

“I’m listening.”

“The World Planetary
Protection Council has called for a secret meeting of the world’s
top astrophysicists and astronomers to the Vienna Conference Center
and I want to know why the secrecy.”

 


 Belle, knowing she could not even spell
astrophysicists or begin to understand theoretical quantum
mechanics a suspicion grew and therefore asked a simple
question.

“Why?”

“Because of what
happened to your dad and I a few years back. Did you read in the
Nazarene archives how we were transported to Edward’s satellite
through an Einstein–Rosen bridge or simply put, a wormhole?”

 


Because Robert was an
authority on astral phenomenon, she had a vague understanding
regarding speculative structures linking points in space and time
but that was all. She understood her mom was referring to the time
she discovered a Russian Soyuz space capsule embedded in an ancient
alien city buried deep under the Sahara Desert with a dead
Cosmonaut still in it. Maria commented on the experience,

“Since then, I have
worried about such a phenomenon and the harm it might do to this
planet let alone the solar system. I want to know what the WPPC and
the European Meteor Tracking Society is up to.”

 


Still confused over an
assignment she knew nothing about she asked,

“Then why not send
Robert, he understands things like that?”

Her reply was
quick.

“Because he is
overworked and sleeping. I was going to assign Pia, but her baby is
sick with colic and I don’t have the heart to order her away from
him.”

Though the two days
away at a luxurious hotel was appealing there was still the mystery
of why her and so she asked,

“But don’t we have
laboratories full of scientists more capable than me? If it is as
secret as you say, there will be security. How would I even get
past them and into the meeting?”

 


As Maria placed a
folder on the desk and pushed it toward Belle she said,

“All you will need at
customs are these forged papers and passport. And yes, I have many
scientists capable of understanding what will be discussed at the
conference but they are secret Nazarene scientists not invited to
the conference. There is however one invited astrophysicists who
has done research for us before living in London. The problem is I
don’t want him to know he will be spying for me. That will be your
job.”

 


Catching on fast, Belle
questioned,

“So, you want me to
attend a conference with a scientist I don’t even know and secretly
record everything for you?”

Maria smiled and
sweetly said,

“Yes, it’s as simple as
that.”

“And who is this man
I’ll be spending two days with?”

“His name is Sir Alcott
Braxton Farnsworth the Second, a genius in Experimental
Physics.”

Suddenly images of an
old man sprouting nose hairs and a scraggly moustache flashed
through Belle’s vivid imagination.

 


She took a moment to
calculate the pros and cons of the assignment. Sitting in a boring
conference room for two days with a dusty old museum piece verses
time spent away from a grouchy Robert was no contest and so
asked,

“Does this hotel have a
spa?”

With mission
accomplished Maria sat up and said,

“Yes, and I booked you a private suite overlooking the Danube
River. You will arrive in the afternoon and because the Conference
starts the next morning you will have plenty of time to shop until
you drop at the exclusive boutiques.”

 


Seeing no downside,
Belle nodded her agreement and asked,

“So, when do I
leave?”

“Now.”

“Would it be okay if I
don’t tell Robert I’m going?”

Maria produced a wry
grin and asked,

“Why?”

Belle explained she
wanted him to suffer a dose of neglect as she suffered and revenge
seemed harmless yet satisfying. Maria, with a wave of her hand
dismissed her daughter’s desire for revenge saying,

“If it is going to
please you then go ahead and just disappear.”

Belle beamed an evil
grin and said,

“Vienna, here I
come.”

 


When Belle saw her mom
was not smiling she knew something was wrong and so demanded,

“Okay, what’s the
downside here?”

“Well, first of all,
you will not be taking a D-wing directly to Vienna. Helga is here
for a week and has offered to fly you to London in the D-wing. From
there you will fly to Vienna on a commercial flight.”

Commercial flight?
Belle has travelled all over the world, seen places not on the map
but always in a D-wing. She has never flown on a commercial
airplane. Protesting she indignantly asked why.

 


Maria explained,

“Because your
credentials will be checked at the conference door. You will have
to prove who you are and how you got there. Showing up at the front
door in a D-wing isn’t going to cut it. Don’t worry about a thing,
I’ve looked after everything. You are booked first-class on British
Airways and Sir Alcott Braxton Farnsworth will be sitting with you.
It will be a good opportunity to meet and talk to him.”

The dreaded thought of
a commercial flight weighed heavy but the upside won out.

 


Belle nodded, got up to
leave and said,

“I’ll hurry and pack a
few things before Robert wakes up.”

Before she got to the
door Maria added,

“Oh, and did I mention
your passport name will be Belladonna Angelo?”

Belle snapped around
and demanded,

“What? Why?”

Maria shrugged and with
a mysterious smirk said,

“I don’t know. I just
thought it had a nice ring to it.”

Accepting the awkward
new name, Belle said,

“Well, I guess it’s not
as bad as flying with an old fart named, Sir Alcott Braxton
Farnsworth the Second.”

 



Chapter 4

 


Sneaking into the
bedroom and throwing a few things into a bag did not stir a
comatose Robert. When she was ready to leave, with the intention of
kissing his forehead goodbye she took a step toward the bed but the
other foot did not follow, stopping her cold. She wanted to kiss
him goodbye but revenge prevailed. Would he have shown the same
affection? Love is a two-way street and though it hurt she turned
and walked away.

 


By the time Belle
entered the hangar Helga was already at the controls of the D-wing.
As she climbed into the passenger seat Helga programmed for a
flight across Europe and the D-wing obeyed the command. Now high in
the stratosphere Helga smiled and with excitement asked,

“Are you ready for an
adventure?”

Her reply was a slow
nod Helga easily recognized as filled with downcast heavy
emotion.

 


By time alone, it was
not a long flight and Helga did not expect a roaring conversation
but a smile would have been nice. She turned to a despondent Belle
and with concern asked,

“Is everything okay
dear? You look as if your puppy just died.”

With eyes straight
ahead Belle slowly denied everything.

“No, I’m just
tired.”

“Knowing better and
recognizing the signs Helga said,

“You are such a bad
liar. I gather there is a storm brewing in the bedroom.”

 


Sad eyes turned to
Helga and a soft painful voice once again denied what was obvious
to Helga. Wanting to offer relationship experience Helga
commented,

“Disagreements and
problems are what shines a bright light onto all relationships. The
bond is not the disappointments but rather how they are
resolved.”

What she said next did
nothing to enlighten Belle’s dejection.

“God, I think a perfect
marriage would be boring.”

 


After an all too brief
conversation about Helga and Waldorf’s new life in South Africa and
their mutual passion for horses, the computers indicated a close
proximity to London. Though programmed for stealth mode and
anti-radar detection Helga knew the risk of putting down in the
middle of a busy airport and so diverted to a small hotel a mile
from Heathrow.

 


After finding a
secluded area among some trees on the hotel estate to set down
Helga said,

“Okay, that’s it honey.
Try your best to have a good time and I’ll see you in a couple of
days.”

With a small suitcase
dragging behind, Belle walked out of the forested area and hailed a
cab. A few minutes later she was at Heathrow Airport and the
British Airways terminal.

 


Not chaste by any means
for she was world wise but what she saw when entering the terminal
shocked her. Thousands of people from all around the world filled a
packed terminal. How could such masses possibly locate their
flight? By looking at some people it was clear they were frustrated
with the long lines and delays. Suddenly the luxury of belonging to
the House of the Nazarene and ease of destinations around the world
only minutes away became apparent. Why would people put up with
such a hassle?

 


Looking at her ticket
she understood her direction was to the British Airways lineups.
Not happy to be standing in a lengthy line she understood the
stress of the masses. Thankful, an attendant approached and asked
to see her ticket. After a glance he instructed her to follow him.
She was led up an escalator taking her above the crowd to a desk
with a smiling concierge sitting at a desk. After another
presentation of ticket and passport a door opened and she walked
in.

 


The VIP room was vastly
different from downstairs. Not prone to drinking too much or
suffering the craving, it failed her this time. She sat alone at a
small table sipping a relaxing Martini when finally directed to
board. The first class section on British Airways was spacious with
white leather luxurious seats. Her seat was one of two facing each
other with room to stretch and relax. Comfort and relaxation spoke
loudly but there was a major problem.

 


In the opposite seat
sat a well-dressed handsome young man. His smooth black hair was
combed straight back in the same manner as her dad’s. His greeting
smile and look of confidence lifted her spirits. He was clearly not
the frumpy old Professor her mom arranged to sit next to her. It
pained her to say,

“I’m sorry but I think
you are in the wrong seat.”

Surprised, he jumped up
and apologized.

“Oh, so sorry. I always
get confused with the cursed numbering systems.”

When he disappeared,
she sunk into the soft lounger and put tired feet up.

 


A few minutes later an
attendant returned to Belle with the handsome young man in tow. She
pointed to the seat across from her and said,

“There you go sir.
Enjoy your flight.”

After sitting, a
sheepish smile beamed over to her and he said,

“It looks as though I
was right all along.”

A sudden realization
hit Belle right between the eyes and an excited question spewed
forth,

“Are you Sir Alcott
Braxton Farnsworth?”

 


Confounded by her
mistake of judging a person solely by name, she was pleased to see
there were no hairs sticking out of this Adonis’s nose. He reached
across, stuck out his hand and said,

“Friends just call me
Brax. And you must be Belladonna Angelo, my personal assistant for
this conference.”

Accepting his hand, she
said,

“And my friends just
call me Belle.”

Suddenly Belle
understood her mom’s perverted sense of humour when saying
Belladonna has a nice ring to it. Clearly it was now goin\g to be
an exciting trip. Robert who?

 



Chapter 5

 


The rest of the flight
consisted of pleasant conversation and smiles. A few glasses of
Champaign produced some flirting on Belle’s part. After easily
clearing customs and true to Maria’s promise of luxury, a limousine
waited for them at the airport. After a short drive, their Hotel
was across the street from the picturesque Danube River. Overall,
Belle was giddy enough to be impressed with everything. It was
truly going to be a relaxing few days away from the pain in her
heart.

 


After checking in and
Belle ready to see her suite, she turned from the desk and saw Brax
standing there with a silly grin. He too fell victim to the luxury
and bravely said,

“It’s only three
o’clock. How about after freshening up you join me for a nice
dinner?”

She wanted to check out
exclusive shops in the lobby and was now burdened with a difficult
choice, dinner with a handsome man or shopping. Understanding there
could be time for both, she smiled and accepted the invitation.

 


Her suite was stunning,
certainly grander than imagined. She had three large rooms and a
balcony overlooking the scenic Danube River. On the entry table by
the door was a bottle of ‘welcome’ Champaign. Already giddy from
drinks on the flight and now a generous portion from the free
bottle, a silent voice said, thanks mom.

 


After an abbreviated
shopping spree in the exclusive hotel boutiques, she hurried and
got ready for her dinner date. Throwing on a white blouse and tan
slacks she was ready and ran downstairs. At first there was a
slight guilt in accepting a dinner date with a pleasant, handsome
man but his convincing words, ‘we can discuss procedures for
tomorrow’s meeting’ convinced her to push slight guilt aside and
accept the invitation. It would only be a business dinner. What
would be the harm?

 


All through dinner,
both smiled and laughed. Twice he reached out for her hand but it
was gently pulled away. It was not the evening or drinks making her
weak but rather the tormented emotions of the last few weeks at
home. It felt good to be the focus of attention and it truly was a
satisfying meal. When it was time to leave and retire for the
night, she wondered what she would dare do with Brax. A deep corner
of her conscience started to weigh heavy. As it turned out, Brax
was the perfect gentleman, said goodnight and returned to his
room.

 



Chapter 6

 


The secret conference
was in the Vienna World Conference Centre close to the hotel.
Because the conference security team would not allow people to show
up directly to the doors, a van was dispatched to each hotel
collecting them. With time for the pickup drawing near, Belle was
at the mirror struggling with one earring not sitting properly.
Finally, after a fast pace through the lobby, with only minutes to
spare before the van was to pick them up Belle saw a nervous Brax
standing outside the hotel looking at his watch.

 


As she stood beside
him, he tapped his watch and said,

“Cutting it close
huh?”

Thinking everything was
fine she smiled and nonchalantly said,

“You are not married,
are you?”

 Because he did not understand the taunt, she
got only a quizzical look. Just then, a black van stopped by the
doors. A security guard jumped out and demanded proper invitation
papers and ID from both. Thanks to the House of the Nazarene
Fraudulent Documents Department her papers were not questioned.

 


Brax jumped in the
front seat leaving Belle to sit at the back. Though it was a short
drive to the Convention Center, making it awkward was the frumpy
old man sitting next to her. She couldn’t help but occasionally
stare at three strands of hair combed over what was supposed to
represent a full head of hair.

 


The conference room
gave an impression of a university Professor’s lecture hall. After
settling down next to Brax, she looked around and saw thirty
astrophysicists, astronomers and other strange titles invited to
this secret meeting. Belle leaned over and whispered,

“Whisper stuff to me I
don’t understand okay.”

She did not want to
admit it was going to be most everything.

 


As a well-dressed,
distinguished older gentleman stepped up to the podium, attention
eventually drifted to him and murmurs in the room settled. With
uncombed hair and a neat thick moustache, he tapped the mike,
coughed, and said,

“Though most of you
already know me, let me introduce myself to the others. I am Doctor
Ivan Rube, head of the European Meteor Tracking Center. The reason
we have called such brilliant minds together is to help solve a
dilemma and hopefully produce some answers to a mystery. I will
admit our tracking team is completely baffled.”

 


Brax leaned over and
whispered,

“This is going to be an
exciting day.”

The Doctor
continued,

 “Five years ago, our long-range sensors
detected a strange comet entering our solar system on a hyperbolic
trajectory.”

She had no idea what he
meant but judging from the murmurs in the crowd it was significant.
Brax leaned over and whispered,

“Most comets and
meteorites in our solar system come from the Asteroid Belt between
Jupiter and Mars and travel in a path dictated by the gravity of
the other planets. Whatever this comet is, it entered in a straight
path from somewhere else or as he said, in a hyperbolic
trajectory.”




Understanding a little,
Belle whispered,

“Is he implying it came
from outside our Solar System, somewhere in the Milky Way
Galaxy?”

When Brax nodded Belle
asked,

“And I gather that is
significant?”

“Yes, such a path is
practically impossible.”

To confirm Brax’s
speculation the Doctor said,

“We reverse tracked the
trajectory and can confirm it came from somewhere out in the middle
of our Milky Way, perhaps even from deeper into the universe.”

All in attendance,
including Brax, shook their heads and mumbled disbelieving
whispers.

 


Looking out into the
stunned audience the Doctor saw frowns but continued,

“When approaching
Jupiter, to avoid the planets gravitational pull it made a
deliberate course correction directing itself toward Mars.”

Brax again leaned
toward Belle and whispered,

“Impossible.”

When the audience again
settled from murmurings, the Doctor continued to amaze them.

“We think it is under
some kind of intelligent control.”

 


Suddenly a voice from
somewhere in attendance loudly asked,

“Size? What are its
dimensions?”

The Doctor replied,

“We are unable to get
an accurate reading only establishing it is large and cigar shaped
if that helps.”

A woman behind Belle
yelled,

“Is it emitting a
signal or energy of any kind?”

Brax whispered,

“She is asking if there
is an indication of engine radiation or evidence of rocket
exhaust.”

Rube stroked his
mustache and said,

“We asked NASA, the
American Space Agency to point one of their Mars orbiting
satellites to assist in that regard. They reported no power energy
was evident or anomalies.”

 


Except for Belle,
everybody in the room understood the impossibility of it being a
natural comet. The Doctor Rube continued,

“To confirm our
suspicion of a controlled flight, once avoiding Jupiter’s gravity
pull it slowed down and fell into a Mars gravity influence.”

Brax leaned over and
explained to her,

“It intends to
establish an orbit around Mars.”

Doctor Rube
confirmed,

“We think it’s entry
into our solar system was to deliberately target Mars.”

 


Not wanting their names
and reputations associated with such foolishness three scientists
stormed out of the session. Most members however stayed riveted to
their seats. A voice from the back yelled,

“When did all this
happen?”

Doctor Rube was
embarrassed to admit,

“We first detected the
hyperbolic entry five years ago. We tracked it since then but
deliberately kept it to ourselves pending precise data.”

Then a stern
warning,

“Keep in mind this is a
closed session with no communication permitted to the outside
world. We don’t know what it is or the intent so it’s no use
panicking the world. Nobody outside this meeting and my European
Meteor Tracking Center knows about it.”

 


Brax then asked Doctor
Rube,

“How long has it been
orbiting Mars?”

For some reason he
hesitated but eventually admitted,

“For two years.”

“So, you are saying an
anomalous satellite has somehow entered our solar system, been
orbiting Mars for two years and no other Space Agency has detected
it.”

 “Oh, I’m sure the China National Space
Administration as well as the Russian Roscosmos Space Corporation
has detected it but for several reasons, some of it military of
course they are keeping quiet about it, at least for the time
being.”

 


Another member of the
secret meeting asked,

“Two years? Has there
been any observable result or reason for the Mars orbit? Is it in a
landing orbit or done anything?”

“Yes. With promised
secrecy, NASA confirmed at specific intervals it directed unknown
energy bursts down to the planet. As to what it was or the purpose
nobody knows. It is all they would tell us.”

Another voice
asked,

“Is this still going
on? Is it still there doing whatever it is doing?”

 


After a suspicious
pause and with soft voice Doctor Rube nervously answered,

“No. Whatever its
purpose was with Mars, it left orbit a few days ago.”

A woman with a tight
beehive bun and glasses far too large for a small head stood and
asked,

“On what trajectory?
Where is it going now?”

Doctor Rube then
dropped the bombshell,

“Apparently it has
established an earthbound trajectory.”

Numerous stunned voices
echoed through the room.

“It’s coming here?”

 


Doctor Rube nodded and
confirmed,

“Yes, it would appear
so. Also, it has somehow picked up unbelievable speed and will
arrive here within a week.”

A stunned member
said,

“But it’s normally
about a seven-month journey.”

Brax leaned over to
Belle and whispered,

“So far there is
nothing normal about the comet. I told you this was going to be an
exciting day.

 


For the first time
Belle broke her silence and asked Doctor Rube,

“For what purpose is it
coming here?”

The Doctor shook his
head and confessed.

“Obviously, we don’t
know.”

Belle continued,

“What precautions to
protect this planet have been initiated?”

“None yet. We are
prepared to notify all space agencies to shoot it down if it poses
a danger to the planet but first we need to understand its purpose.
I asked you here, to help figure it out.”

 



Chapter 7

 


When the meeting
adjourned many scientists formed small groups to discuss the
impossibility of the anomaly. Because Belle was incapable of such
high-level discussions she stayed to herself and waited for Brax to
join her. An hour later, they left the meeting together.

 


The van drove them back
to the hotel but they did not enter the lobby. At the door, Brax
took her hand and this time it was not refused.

“Listen,” he said, “I
need some air.”

At his invitation they
crossed the street and walked along the Danube riverside walkway.
The afternoon air was warm with a slight at times pleasant breeze.
The conversation was naturally about the strange comet. Not
believing in extra-terrestrial intelligence, Brax had trouble
believing the comet might be controlled by aliens. However, as a
member of the House of the Nazarene, Belle knew there was a real
possibility of it. She now understood why her mom was concerned and
wanted to know what the secret meeting was about.

 


The short walk and cool
breeze along the river revitalized her energy. Before they knew it,
they were back in the lobby standing by the elevator. He asked,

“We are scheduled back
to London on the morning flight. I enjoyed the dinner with you last
night, what do you say we do it one more time before departing in
the morning?”

She declined to tell
him she was not flying back with him in the morning but waiting for
a D-wing to secretly pick her up tomorrow night instead.

 


Though she was not
clear on the danger of enjoying her time with a handsome man paying
attention to her, she admitted to enjoying his company. When she
smiled and nodded, he said,

“Great. Shall we say
eight o’clock in the Crystal Dining Room?”

 


She did not know why
she decided to wear the red dress purchased yesterday in the hotel
boutique. She hated dresses but bought it to impress Robert, hoping
it might bulge his eyes and finally pay attention to her. As a
young lady, she was more inclined to climb a tree than understand
the power of ample cleavage. She was about to find out.

 


A few minutes after
eight, a stunning Belle walked into the Crystal Dining Room and
escorted to a reserved table and a waiting Brax. As she sat, she
suddenly realized Brax was staring at her with wide eyes just the
way she wanted Robert to react. She understood it was too late to
run back upstairs and put on jeans. Despite feeling awkward with
her seductive power, the dinner was pleasant. She wondered if she
was smiling and laughing because of too much wine or simply because
she was enjoying his attention.
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