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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 the
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.

Thank you in advance!


Foreword






Hello ... and welcome back for the
continuation and the end 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 conclude the story of our trilogy
BACK-UP with this third book.

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.

Like the first two volumes, we
have also developed this latest volume entirely on our
own.

Don’t forget, you can still
download, read and give away the eBooks of volume 1 and volume 2 to
everyone you know for free via Kobo or via our website.

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 the sequel and ending of
the story will also appeal to you, and that you will enjoy
it.

We wishes you much pleasure
reading!

Kind regards,

Bert & Wop
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Many have been looking forward to
it for a long time, and at last the time has come, as the press
release from the Dutch authoring duo Holtes & Sietsma lands on
the door mat of INN's book editors: the long-awaited news that
their third and final book has finally seen the light of
day!

Will this volume finally answer
the question of what all those characters and storylines have to do
with each other?

Will it become clear why the meeting of Hakon and Nakawe is so
important?

And what awaits Earth, with the
approaching signal from space?

The question of whether the knowledge of the past is complete and
whether the answer on that question will have consequences for
humanity suggests the worst.

It's not without reason that the
press release concludes with the warning that gullible readers with
a delicate heart should NOT read this book. Forewarned is
forearmed!

Your reporter can't wait and
wishes you much pleasure reading.



Special reporter Walter Walters

<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><>


Prologue






At exactly eleven light years from Earth,
the eleven sparkling points of light had begun the second part of
their task.

The wait was over and their task as watchers
had commenced.

Obediently following their instructions,
they had moved to take the next position of the prescribed
sequence.

Patiently, they stopped moving and waited
for the next signal, which would initiate either protection and
instruction or destruction.

Motionless once again, they continued to
wait patiently ...


Confrontation



Again, he was going out for a confrontation.

Again, to a faraway place in the
unknown.

And again, to an enemy who was
well hidden.

But now more depended on it, much
more ...


BREAKING NEWS


< 01.01

‘News is only news when INN brings it!’

Over a century ago, this motto had been conceived by the
founder of the International News
Network, and it was still the slogan of the world's leading media
company.

On the 82nd floor of their
main office, the epicenter of the news world, the editor-in-chief
stood staring gloomily down. He would have loved to have been able
to publish sensational news, but before being able to do so, it had
to be available first. He looked thoughtfully at the hustle and
bustle caused by the little minis and toy cars down there. Lost in
thought, he watched the little figures far below him. In all the
colors of the rainbow, they swarmed across the sidewalks on both
sides of the street. A wide strip in between was occupied by a
colorful variety of vehicles which, he knew, honked and roared but
made slow progress. Up here, however, he could hear none of it, so
the image struck him as almost surreal. What news could INN bring
to the mob today?

Moodily, he took his place
at the conference table.

There were no empty
chairs, he noted with satisfaction. All departmental editors were
present. One in the row of chrome digital clocks showed that it was
exactly 11:59:49.

In the old days, in the pre-computer age, when there was time
instead of just a bunch of clocks, in exactly 11 seconds the
antique standing clock would have struck 12 o'clock, the
traditional starting signal for yet another useful afternoon in
journalism.

As he mentally prepared himself, he took a quick look around the
modern, smoothly lacquered table. There was no longer a pencil, an
eraser or a loose piece of paper in sight anywhere, he thought
nostalgically. Let alone a regiment of overflowing ashtrays.
Instead, there were now chilled bottles of water next to gleaming
clean glasses.

Meanwhile, everyone sat
neatly dressed with their notebook, tablet or smartphone waiting
for him to open the meeting. Modern knights at his perfectly oval
round table, he thought grimly. And none of them would have even a
shred of a sensational story to tell him, the king in this
realm.

In the editorial room
where they were seated - the aquarium, as the glass booth was
called - he felt the already not-so-positive atmosphere getting
more and more sultry. Partly because of the malfunctioning air
conditioning, partly because of his own bad mood. Ever since
Barbara's spectacular work on Spiderweb, his euphoria had dropped
to zero in direct proportion to the plummeting sales figures. Now
that Barbara, their goldfinch, was cozying up to her boyfriend
somewhere in Norway, he was already feeling the pinch. Even more
bad news and even lower sales. This sucked. In spite of all the
nice titles that the editors possessed, their screaming headlines
could not match the fantastic items that Barbara managed to dig
up.

Frustrated, he wiggled his
tie a little looser. Maybe he could use the junior reporter who got
to join the grownups today. Although the young man had written a
fine article on how FAKE news was delivered to the world, he had
Barbara to thank for giving him this opportunity. Barbara had said
on several occasions that she saw this young man as the inspiration
of new journalism. Barbara's expertise and insight had been the
deciding factor, so that today, as a rare exception, a junior
reporter was to be allowed to participate in the editorial meeting.
Curious about the proposal with which, according to him, INN would
profile itself even better as the number 1 in the news world, he
decided to let him take the lead. Without further ado, it was after
all exactly noon, he formally opened the meeting. After going
through the items on the agenda, he introduced the newcomer and
asked him to introduce his proposal.

Not in the least impressed
by the old-timers who looked at him expectantly and suspiciously,
the junior enthusiastically began his story after a brief
introduction. The young man - "Michael Robaerts, but everyone calls
me Mike" - as he had started his speech, had everything necessary
to become a successful journalist. At least in appearance, he
thought disappointedly. Why Barbara had spoken so highly of him was
now a mystery to him. In reality, Junior turned out to be a huge
blowhard and a know-it-all of the highest order. He could hardly
believe his ears when he heard him rant that INN generally brought
outdated news and would soon be overtaken by digital journalism.
This was truly outrageous. How did he even think of questioning
INN's timeliness? Even swearing in church was a sacred thing
compared to this. If he had been thirty years younger, he would
have kicked the little brat out of his sanctuary with a firm kick,
but thinking back to Barbara's intercession, he managed to restrain
himself and decided to give Junior a chance despite everything. "So
you claim that INN is behind the times. That we are preaching old
news." He was silent for a moment and continued, "News is not old
until we have published it, boy. Not before that. I'd like to
remind you of our slogan."

The brat didn't seem very
impressed, but shook his head. "No, that's really not true anymore.
During my research into FAKE news, I've noticed that INN is all too
often overtaken by ordinary people who record all sorts of things
with their smartphones and immediately share it with everyone over
the Internet."

Even more fervently than
before, he continued. "Take that video from Missy Mobile about that
pharaoh. That's a great example of how quickly news spreads around
the world."

He snorted. "That's not
news, young man. That's entertainment. That doesn't even make the
papers here. Let alone a second of airtime."

With a hint of
appreciation he noticed that the young man did not give in easily.
"That may be so," he heard him insist, "but it's about the system.
In my research on FAKE news, I found that people are very quick to
spread all kinds of news stories from others, or to make news
themselves by recording something, accidentally or otherwise. For
example, when they witness a collision, a street robbery, a
spectacular fire, you name it. Everyday events, of course, but
today or tomorrow such a person will witness a truly
earth-shattering event. Just like the people who happened to
witness the attack on the WTC during a TV shoot. In order to catch
that kind of news quickly and convert it into a scoop from us, I
propose that a free INN news app be made available. With it, anyone
with a smartphone can not only read our newspaper digitally, but
also very easily distribute their own items. Through our app, of
course. At the time, I had a special piece of software developed
for my research. A friend of mine, an IT professional, made some
adjustments for this news app. Among other things, he wrote an
algorithm that can very quickly determine which forwarded items
have news value. Those with the highest scores could then be
included in breaking news broadcasts. In time, we can even automate
the entire process."

Mike had finished
speaking. With shining eyes, the young man continued to look at him
expectantly.

He had to admit that the
idea wasn't bad. In addition to their TV crews who were on the road
day and night, you would then have billions of eyes on the streets.
Countless freelancers, as it were.

"Yeah, yeah," he grunted.
"That all sounds nice and all, but how were you going to motivate
those people to participate in that? For us, that is." "Well,
that's not so hard," Mike promptly replied. "You just put up the
prospect of a good reward if their item is good enough to be
broadcast by us. The more important it is, the higher the reward.
Will absolutely work, mind you. People will do almost anything for
money."

He took some time to let
all this sink in and in his mind he examined Mike's idea from all
sides. It would be worth a try, but at the same time he knew that
it would not work the way the young man envisioned. "Well," he
finally voiced. "I'm not so convinced. There's nothing like solid
journalistic sleuthing. I'm afraid we'll be inundated with fluff
videos and a tidal wave of complaining people who think their home
hobby has enough news value. Also, there would probably be certain
types among them who would fanatically try to get their half-baked
beliefs out into the world. Frankly, I fear that we would get
ourselves into a lot of trouble. In short, a gigantic waste of time
and annoyance, all for, perhaps, a few interesting news
items."

He looked around the table
and saw that the vast majority were in complete agreement with him.
He hadn't expected otherwise, and as sad as he found it, he had to
disappoint Mike. The young man in question, however, didn't seem
very interested in his arguments. In fact, from the looks of it,
Mike was only paying attention to his smartphone, which he was
working on incessantly. He didn't even seem to have heard
him.

Annoyed, he said more
sharply than he wanted to: "Mike, I very much appreciate your
initiative, but I must unfortunately..."

"BINGO!"

With glittering eyes, Mike
looked at him and pointed. Chaotic scenes appeared on the large
television screen that stood in the corner of the aquarium.
Accompanied by a rumbling background noise, breaking news was
announced from New York. As shaky images appeared on the screen, he
read the terrible words that appeared in the text bar at the
bottom. It took a moment for it to dawn on him that part of the UN
building had allegedly exploded. Agitated, he jumped up and he
grabbed Mike by his sleeve. He pointed. In a raspy voice of
emotion, he told him to look closely. "This is journalism, boy.
THIS is INN," he snapped at him. "THIS is why we have multiple
shifts on the street." "Sorry, chief," Mike interrupted him, "but
this is news my program picked up from a Japanese tourist sharing
this through her YouTube account. Right now it can only be seen by
her own contacts, but the recording will soon spread further across
the web. I have taken the liberty of converting it to an
experimental breaking news item."

Because of the dramatic
images unfolding before his eyes, it took a moment for Mike's
comment to sink in. As if stung by a bee, he abruptly turned
around. "Whaaat?", he exclaimed uncontrollably. "How come one of
our own teams didn't pick up on this! Are those guys just lazily
strolling around or something?" Struggling, he looked around the
table. "Given the time, I suspect the teams are having lunch,"
spoke the editor in charge of foreign news.

Astonished, he dropped to
his seat. Were all the crews sitting around doing nothing at the
same time? Hadn't the guys made a schedule among themselves or
something? What a bunch of idiots.

"Well, they screwed up
together. A scoop like that, goddamn it." And what did that guy
want, he thought grumpily when he saw Mike impatiently beckoning
for attention.

He asked him petulantly
what he was still doing here. Mike looked at the screen for a
moment. "This is what I was talking about, chief. If you give me
permission, with the push of a button I can make sure INN
broadcasts it as breaking news immediately."

Lucky coincidence, still a
chance for a scoop. Keeping in mind the undoubtedly positive effect
on sales, he ordered Mike to arrange it immediately.

As he contemplated the
steps to track down that Japanese tourist and give her a reward to
prevent future legal wrangling, he saw their INN logo appear on the
screen. The text bar below it informed him that more information
would be available soon.

The moment he read it, all
the devices in the aquarium began to tinkle and beep on all
sides.


< 01.02

Realizing that it was far
too late to change his mind, Jimmy had guiltily taken his place
among the assembled generals. While trying to process Douglas's
statement, he had let the president's entreaties slip past him as
best he could. The anger of the cabinet members who had discovered
that there was no escape had not lasted long. With distressed eyes,
he had stood staring at their desperate tears and praying figures
until Douglas had so demonstratively pressed the button. In far too
sharp a picture, the devastation had been terribly visible
immediately afterwards.

A moment later, while the
generals were congratulating each other on the successful action,
he had stealthily snuck out. Almost nauseated by misery he had
slouched down to the nearest chair and let himself down on it. Like
a robot, he had grabbed one of the water bottles on the way.
Trembling, he had unscrewed the cap and poured the contents down in
one gulp. The cold liquid that landed in his stomach with a splash
and the huge burp that followed brought him somewhat to his
senses.

Initially honored to have
been brought into the club by Douglas and his mates, he now
understood that they had made him an accessory to murder. More than
that, even. The president had called them terrorists. Rightly
so.

Sweating, he wondered why
Douglas had seen fit to kill them. Surely they could have just as
easily imprisoned them?

He sighed deeply. He knew
full well that there was no turning back now. Why hadn't he thought
it through more carefully? It almost seemed as if he had let
himself be pushed forward by unknown forces, independent of his
will. Let himself be dragged along by ... what,
actually?

His mind and his feelings
struggled for precedence. The memory of the faces of the cabinet
members, radiating fear and despair, made him shudder. What he
could not get out of his mind was the face of the president. The
eyes that had looked at him so penetratingly seemed to pierce his
head like a laser beam. A look that a moment later had turned to
resignation and in which he had thought he had seen forgiveness. Or
had he just wished for that? He couldn't say for sure. The only
certainty he had now was the fact that he had participated in an
attack that had wiped out half the cabinet, including the
president.

Only now did the magnitude
of the heinous act fully dawn on him. He felt even more miserable.
Suddenly Jenny's face surfaced. Panicked, he wondered if she too
... No. His memory reassured him. Jenny had not been there. Not
that it would have made any difference, he knew. As soon as she
perceived that he was complicit, she would at least declare him
dead. And rightfully so.

Groaning, he called
himself a worthless asshole, and he felt sweat pouring out of him
everywhere from embarrassment.

Stop it now! Stop it! His
sense of self-preservation shot his self-pity to shreds. He became
aware of the others and hoisted himself upright. Quickly he wiped
his face dry with his tie. Just in time. With a thump that he felt
all the way down to his toes, Douglas slapped him on the shoulder.
"Hey, Jimmy! Join us, dude. We've got work to do. We're going to
make history." Douglas suddenly looked at him sharply. "How gloomy
you look. You haven't suddenly changed your mind, have
you?"

In a split second Jimmy
realized that he had burned all his bridges behind him. As it was,
he was in the same boat and it was best to keep a low profile. As
if it were the most absurd thing he had ever heard, he told Douglas
that there was absolutely no question of that. "Why on earth would
I change my mind? Well, no, Douglas. It just occurred to me that
there were some good people among them after all. Different views
admittedly, but still. Why did Holyester have to be eliminated too?
I don't see the connection. Was there really no other option? I'm
bursting with questions, and at the same time, I'm curious about
the follow-up."

Thank God. Douglas didn't
seem to have noticed anything, he thought with relief. "Don't
worry, dude," Douglas began briskly. "As we've let you know before,
we have a perfectly thought out script. And yes, they weren't bad
guys at all." He pursed his lips sparingly and nodded his head
gravely. "But unfortunately we couldn't let that carry any weight
this time. Besides, you have to remember that it was a pretty
indecisive group dominated mainly by a bunch of old people." He
bowed to him confidentially and continued softly, "If you only
knew, Jimmy. Whenever there was a difficult decision to be made, I
had the impression that I was at a tea party. Man, man. What
incessant drivel. And I am not even talking about the old UN peace
preacher. He wanted to be good buddies with just about everyone.
That's not good for business, is it?" Douglas straightened his
shoulders and continued speaking confidently. "It's high time for
change so we can secure peace and prosperity for our great nation.
Anyone with a modicum of common sense understands that there is no
escaping the sacrifice of a few weak links then."

Jimmy just about tripped
over his tongue to, of course, completely agree with Douglas. With
his legs filled with lead, he followed him to the large table where
everyone had taken their seats. While Douglas sat down at the head
of it, a steward put down a glass of champagne in front of
everyone. Douglas nodded approvingly. He picked up his glass and
stood up again. After glancing briefly at Jimmy, he spoke up.
"Although good people had to lose their lives, I can't help but say
that our operation 'Takeover' succeeded with flying colors."
Triumphantly, he raised his glass high and shouted gleefully,
"Cheers!"

Following in the footsteps
of the others, Jimmy had quickly moved to raise his glass, exactly
like them. In his mind's eye he saw blackened and mutilated bodies
before him, but there was nothing for it but to toast along with
the generals.

The champagne, which
definitely had to be of good, if not the very best quality, washed
over his tongue with a tingling but terribly sour taste. Pleased
that everyone was sitting down again, he let himself fall back into
his chair. Trying not to let his hand shake, he pushed the glass
away from him. As if his life depended on it, he held his arms
tightly folded across his stomach. As best he could, he tried to
keep an interested expression on his face as he listened to
Douglas, who gravely declared that the real work was now about to
begin.

"Especially for you,
Jimmy," Douglas nodded to him warmly for a moment, "I will briefly
explain the main points. As our playbook dictates, we will remain
here until we have the entire nation under control. That will be no
problem at all, because the Situation Room is fully operational.
Everyone present, including the operators and general staff, are
part of our team. Everyone has been double screened and all have
agreed in advance to temporarily suspend the democratic chain of
command for the greater good. Even our most recent fellow
combatant," Douglas nodded at him again, "has fully agreed to
this."

In silence he let the
approving glances slide over him. Nothing of what Douglas now
claimed was true, but at the same time he realized that it did not
matter. Like himself, Douglas knew that nothing was open to him but
to go along with it. To cooperate in something that smelled
suspiciously of dictatorship.

Despondent, he heard
Douglas declare that all units had now received an order to move
into DEFCON1. "A standard response, now that such an obvious
assault on democracy has taken place. Never before has the White
House been attacked in such a direct manner and the effect will be
felt worldwide. Many a person will be full of fear."

Jimmy thought he saw a
faint smile on Douglas's face and he could swear the man was
secretly gloating. "We'll let them stew in their quaking juice for
a while," Douglas continued. "They will be all the more grateful
when it turns out that we have brought everything under control.
The scapegoats we have in mind will soon find out what we are
capable of. Before that, however, we will first satisfy the rabble
with a clever piece of public relations, namely the show
surrounding the swearing in of the new president."

Douglas glanced briefly at
his watch and nodded approvingly. After exchanging a brief look of
understanding with the vice president, who sat impassively beside
him, he continued. "In the meantime, our people have already leaked
that the vice president has been taken to safety and will be sworn
in as soon as possible. Now it is just a matter of waiting for the
judge and for a secure connection to INN. In this way we kill two
birds with one stone. All citizens will be immediately informed
about the attack in all openness, but will also be immediately
reassured if it appears that a new president is sworn in within the
shortest possible time. Once that happens, the rest will be no more
than a trifle. Then we'll..."

The familiar INN tune
interrupted his monologue. On the main screen, the equally familiar
logo appeared announcing breaking news. A full-screen shot of the
UN building was shown, from which a thick column of smoke rose. INN
announced that there had just been attacks on both the UN building
and the White House. The text bar running along the bottom
indicated that a live connection was still being
awaited.

It almost became too much
for Jimmy when he heard Douglas continue talking in a
matter-of-fact tone. "Then we'll look into that little affair with
those gas stars and we'll let the world know who's really in charge
on this globe."


< 01.03

As if stung by a wasp,
Nakawe had jumped up in fright. She was convinced that Granny had
suffered a heart attack or stroke. Already preparing to go and get
help, she was stopped by Kiniawe. As she was unexpectedly grabbed
forcefully, she heard her stepsister say that nothing was wrong?
That she needed to calm down and sit quietly with
Granny?

She didn't understand, but
was forced by Kiniawe to look at her. One brown and one blue eye
looked at her penetratingly. "Now listen a minute, Nakawe. It seems
as if Granny is not well, but this unconscious state is quite
normal when 'the gift' is activated. I know, because I have
experienced it myself. There is no pain and nothing unpleasant
happens to you. Granny calls this state ISI, which is an
abbreviation of InnerSight. Her body is here with us, but her
spirit is now in contact with another 'Lady'. A woman who may be
her daughter. Your mother, that is." Kiniawe frowned. "And I don't
understand any of that," she continued pensively. "Your mother
died, right?"

Nakawe, who had allowed
herself to be pushed back onto the sofa by her, gently laid
Granny's head on her lap. As she neatly arranged the thick
gray-threaded braid next to it, she looked sideways at Kiniawe, who
had meanwhile come and sat down next to her.

"Huh, what are you saying?
Granny can make contact with ghosts?" Kiniawe had to be out of her
mind. What she had said earlier was pretty strange, but could
nevertheless be a very reasonable explanation for Granny's
unconsciousness. But this idea that her grandmother could talk to
the dead?

Terribly worried that
Kiniawe was wrong, she was about to seek help after all, but once
again Kiniawe seemed to be able to read her mind. Before she had
even decided, she was stopped again.

"Nakawe! Just sit back and
relax! Believe me! There's nothing wrong with Granny. Honestly.
She'll be all right. All we have to do is wait for the connection
to break. Then she'll wake up again and explain it to you
herself."

Her half-sister smiled at
her reassuringly. "Just look at me. I went through the same thing,
and there's nothing wrong with me now, is there?" Kiniawe chuckled.
"Granny really doesn't talk to ghosts, you know. ISI has nothing at
all to do with gravestones and ghosts. Imagine that. Our Granny, a
scary witch ...", she giggled.

At the idea of their
grandmother standing in the cemetery at full moon performing
strange rituals, Nakawe had to laugh along with her, reluctantly.
"But still," she began again gravely a moment later, "why did
Granny say 'Ebilawe'?" "I wouldn't know," Kiniawe replied. "When
the same thing happened to me and I was not approachable, I was
equally aware of my surroundings. I was in two worlds, as it were.
As if I had two bodies. Granny said that's because I'm special.
That's why I was out of this world for a few hours. With Granny,
that ISI works very differently, she said. Granny only has the kind
of contact you have when you're on the phone with someone. If the
connection is lost, she immediately regains
consciousness."

Nakawe had forgotten all
about Miquel and she was almost shocked when he suddenly spoke
up.

"What exactly do you mean
by that 'connection', Kiniawe?", Miquel asked curiously. "I
honestly don't understand any of it." "Yeah, well, I don't
understand it myself either," Nakawe said more bitterly than she
meant. "And certainly not what my mother has to do with it. She's
been dead for years. How on earth could Granny be in contact with
her? It's simply impossible!" Confused and angry, she looked down
at Granny. Why didn't she wake up? Inside her head, there were at
least a million questions whirling around. Questions to which she
couldn't think of a single answer.

"Hey, big sister." Kiniawe
nudged her gently. "I know how frustrating it is to keep getting no
answers. I don't know everything yet either. Granny said she
couldn't tell me too much because the enemy is lurking, but..."
"I'm not your enemy, you know," Miquel interrupted her with a face
contorted with pain. "You have nothing to fear from me." "No, no,
of course not," Kiniawe hastily reassured him. "We know that, but
Granny sees spies behind every door." She shrugged apologetically.
"But why? I really wouldn't know."

She shrugged once more,
and Nakawe saw a thoughtful look appear on her face. "Ever since I
was first suddenly overwhelmed by that ISI in the jungle, Granny
has been acting strange, and after I told her what I had seen, she
behaved even more peculiarly. Worried and introverted. Weird, in
other words." Nakawe agreed with her. That didn't sound like their
Granny at all, and she really wanted to know what it was that had
brought her normally steadfast grandmother so out of her normal
state. "What had you seen then?", she asked curiously.

"That first time," Kiniawe
began, "was just a few days ago. Apparently the exact moment you
bumped into Hakon." Nakawe saw lights of amusement appear in her
eyes as Kiniawe continued. "What a handsome, tough man, Nakawe. You
sure know who you're picking, though." "I didn't pick him!", Nakawe
interrupted defensively. "It was just a stupid coincidence!"
Kiniawe laughed. "Yes, yes. And we should all believe that," she
said teasingly.

"So at that very moment,"
she continued, Granny and I were sitting at the pyramid and I was
overcome by ISI. I suddenly had spiritual contact with someone and
apparently it was you. I could see through your eyes, as it were.
That's why I know what Hakon looks like. But there were also all
kinds of other images. From the past and from other people. I also
saw a wooden ship with a red sail and a round table with benches.
Granny wanted to explain to me what it meant and how I should
interpret it, but before she could do that, she said, she needed to
know something about you first, Nakawe." As Nakawe wondered what
Granny could mean by that, Kiniawe continued.

"Then the second time was
when we got into it with those rascals. I was so angry and at the
same time terribly frightened at the sight of those creepy
headhunters. Somewhere halfway through their horrible activities, I
must have retreated so deeply into myself that I just connected
with someone in my head. It felt exactly like the first time, but
now it was much more intense and lasted longer. I'm sure I made
contact with Hakon then."

"With Hakon?", Nakawe
called out in surprise. "How can that be and how do you know?"
Rubbing her itchy right hand unconsciously, she asked Kiniawe what
all Hakon had said.

"Nothing at all," Kiniawe
replied regretfully. "I was only able to see through his eyes. I,
er, so he, was lying on the ground and saw all the people who were
looking down at him, apparently very worried. I could feel, I just
knew, that they were his best friends."

Kiniawe changed her
forehead into wrinkles and thought for a moment before continuing.
"They were all different types. Men, women and two old people who I
just knew were his grandparents. It was like watching television.
So clear. Unfortunately, that's all it was. I could only hear and
see everything. The strangest thing was that I kept hearing a
female voice in his/my head. She answered every time someone asked
something. They spoke English among themselves and strangely enough
I understood everything. Very strange. I had the strong feeling
that I could respond, if only I knew how. Very frustrating, because
what I saw was quite..." Granny, suddenly grabbing her hand,
silenced her instantly.

"Listen up, girls. You
too, Miquel. Something terrible has happened." Granny's voice
stilled. Nakawe, seeing that their grandmother was fighting her
tears with all her might, pulled her comfortingly against her. She
gently rocked her back and forth, until she felt Granny had taken
control of her emotions. "Granny," she began tentatively. "What is
it with you anyway? This is not the you we know. What happened to
make you so upset? Does it have to do with the name you mentioned?
Your daughter? My mother?"

She had said the last so
softly that she barely heard it herself. She felt how Granny
swallow violently a few times before answering. "You will get your
answers later, Nakawe," she said resignedly. "Now give me your
right hand first."

With her head full of
question marks, Nakawe obediently did as Granny asked
her.

As soon as Granny took
hold of her hand, she immediately felt the tingling sensation in
her hand and the back of her head that was so familiar to her by
now. A strange sensation swept through her body and before she knew
it, her vision went blurry. She no longer heard or felt anything,
and then she slipped into another world.


< 01.04

In Florida, deep underground at the Kennedy Space
Center, the 'cockpit' seemed to have turned into a mausoleum, so
intense was the silence that prevailed. In the diffusely pulsing
light produced by the gas stars above their heads, the faces of the
two people present loomed ghostlike.

One on each side of the
desk, Rock and Oskar sat staring silently at each other as they
absorbed the full meaning of the supernatural phenomenon. And all
this on top of everything else in a morning already filled with so
many extraordinary discoveries and unexpected developments, Rock
thought in amazement.

He gazed into Mirnat's
strangely glowing face and tried to contemplate the implications of
when the world would be confronted with the knowledge that humanity
was no longer alone. That, at the very least, another intelligent
species existed in the vast universe. No. It would not go well, he
knew. Global panic and chaos would follow.

On top of that came
Oskar's observation that they were dealing with a phenomenon that
defied all laws of nature. A phenomenon that, as far as he knew,
could not even exist. How on earth was he, as Commander in Chief of
the CSA, supposed to deal with this, he wondered in despair.
Whichever way he looked at it, he realized he was in a tough spot.
He knew the protocol book by heart, but it contained no guidance on
how to deal with discoveries that could not be explained by their
earthly science.

Eleven days. Only eleven
more days, after which the constellation of gas stars would be
visible from Earth, even to the naked eye, to everyone
...

The majority of mankind
would shrug their shoulders and continue to occupy themselves with
their own affairs. Many others, however, both amateurs and an array
of scientists, would soon discover that the speed with which this
'new star' was developing could not be explained. Not much later,
the media would get involved, and before you knew it..."

The sudden, enormous yawn
produced by his colleague jolted him out of his thoughts. It worked
contagiously. Even he himself, who was used to working regular
night shifts, could not suppress a yawn. He suddenly became aware
of how tired he was.

"Oskar," he began, "I
think we'd best take a break, before we make mistakes from
fatigue." After all, Mirnat was already past fifty and he could
tell by the look on his face that the man was worn out.

"Hmm ... I must honestly
confess that I have to agree with you. I'm a morning person and
working two nights in a row didn't faze me. I tried to define my
observation, but can't get my thoughts straight." Oskar's nostrils
drew white as he convulsively suppressed another yawn.

"That's of later concern,"
Rock reassured him. "What's most important is your discovery in
itself. That one is truly brilliant. What are you going to call it,
do you think? I know you're modest, but I really think you should
put your name to it. Something like the Mirnat phenomenon or..."
Oskar interrupted and said, shaking his head, that it was enough
for now. "I think it would be best if we lay down for an hour or
so, so that we can deal with more serious matters after that,
rested and well."

He stood up and continued:
"In Washington they will be busy for some time processing the
developments regarding those gas stars, so we will have time enough
to substantiate my calculations. I have to make my thesis provable
before we go public with it and ... and ..."

Startled, Rock saw his
face go chalk white. "Oskar! What is it? Man! Say
something!"

He hastily jumped from his
chair and saw Oskar pointing at something with a trembling arm.
Expecting that some device behind his back had spontaneously caught
fire due to a short circuit, he turned around at lightning speed.
Fortunately, he could not see any smoke or fire, nor did his nose
pick up any suspicious odors. Searching for whatever had startled
Oskar, his eyes fell on the screen of his laptop, which was still
relaying the news from INN.

In a hurry he dashed
forward to get a better look and immediately stopped dead in his
tracks. Incredulous, he looked at the images that showed a blown-up
part of the UN building. Almost immediately the image switched to
the debris-strewn hall from which a stretcher was being wheeled. To
his dismay, he read in the text bar: 'Unprecedented attack on
democracy. Terrorists have blown up the office of the UN Secretary
General. According to unconfirmed reports, Holyester was killed in
the process.'


< 01.05

In Norway, their cab had
been on the road for half an hour when Hakon became aware of an all
too familiar tickle. Oh God, not again ... Not in front of a
stranger, he thought protestingly. He wished with all his heart
that it was a false alarm. Something like this was definitely not
what they needed right now.

The ride had already
started disappointingly from the beginning. Right from the moment
they had seen 'the sleigh' turn into the driveway. The driver had
apologized for the small Japanese car that was supposed to be a
cab. Equipment failure had made him decide to use his wife's car in
this case. "Especially since the dispatcher said it was urgent,"
the man had said to no one in particular, as he stowed their
luggage in the trunk.

They had very little time
indeed, so he was now wedged in the back with Holger. Tim was even
worse off in the front, as his tall body was completely pinned
between the roof and the passenger seat of the Nissan Micra. That
had not stopped him at all though from starting an animated
conversation with the driver. Soon both were embroiled in the
technical details of the car's transmission.

Listening with half an ear
to the two of them talking as if the automatic shifting of the car
was some kind of technical miracle, he listened with his other ear
to Holger, who told about the wonderful Thailand, where his
girlfriend was born. Enthusiastically he elaborated on the beauty
of the country, the almighty sympathetic people and how fabulously
beautiful it was to dive there.

As he was about to recount
his own experiences in the Caribbean, Hakon noticed that his hand
was starting to itch worse and that the spot at the back of his
head was getting itchy. No matter how he tried to resist, it didn't
help. The female voice calling to him quickly grew louder until it
took up his entire head. Very clearly he heard that he should not
be startled, should not resist and should just let it happen. Used
to the WORM, he automatically asked Saundra what she meant.
Promptly, he heard her respond. "What do you mean, Hakon? I didn't
say anything to you."

Now that her voice had
surfaced, he immediately heard the difference. Quickly he told
Saundra that a voice in his head had called to him and what it had
said. "Your WORM has registered nothing, Hakon. SEC1 is not
indicating anything either. Nevertheless, it is convenient that we
speak to each other, for something shocking has occurred. There has
been an attack..."

Suddenly he heard the
other voice, urging him to listen. At the same time, he heard
Saundra. "That's odd. I can hear it now, too."

Meanwhile, somewhere far away, Hakon heard Holger speaking
about the wonderful sea life he had seen and its enormous variety
of shapes and colors. "Hakon," the voice began. "I have little time
to explain everything to you, so listen carefully, please. Although
it will not mean much to you now, I am known as the Lady of the
Maya people Liqyanawe. Later you will remember this conversation and everything
will naturally form an intelligible whole. All I ask of you is to
relax and listen.

You have already been in
connection with Nakawe and Kiniawe once. The contact we have now is
similar. However, what they have not mastered - not yet, at least -
I will take on. I am going to provide you with information about
our people and the gifts we manage. This information will be stored
in a special place in your body, after which I will implant in your
memory a word that will activate it. When you hear this word in the
future, you will automatically have access to this information and
the 'gift' will also be unlocked. Rest assured. Except for a moment
of absence, you will not suffer physically.

If you want to use the
'gift' in the future, you should first study the Book of Origin.
Therein is listed the extrasensory gifts that the 'gift' consists
of. One of them you are experiencing at this very moment: spiritual
contact between two people who are physically at a great distance
from each other. In addition to all this, the following must now be
firmly implanted in your mind. Once your 'gift' has been activated
and you have mastered the first three elements of it, you must sit
down with Nakawe at the Table. As far as I know, there is one on
your family's ship. Make sure you both sit and hold each other's
right hand. At the same time, both of you should place your left
hand on the golden orb."

The voice in his head,
which had become increasingly insistent, now sounded downright
commanding.

"Read the instructions in
the Book of Origin and imprint them well in your memory. You can
find the instructions in the chapter 'The Time is There'. My own
time has now come to an end, Hakon. Take good care of Nakawe and
Kiniawe and try to find your father in time. He is trapped under
the golden pyramid. He is alive, but weakened and looking forward
to your arrival. If you manage to get there, do not let any of your
knowledge show. Whatever happens, do not trust the Chosen People.
Do not hesitate to eliminate this enemy! I must leave you now. Be
well."

Immediately he felt the
itching of his hand increase and the tickling in the back of his
head rose to an almost unbearable intensity. Meanwhile, he heard
Saundra say that the wire had become active and information was
being sent to the endpoint. He wanted to answer, but he couldn't.
He was too late. In the back of his head he felt a kind of plop,
after which it suddenly became night around him, his hearing
dropped out and he could not move. He was wedged stiffly into the
back seat, and he felt Holger turn to him. He must have been
informed by Saundra that something was wrong, he thought. As if
from a great distance, he heard the woman echo: "Don't think,
Hakon. Relax. It's going to start now." Spinning through the black
nothingness, he felt an unprecedented sensation surge through his
body.


< 01.06

In the tower room at
Castle Markland, Bertrand was delighted to see that his discovery
could not have surprised Marilyn more. In her handsome face he saw
her eyes dilate to their maximum size and for the first time since
they had known each other, he experienced her being unable to utter
a single word. Extremely pleased with himself, he kept looking at
her until, a full two seconds later, she finally opened her
mouth.

"Sheesh, Bertie!
Discovering a new organ in the human body ... And that on the same
day that Hakon is suddenly plagued by those strange visions. What a
curious coincidence!"

Bertrand nodded. He agreed
with her that it was a remarkable coincidence. Yet coincidences
were not a rarity in everyday life, he told her. "And, uh, I
haven't discovered a new organ, Lynnie. It has always been there,
of course, but no one has ever noticed it until now. That wasn't
possible, because it's only here that one, that is me, has access
to your picobots and software. So you could say that we can take
credit for this discovery together."

Marilyn's hearty laugh
echoed through the high-tech room. "Dear Bertie, I know you're not
a striver and that you mainly care about the science itself. I bet
you can't wait to get on with it."

The affection she felt for him echoed unmistakably in her
voice, which made him smile. Marilyn knew him well, he thought.
Nevertheless, he had never shied away from accepting his success.
Success brought fame and notoriety, which then brought in money.
Without it, there was little or nothing to discover. Given the
state-of-the-art equipment that surrounded him, at least that
didn't seem to be a problem here. "Indeed, I would very much like
to investigate this 'wire' and this 'mini
brain' further, so that I can learn its connection and find out
if it has anything to do with Hakon's seizures. I would love to
prove that it is not a remnant like, say, our appendix."

Distracted by a sudden
panting sound from behind him, he quickly turned his chair around.
With a laptop held casually in his hand, Pierre had entered.
Judging by the panting, he must have been running from somewhere
downstairs to upstairs. "Wonderful result. Nobel Prize worthy," the
lanky computer expert managed to exclaim. Without further ado,
Pierre walked over to the three large screens and stood still in
front of them, fascinated. With his nose practically glued to the
third screen, he stood silently staring at the 'mini brain'. He ran
a finger along the outline of the cerebrum and Bertrand heard him
mutter in amazement about how such a tiny network could control an
entire body.

That one mumbled phrase
was exactly the question he had asked himself as a teenager. It was
the exact reason he had gone into medicine and specialized in the
human brain. "You say something there, Pierre. Although everyone
has one, almost no one stops to think about the fact that their
brain is an extremely complex entity. So important that it must be
protected by a thick skull. That soft gray matter inside is made up
of many tens of billions of nerve cells, neurons, each connected to
enormous numbers of others. Together with the spinal cord, they
regulate the entire nervous system within the human
body."

Enthusiastically, he
explained that these same nerve cells ensured that humans could
perceive and process information in various ways. That in addition
they regulated all movements, both conscious and unconscious. "Even
when we are asleep, they continuously continue to monitor all
homeostatic body functions such as breathing, blood pressure and
body temperature. And that's not even all, because our brain is the
source of cognition, logical thinking, imagination, creativity,
emotion and memory."

Meanwhile, Pierre looked
at him through his glasses, owl-like. "An intricately built
computer, in fact." He pointed to his laptop.

"A lot more complicated,"
Bertrand agreed. "And the remarkable thing is: even though the
human brain occupies only two percent of the body's volume, it uses
ten times the oxygen compared to the rest of the body, consuming a
quarter of the total energy. In addition, twenty percent of the
blood flows continuously to the brain. That in itself indicates how
important it is."

Suddenly Bertrand became
aware that he had gotten carried away by his fanaticism and that he
should now get back to dealing with the riddle that was so
obviously on the third screen.

"However complex," he
concluded his brief lecture, "every organ in the body serves a
purpose. I assume that the 'wire' and the 'mini brain' also have a
function."

Meanwhile, as Pierre
joined him at the desk, Bertrand confessed that he had made very
little progress in the last ten years as far as the precise
workings of the brain were concerned. "Although I started a
research project of my own a while ago, the current challenge," he
nodded briefly toward the three monitors, "is very welcome. And not
only that. Since I have unique tools at my disposal here, I want to
add my own project to the research. After all, this could very well
be the basis for a breakthrough."

He looked from Pierre to
Marilyn and informed them that the object he had recently
investigated involved a 21st century invention. "Not one of yours,
Lynnie, but a handheld thing that has many similarities to
ourselves."

He sat back relaxed and
looked at Marilyn. "Any idea what I mean?"


< 01.07

After Nakawe's snappy
outburst, Miquel had wisely stayed in the background and not
interfered with anything else. Nevertheless, he kept his ears
pricked and his eyes fixed on the ladies. He didn't want to miss
even the slightest thing.

Silent and motionless, he
watched as Nakawe held out her hand to the old woman. Why Kiniawe
was completely focused on her older sister, he only understood when
the old woman grabbed Nakawe's hand. Immediately, Nakawe seemed to
stiffen, only to sink limply to the side a moment later. As if it
were the most natural thing in the world, Kiniawe immediately
caught her, balancing her effortlessly. Afraid that in spite of
everything, something had escaped him, he was rather relieved that
Kiniawe apparently didn't understand either. Wrapping her arm
around Nakawe's shoulder, she looked at the old woman with concern.
"Is Nakawe going to be okay, Granny? I expected you too to go into
ISI." "Normally yes, child," was the quiet reply. Miquel saw the
old woman's face turn sad. "But this is a special event," she
continued softly. "We will leave her alone, she must not be
disturbed." The old woman was silent and seemed lost in thought,
until she visibly came to a decision. "I don't think it will be
long before she comes out. After that, I'll catch up with you
three."

Miquel sat up uneasily and
carefully stuck a finger under the bandage wrapped around his head.
The skin underneath it itched terribly and he had to make an effort
not to tear everything off his body. In his mind, he had been
sitting on that damned rocking chair for hours waiting for
something to happen, but the ladies sat silently waiting, watching
Nakawe, who sat there as if she had dozed off from boredom. He saw
her eyes behind her eyelids moving rapidly back and forth, and a
sad look appeared on her face. Her lips quivered and a single tear
slid down her cheek like an elongated drop. With a careful finger,
Kiniawe wiped it away. "Are you sure, Granny?", he heard her
whisper. "She is grieving. Shouldn't we rather wake her
up?"

For a moment he forgot his
misery and watched the women with interest. The old woman said
nothing, but with a finger gesture indicated that they should
remain silent and wait. Miquel sighed. They had to wait even
longer. He was bored to death.

Out of necessity he kept
quiet until he could hardly stand it any longer. After a minute
long silence that seemed like an eternity to him, Nakawe finally
opened her eyes. Hallelujah! Feeling tense, he leaned forward,
hoping to finally become wiser.

As if startled awake from
a strange dream, Nakawe looked at the old woman, confused. "What
are you guys looking at me for? What were we talking about
again?"

A sad look slid across her
face. She frowned. "Wait a minute," she said in amazement.
"Something strange has happened. I remember, Granny, you asked me
to take your hand. After that, it's blurred. I just have a terrible
sad feeling now. I feel as if I have lost one of you."

She looked alternately
from Granny to Kiniawe and back to Granny. "But both of you are
here. I don't understand any of it."

God, how beautiful she
was, the way she looked at the old woman with big questioning eyes,
he thought to himself. What a pity that Nakawe would never belong
to him ...

"Granny? Why can't I
remember anything? Do you perhaps know what happened?"

Jesus, how slow was that
old tart, he thought annoyed. Why on earth did she have to wait so
long before she gave an answer?

The old woman seemed to
need to shake something off before she straightened her back and
opened her mouth. Suddenly she looked at him and her granddaughters
with grim intensity. Under the bandages, he felt his skin turn to
goose bumps.

"Listen up, girls. You
too, Miquel. So, as I said earlier, something terrible has
happened." With intensely compelling eyes, she explained that her
daughter had just died. In the eerily bright eyes, which didn't
seem to fit the old face at all, he saw her grasp Nakawe's hand
tightly. "Yes, Nakawe. It is final now. Your mother is now sadly no
longer among us."

Before her granddaughter
had a chance to respond, she immediately continued speaking. "I
must now take precautions first. Come along, all of you, and I will
update you as best I can on the history of our people and why we
ended up here."

Resolutely, she stood up
and preceded them.


< 01.08

Cramped and with his eyes
closed stiffly and his heart rate sky-high, Gideon lay on the cold
marble floor recovering somewhat. What a fool he was at times, he
reproached himself. He should have known in advance that his gazing
in the depths would have the same effect as looking down from a
height. And it was even more stupid to let your smartphone slip out
of your fingers, moron, he said to himself. Well aware that
everyone would know in no time that he had a handicap, Gideon
realized that he could never, ever admit it.

He held tightly to the
edge with one hand and forced his reluctant eyes open. Carefully he
looked through the widening cracks and saw again that terrible
depth. As he felt his heart thump against his ribs, he let his gaze
slide along the curve of the walls. This was not a tunnel at all,
he now saw. It was a pit. An eerily deep pit. The long iron ladder
running down the round wall with large hooks could not have escaped
even him. How deep the well was, he had no way of determining, only
that it had to be substantial.

Fighting the dizziness
that continually threatened him, he peered along the ladder until,
far below him, it was swallowed by darkness. The last visible rung
had to be at about twenty meters, he estimated. Nothing else could
be seen.

Relieved, his eyes
followed the ladder back up. He wanted to crawl backwards to get as
far away as possible, when he saw something else. About a meter
below the pit edge, there was an inconspicuous ring. He looked more
closely and discovered that there were actually a dozen of them,
mounted at regular intervals in the wall. That was also the last
thing he saw. He felt a pair of strong hands grab him by the
ankles, after which he was pulled away from the edge and turned
over onto his back by even more hands. Disoriented, he raised his
eyes to look straight into the dome of the Pillar Room. In
amazement, he remained motionless as the star combination lit up as
if it were the neon sign of a nightclub. The bright light instantly
dispelled all thoughts of unfathomable depths and the panicked fear
of falling into them. Gideon felt his heartbeat settle down and his
muscles relax. As far as he was concerned, he would just keep
looking up for a while longer. Unfortunately, he was not granted
that pleasure. The view of the constellation was taken away from
him by the inquisitors who came to stand in a circle close around
him. With a mixture of surprise, concern and disbelief they stood
staring at him.

The Dutchwoman knelt by
him and anxiously placed a hand on his shoulder. "Adjutant! What
happened? You lay motionless staring into those depths for a few
minutes. It was smart to throw your smartphone down, because that
way Thomas could perfectly follow its images on his tablet. Even
though your smartphone fell down pretty deep, landed on the bottom
and bounced sideways through some opening, it is still working.
Help must have been sent from heaven, because it stayed in exactly
the right position. Thomas says it's still broadcasting spectacular
images."

As his brain registered
her story, Gideon thought quickly. Before he uttered even a word,
he had to come up with a logical explanation to cover up his fear
of heights. His silence made the Dutchwoman look down at him even
more anxiously. "Can you say what ails you, adjutant?", she asked
hesitantly. "Are you in pain? You seem dumbfounded and your face
looks chalky white. Almost as if you had seen the devil in
person."

Carefully she put her hand
on his forehead. A pleasantly warm hand, he noticed. "You feel very
cold and sweaty," she began. With her other, equally pleasant
touching hand, she began gently massaging his face, ending at his
temples. "Please tell me what we can do," she concluded with a
desperate look.

The soothing, twisting
motions of her hands had not only managed to relax his face, but
also to line up the gray cells behind his forehead. As if the
Dutchwoman had managed to flip a switch, he suddenly knew how to
get himself out of his precarious situation. He already opened his
mouth, but before he had a chance to produce the first intelligible
sounds, he was suddenly drowned out by an increasing number of
church bells. Amplified by the perfect acoustics of the dome, their
ringing echoed deafeningly through the Pillar Room.


< 01.09

Bertrand nonchalantly
folded his hands at the back of his neck and crossed his legs as if
preparing to wait a long time for an answer.

"And, Pierre? Marilyn? Or
you, Saundra? You should know for sure." From three sides at once,
three different solutions were fired at him: Saundra's "computer",
Marilyn's "PC, of course" and Pierre's "laptop".

As if he was severely
disappointed, he drew his legs back and let his head drift back and
forth in a wistful manner. "How is it possible that all three of
you boffins got it wrong? It is so obvious. With a look as sad as
possible he let them know that the correct answer could only be the
modern day smartphone. "That simple thing of which there are now
billions in circulation," he continued. "You people are so used to
enormously complicated questions that you no longer see what's
right in front of your eyes." Since he could tell from Marilyn's
facial expression that she was about to engage in a spirited debate
with him, he quickly spoke on.

"Let me explain how I came
up with the idea. About four years ago, I saw a documentary about
the late Steve Jobs and Apple. In it, among other things, was a
section that dealt with the creation of the first iPhone. Although
it was all highly interesting, I didn't dwell on it. Yet somewhere
in the back of my mind it must have lingered and I subconsciously
made a connection. A few weeks later I woke up at night and the
image that had remained on my retina wouldn't let me go. I realized
that the way a human being functioned was similar to a smartphone
in almost every way. Both the primary operating system as well as
the installed applications and ability to connect with other, say
peers.

I just told you about all
the things our brains take care of for us, and then when you
consider everything a smartphone can do today ... It possesses many
of the functions our own brains take care of. Maybe even more. Just
think about it."

He counted on his fingers.
"A memory, recording images and sound, displaying them, storing and
organizing information, looking up information. Even providing tips
to help find sought-after information faster. Faster than a human
thinks possible and in quantities that we humans can barely
comprehend. What humans cannot even accomplish, a smartphone can do
with the greatest of ease. It never has to sleep. As long as it has
energy, say sufficient nourishment, it can continue to perform a
multitude of tasks 24 hours a day, 7 days a week."

Bertrand smiled. "And a
very special function that comes with that, one could almost
forget, is you can use it to communicate with others all over the
world. In many cases even with a live video link."

As he so animatedly
presented his hitherto not so smoothly running own project,
something else occurred to him. "That Hakon was in contact with
someone at a distance during his blackouts is, on reflection, not
even that unusual. Without any thought, most of the world's
population has been doing this with a flat box of digital brains
for quite some time."

What Marilyn's comment on
this was, he couldn't hear, because Pierre was voicing his opinion
at the same time. Helplessly, he raised his hands. His gesture was
not misunderstood, upon which both immediately fell silent
again.

"If I could just finish my
story?" Marilyn and Pierre indicated with a laugh that he could
continue talking.

"As long as man has
existed, he has been developing and constructing applications to
reduce physical and mental strain and create opportunities for
spiritual enrichment. At the base of this are such discoveries as
the flint and the wheel. Over the centuries mankind has developed
further and further, admittedly in fits and starts. Less than
thirty years ago, the foundations of the current smartphone were
laid in the United States, which created a veritable hype. For many
people it has become almost a part, an extension, of themselves.
When the first so-called smartphone from IBM appeared on the market
in 1994, it was little more than a glorified cell phone. The IBM
Simon Personal Communicator, as the device was called, was a
combination of a cell phone and a Personal Digital Assistant (PDA)
in one device.

Now, more than twenty-five
years later, I would say that the name smart 'phone' no longer
covers the bill. It has evolved into a smart 'brain'. When you see
how quickly that first smartphone evolved into the current version,
you can't help but wonder what it will be capable of in twenty
years or so. Imagine if every device contained a mini-Saundra and
could communicate with our brain via Marilyn's WORM. I see
unprecedented possibilities. You guys already manage to project
images onto the optic nerve. How big is the step before it could
also work the other way around? That one could send images and
sounds from our brains via a smartphone, er, I mean smartbrain?
Also of that which may have been stored in our memory for a long
time. That you could, for example, show a childhood memory to
others as a video fragment, instead of describing it to them.
Finding solutions to make something like that possible is the core
of my research project."


< 01.10

The excited cry of the nun
who had so abruptly burst into the chapel had caused a wave of
excited whispering among the handful of sisters still present. The
fact that the Lady had spoken for the first time this morning was
already unusual, but a second time? In one day? As far as the
Mother Superior knew, such a thing had never happened before. More
excited than she wanted to admit, she sent the nun who had brought
the message straight back. "The Lady must not be left alone,
especially not now," she had added gruffly. While resolutely
banishing all thoughts of the impending high visit from her mind,
she had pulled up her habit to follow the nun, as fast as her old
legs would allow.

She was already halfway
when she noticed that the number of nuns coming up behind her must
have grown considerably. The fast pace at which they moved made
their long skirts rustle and their feet thump through the silent
corridors. The extraordinary news must have spread like wildfire
throughout the convent, she realized. Although she was somewhat
annoyed that her sisters had apparently abandoned their duties, on
the other hand she understood. Still, it was inconvenient that it
had happened right at this moment. Just when such a high profile
visit was expected. Wishing she were fifteen years younger and a
lot faster, she finally reached the Lady's room. Panting, she
stepped inside and stood stock-still, gasping for air. She was
shocked when she stared in disbelief at the bloody scene in front
of her. It was almost as if someone had poured a large pot of red
paint over the bed. As red as the bed was, as white was the face of
the nun who now stood looking at her with a desperate look of
panic, wringing her hands.

"What on earth has
happened?", she asked in total bewilderment. "How on earth is this
possible?" Unconsciously she pointed a finger at the nun and her
eyes spat fire. "That you, of all people, to whom
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