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	Ready?


	‘Onset’ is a short story. An introduction to the AQUIFER series: A mysterious diary confuses marine biologist Jerry Allen. The meeting with strange sea creatures which Priscilla Blextone describes in her ancient diary looks lifelike. Her drawings and description agree with beings that are also known as mermaids. As a scientist Jerry Allen knows that's not possible. Mermaids do not exist. Or…?


	Then Allen’s leave is interrupted. The Navy urgently needs his help. At a location close to the Great Barrier Reef Allen watches secret images of unknown beings filmed by the Navy. Unknown creatures that look suspiciously like the mermaids Priscilla Blextone had described two centuries earlier. Could it be...? →Start reading!
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Time has come.


	Confident I throw my black locks over my shoulder while I proceed my parade on the vast, empty square to the majestic government building. I look around me, troubled. No sign of any shop here. I sigh. It feels like I’m heading for a sports day. I haven’t done anything yet, but the beads of sweat are already there; upon my upper lip. Healthy exercise the coach always said. Right. My opinion on what’s healthy is just a little bit different...


	 


	Today is the first day of my social service. A privilege, the government says. I belong to the first generation that has this privilege. A privilege that will cost me one and a half years of my life; so if I’m really willing to celebrate this precious moment... Don’t know. Mandatory work for the government. My parents do not like it. Anyway, these two disagree on more things. Like my main subject for instance.


	 


	“Pinky! It’s been ages!” Vanna embraces me laughing. She appeared like a dust of cloud from nowhere. Due to the severe drought of the last decade we’ve got more than enough of that. Dust I mean. There are not so many Vanna’s. But she’s right. After our graduation, I have barely seen my friend.


	“Maybe things will change,” I say a little stiffly.


	Vanna raises an eyebrow. “You know the chance that we will be on the same project is really very small, don’t you?”


	Although we have done almost everything together in college, I have prepared myself for the social services separately from the schedule Vanna selected. She never missed an opportunity to tell me how disappointed she felt about my choice. The adage ‘no news is good news,’ suddenly got a very different, awry sense. Vanna felt I had let her down by not following neo linguistics together with her. What a strange word: neo linguistics. New linguistics. Also known as Universal Communications. Leave it up to the language freaks to come up with as many synonyms as possible for just one word. In cooperation with my parents Vanna had made a final attempt to push me to this study. “It’s good for you. A great opportunity to refresh your language skills. Ridiculous; what do you need new linguistics for these days? Everyone has a Translatch now; the module that automatically translates every fart into 108 languages. At least.


	 


	“Are we really going to have this conversation again?” I ask Vanna.


	“Pinky, it would have been so much nicer if we would be on the same project during our service, wouldn’t it?”


	“It’s still possible. Besides you know very well I cannot make an understandable conversation without my Translatch.”


	“That’s not true,” Vanna protests weakly.


	“Oh no, you’re right. My facial expression shows happiness in all five continents clearly,” I reply petulantly.


	We walk to the counter of the reception in silence; and I feel my conscience gnawing. As well as my stomach; which now also slightly starts to tingle. Not that I’ll ever admit. I am one hundred per cent relaxed. What am I saying? Two hundred percent! All Zen and peace... Anyway, you’ve got my point. I clear my throat; throw back my hair once more and move forward swaying.


	“Pinkett Blextone and Vanna Quay,” I introduce the two of us, trying to be tougher than I really am. The receptionist frowns as she stares at us almost contemptuously. To her we are just two ordinary bitches who report to fulfill social service. She wipes her fingers over the desk. Well, desk... The entire desk is one huge computer screen. Her magic swishing fingers summon information to appear on the desk monitor. Ha! She may be handy with her supersized touch screen, her nail polish is chipped. I can tell with my eyes closed. As a matter of speaking that is.


	“Vanna Quay,” says Miss Charming behind her omniscient desk, ‘Uni-versal Communication’ is on the third floor, office 7. Use the Paternoster.”


	Vanna and I look at her in surprise: “A priest?”


	The receptionist shortly closes her eyes and I can tell what she’s thinking: another ignorant girl. ‘Thé Paternoster!’ she says sternly, pointing to the wall with the revolving bookcases. At least, I thought it was. It looks like a modern work of art with moving boxes to me. Annoyed our haughty hostess continues her story: “The Paternoster is a lift. Open booths which rotate continuously. That’s how you will get to the third floor.” She laughs subtle: “Be careful with boarding...”


	Then she focuses her gaze on me. “Pinkett Blextone... Life Sciences...”  She pauses as if she cannot believe I have to report myself to Life Sciences. “Ground floor, lab 6.” She looks up from her super screen. “Gosh, typical,” she smiles sweetly but insincere to me.


	I give her a hypocrite smile in return and focus on my new ex-girlfriend.


	“So,” Vanna hesitates, “who knows. Maybe we will end up at the same project after all.”


	Meantime the woman behind the counter is fed up with us. “Girls, playtime is over,” she clacks disapprovingly with her tongue as she dismisses us with her hand. The bitch.


	Before I walk into the corridor where I will start my new future, I see Vanna bumbling at the, um... what was that thing called; the Paternoster? After two failed attempts, she jumps into an open elevator car and disappears out of sight. Her porn pink pumps are the last I see of her.
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Most dreams are just lies, but my nightmares always come true. Lab 6 is even more boring than I expected.


	Without Vanna I start to feel lonely. This is in contrast to the five other conscripts who already have found a place in the lab. They radiate self-assurance. Or maybe they are just happy with themselves. What amazes me tremendously since I have rarely seen such a collection of nerds in one room. Ugly losers. Well, the tall guy seems fine. Actually quite nice.


	Confused I shake my head - I have to stay focused. My eyes glide through the lab. There is exactly one chair left. Stool actually. There is a stout, elderly man waiting impatient so I quickly sit on the rickety thing.


	“As you know, or should know from the information we have mailed you, the government has initiated several projects,” he starts out of the blue. Not even a “Good morning. Welcome to your first day as a conscript”. No, he simply takes off. Way to go; have a straight start. “All missions in the context of the social service. I am honored to inform you that all of you - based on your performance - are classified for the most important mission!” says Professor Edfey, happier than anyone else in this deadly dull laboratory.


	He talks irritatingly through his nose. Considering the verbal expressions leaving his mouth; I decode his hands are talking much more expressive and excited than his tongue. Grand jovial gestures clarify his enthusiasm. “Of course there is subject to a few conditions”, he betrays the snag. ” Any result that is obtained here; every conversation we will have, will be strictly confidential. Your private matters come to be on the back burner. We expect your absolute commitment...” 


	The short pause that follows, has a purpose.


	“Do you belong in here, hnn?” Professor Edfey interrupts himself with a strange moan from his nose.


	Barely more than fifteen seconds later, I realize his gaze lingers on me. “Me?” I say sheepish.


	“Yes, you, beautiful lady. You see, Universal Communication is on the third floor.”


	“Oh, you know, I really had to report in here, you know,” I reply politely.


	“Well... wicked. Great you know. Really nice,” he mockingly imitates my words.” And what did you say your name was? Hnn?” Ah, the already famous nose moan.


	“I believe you did not ask my name,” I reply indignant.


	“It’s nice to know you are a believer Miss, but we are here for knowledge - scientific research.”


	Now I’m really offended. I understand that I am quite out of tune in this company. That is, if people do not overlook me, as my minimum length usually makes I have to run for my life. Before you know it I’m stuck under someone’s shoe. Professor Edfey still looks at me searchingly and expectantly.


	“Pinkett Blextone,” I sigh, by the lack of a witty reply.


	“Blextone? Hmm, now that you mention it...” he says, tapping my name on his list of exotic names on his computer screen.


	“Blextone? Hmm. English originally, hnn?” Edfey asks nose moaning.


	“No, Dudch,” I say not correctly pronouncing the ‘T’.


	“Dudch,” Edfey tries to impersonate my pronunciation of the word ‘Dutch’.” Then you would have been named ‘Jannie Jansen’ or ‘Sandra Smit’. Blextone is not really a Dutch name, Miss Pinkett,” Edfey says firmly. “Anyway, where was I?” he continues.


	Untroubled he scratches the back of his neck, absolutely not interested in the answer I might possibly come up with. Suddenly I get the feeling that one and a half years of social service, with Edfey being my mentor, is going to last very, very long. I don’t get much time to worry though; the professor already reveals his next surprise: “We will leave this afternoon.”


	Confusion and hubbub among the six conscripts. One of the nerds with the fluffy hairstyle up front, maybe even more shocked than me, raises her hand, “Professor? I thought we would all work in the lab?”


	“You’re not at school Miss. You do not need stabbing your graceful hand to ask your question. Hnn?” He looks at us all keenly. “As I mentioned earlier, you have been selected. You might even say ‘chosen’. You are the ‘crème de la crème’, assigned to the AQUIFER field team. ”


	My Translatch starts beeping uneasy on hearing so many unfamiliar words. And that gives me another exasperated look from Professor Edfey.


	“Miss Pinkett, I’m not talking any foreign language here, you can turn off your Translatch.”


	Sniggering among my new colleagues. I’m doing great again. Hardly a quarter of an hour on duty and I’m already getting picked. Professor Edfey continues unperturbed: “Together you are able to solve our major problem.” How about that? First a knife in the back, and now a wig with feathers in the... anyway, down there; you know. Everyone suddenly feels great again.


	Professor ‘Moan Nose’ continues, “You go into the field, remotely supported by people working in UC.” He looks around proudly, then sees our looks of incomprehension and clarifies: “UC; Universal Commu-nication, hnn?”


	Fluffy hairstyle sitting in front hesitantly reconnects her hand.


	“Rhona,” says the professor.


	I’m confused. What or who is Rhona? Only when Miss Fluffy hair in front of me pulls open her mouth, I understand that she has to be Rhona.


	“Will we be doing experiments with animals?” she asks shivering.


	The professor looks equally questionable. He clearly has not told us anything we need to know yet. And that makes me think.


	“Yes,” is his, not surprising, short answer.


	“But I mean, dissect?”


	“Perhaps.” Professor Edfey looks at her as if she just proposed to stab fire in the laboratory and eat the debris afterwards.


	“I can’t,” she squeaks.


	“Then you’re not at the right place in here. You can choose. You stay and maybe have to decompose a few dead animals, or you leave this lab and thereby leave this mission.”


	Rhona falls silent and looks down ashamed. Poseur. I hope I will not have to do much together with her. Even though I think the chances are pretty small.


	“I thought so,” Edfey determines satisfied. “Any more people having problems with this mission?”


	Icy silence cuts my eardrums almost in tatters.


	“Great!” Professor Edfey cries out loud. Enthusiastic he begins reading our names out loud from his screen, half stumbling over the pronunciation: “Daebob Aué, Pinkett Blextone, Lothar Cassa, Téa Mix-man, Rhona Quast and Saybal Ruzius... Welcome to AQUIFER!”


	During Edfey’s presentation my eyes wander extra precise about my new colleagues. My god, the longer you look at them, the worse it gets. Ha! The longer you look at them. That is surely applicable when Daebob comes into the picture. My eyes slip from his head to his toes. Gee, he’s really tall. With my height I think I hardly get to his knees with difficulty. I pull up my nose in disapproval, although Daebob is not even the worst. My eyes slowly continue to scan the group members. Lothar whose neck is full of eczema and whose hair is dull, dusty and draped high on his head. Unwittingly I cast a disapproving glance at Daebob and compare him with the other male specimen. Hmm... Due to his length Daebob has the advantage that it he is not such a potbelly as Saybal. I study Saybal a little closer; study everything from his pigmented skin to his close-cropped hair. My stomach wraps itself in a knot: where did I end up? I quickly decide that these are not my people. I would certainly have nothing to do with the two others, who call themselves girls. Fluffy-head Rhona looks like she is electrified daily and Téa is nothing but a wallflower. Subconsciously I realize the way she might look if she would smear a layer of makeup on her face. If she would bother. The throat scraping of my colleagues - eew! - brings me back to the present.


	I now decide to ask the question that is burning on everyone’s lips, but did not dare to ask: “Professor? You said that we have to leave this afternoon. In a few hours?”


	“Did I say that?” he laughs. “Well I’m sure you have not heard me saying ‘in a few hours’... We will leave in exactly fiftyfive minutes.”


	Even more confusion and hubbub in the group.


	The professor claps his hands. “So, kids,” he says, “time to check your equipment. Then you will have a few minutes left for a short lunch break. I see you on the VETRO station.” And off he is. Dumbfounded, we are left behind with the six of us.


	“Well,” says Lothar, “that was an enlightening introduction. Welcome to AQUIFER. Mission unknown.”
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	Half an hour lunch break before we leave.


	We are sitting outside, enjoying the sun.


	Always the sun. Still no rain. The drought is becoming frightening. But not as frightening as the unpronounceable appellation professor Edfey was talking about. And I’m not talking about Rhona. No, I mean AQUIFER. To me, and the rest of the group, it is still not clear what our mission is, except that it is grand. And of great importance. The only thing which is certain is that we leave within a few minutes to... Yeah, where are we going to go?


	 


	When professor Edfey walks in, everybody jumps up. Will he finally explain where we are going to? And what we are going to do? All he has told us this morning was that we had to get ready for the trip. A six hour journey. Rumors were spreading. Six hours? Which destination can you reach within six hours these days? But Edfey felt he had revealed us enough. Let me put it this way: our destination was and remained as secretive as the goal of the mission itself.


	 


	He did remind us to carefully check our equipment. Well, that was a nice surprise. A ‘survival’ kit with a neoprene suit. A scuba diving suit. My stomach turned. Wherever we would go, mission AQUIFER would end up in the water. Or start. Or both. Don’t get me wrong, I’m an excellent swimmer, no worries there. I might as well be a water ballerina, provided that there are no experts on the jury.


	 


	“Does it really take six hours Professor?” I ask, already tired from traveling. Our trip with the VETRO tube-system may be only taking six hours; in those old-fashioned planes you at least had some space. These tube-cabin-things have a diameter of only five meters. I just don’t want to know how the seven of us will be forced to fit in; especially now that we have someone in our midst which is twice as long as me. Now I compensate the average length, of course, but it also means that I am the one who, because of the lack of space, must sit crumpled in the smallest corner. The passage gates that open up get me back on my feet.


	“Welcome aboard. Follow instructions,” says the metallic computer voice. Professor Edfey carefully hides away his doctor’s bag and his rattling suitcases. Unlike others. The boys do not even look what they are doing; carelessly throwing their bags in the cargo hold. Actually, Téa and I are the only ones being careful. Not really surprising. Professor Edfey closes the cargo hold when we are done. The cabin opens automatically.


	“Those on the right start boarding first,” Professor Edfey says. His speech is useless. Not a chance someone listens. Everyone rushes off towards the entrance of the vehicle. Edfey’s face shows what he’s thinking. He looks like a mother with a group of children at the first birthday party she ever organized. Completely disordered and wildly panicking.


	“Fine,” the confused professor says; the mother hen that no longer controls her chicks. Never had actually. “Let the journey begin,” he adds hopefully. He sits back, tries to find a relaxed position which makes one of his love handles - there’s no denying, Professor Edfey is a plump man - flap on my arm. Startled, I slide on a bit further, ending up stuck against the wall.


	“Hnn, let me tell you what things we can do in Australia!” Edfey now says cheerful.


	What? Australia? Well alright. Destination known. Mission remains a mystery...


	 


	The VETRO system is fast. The vacuum tube system ‘blows’ passengers from one side of the globe to the other. As in earlier times postal packages were transported through buildings, using pneumatic tubes. Except, now we are the package. Packed into the tube like small sardines.  You know what; forget about the ‘small’. Unfortunately, some of my peers are extra long sardines. They are super sized sardines with super, super long lanky legs. Daebob’s stilts are blatantly parked under my chair, which means my charming legs only have one possibility to be stored. Resting on those long stilts and hope, pray if I was faithful, that this journey will be over soon. Sardines in space. Unnoticed we are shooting through the tube system. No view. Hardly any movement can be felt. It seems as if we stand still, yet we are moving at a speed of, let’s say, 2,470 kilometers an hour towards ‘Down Under’. As the crow flies - hmm, that’s kind of a weird expression since the VETRO tubes are positioned deep in the ground - but, let’s give it a shot, all the way from Amsterdam to Australia, just about 14,833 kilometers.


	I feel something. A fiddling sensation on my leg. “Keep those long stilts with you, Lothar!” I roar so loud that everybody immediately sits up straight.


	“Sorry,” he laughs insincere. “It’s all so tight in here.”


	“Forget about it, pervert. You keep your hands where I can see them. I mean your legs. Long spaghetti legs I should say.”


	“You don’t hear me complain, do you?”  Long John on the other side of the cabin starts interfering.


	“Because these stilts of yours are below my butt Daebob,” I  say, without understanding why others find this laughable.


	“Okay, don’t act like a bunch of teenagers.”  Edfey sighs. “You are here to fulfill your social service. Not to enjoy some school camp.” I notice that he is so excited, he forgets about his typical, irritating ‘hnn’. But subconsciously he’s right. Indeed, we seem to be a group of excited teenagers.


	“I will discharge the stress a bit,” says Edfey yielding chuckles again. “A dirty mind is a joy forever,” he sighs once more before he is going to keep his long-awaited speech. “AQUIFER,” he says briefly. A long silence follows.


	“Well, that has been helpful,” says Lothar. “I am much more confident now that I know all the dirty details; now that I know everything to perfection.”


	Téa gives him a merciless kick against his long shins. “Let the professor do his thing...”


	Edfey does not react or respond to them. He is busy preparing his argument as if he has to give a lecture at the university.


	“What does AQUIFER tell you?” he finally begins.


	“AQUIFER,” Daebob repeats. The omniscient Daebob. “Formal name for a closed water supply beneath land.”


	“... For a closed water supply beneath continents and oceans,” Edfey improves him as if he is lecturing in the classroom.


	“Close enough,” Daebob says; a remark that makes the obese professor become outrageous.


	“No, no, no. I will not accept any answers like that, hnn. No answers stating close enough; almost; just about or approximately. We need to recover the facts. We are going to Australia to find a solution for the shortage of drinking water our world is currently struggling with. We will explore the hidden water resources and find a way to use these hidden supplies.”


	“With all due respect, Professor,” Saybal squeaks. “People have been pumping water for centuries. In recent years even so much that entire areas in California, but also in Texas and even in Spain, sag with earthquakes as a result.”


	“Correct,” Edfey agrees. “The so-called ‘Moving Mountains’. Oh, we had our own drama in the Netherlands with gas production.”


	“What are you talking about?” Rhona asks worried.


	“Excuse me,” says the professor. “I forgot not all of you have the same educational background. Started even before the drought, water was pumped up from ground in the world’s drier areas. The aquifers, underground water supplies, were completely emptied. Water that had been stored for centuries under the ground was used for agricultural purposes. As a result, empty spaces emerged, the earth collapsed, causing rising mountains. The expression ‘to move mountains’ suddenly got a different meaning.” Edfey laughs; but nobody joins his laughter. “Hmm, yeah, not that funny. Enfin, since we are draining the aquifers new mountains are created worldwide. Apart from the problem of the sinking ground, we now have to deal with a much larger dilemma.” Edfey decides to take another pause.


	“Please continue Professor,” says Lothar impatiently.


	“Even the aquifers, the hidden freshwater resources, are not inexhaus-tible. We need to continue looking for new supplies necessary to provide mankind with water.”


	“We are going to search for water?” Saybal asks. “Is that our mission? Finding water? Locating new aquifers?”


	“Hmm; not exactly,” says Edfey contently rubbing his sizeable belly. “We will explore new aquifers on life forms.”


	Now he gets everyone’s attention to it. Even mine.


	“What kind of life forms?” Téa asks, suddenly super interested.


	“Wait a minute,” says Daebob. “Is that the reason we had to bring those diving suits? Will we be floating around underground lakes to see if there is life in there? Perhaps some kind of devil fish or so? Or those deep sea monsters with little lights dangling above their beak; ready to slobber us?”


	“Yes,” says Lothar, “deep-sea sharks without eyes, but with huge teeth!”


	“Knock it off, preschoolers,” says Edfey. “Previous missions have dis-covered several new aquifers. In one of them movements were re-corded. We will examine what form of life caused these movements.”


	“Oh, but that’s really very interesting,” says Téa. “Darwin at work.”


	“Interesting?” Daebob complains. “Those underground lakes... do you hear what I say? Underground lakes! They are hidden deep in the soil. Protected from the outside world for ages. Nobody knows what kind of life forms evolved in there. But it is clear that it is a closed system. Each ladybug that has managed to survive there through the ages is not a love bug.”


	“Ladybugs are carnivores and cannibals anyway,” Téa says just as re-assurance.


	“You don’t understand,” Daebob disagrees. “We are entering an un-known world. We must wear a diving suit and use oxygen tanks to survive. We do not know what horrors await us down there; and if something goes wrong, there is no one who can help us out. We are deep under the ground, without communication, without additional oxygen; as if we are dropped on an unknown planet.”


	“Well,” says Professor Edfey. “Only our research can prove you’re wrong. But I agree with you that the situation in an underground lake can be problematic for us. Yet apart from one more, complicating factor, we will indeed carry out our work separated from the outside world. Deep under the ground.”


	“Wait.” I decide to mingle myself in this battle. “What complicating factor do you mean exactly?”


	“Um... Although I appreciate your question to the exact rate very highly, I do not know exactly.” Of course, he catches me back on my words again. ”But,” Edfey continues, “I have to tell you, actually prepare you, on the final destination of our mission.”
 


	“Australia, you mean?” Saybal asks.


	“That’s correct,” says Edfey mysterious. “But a little further.”


	“Um...” I’m starting to get worried now. “How much further exactly?”


	“Yes,” Daebob finally agrees with me. “Where are we going to go, dude?”


	“I suppose you refer to me, speaking about a dude?” Edfey continues, still trying to slow us all down.


	“Professor Edfey,” I say firmly. “If you want us to work together; then why don’t you work along with us yourself? Call a spade a spade. Tell us where are we exactly going to and what kind of life form are we going to examine?”


	Startled by my stubborn attitude, sweat drops start beading on his greasy forehead; Edfey no longer keeps his reticence.  “Miss Pinkett, col-leagues,” he says, looking at everybody one by one.  “Mission AQUIFER will lead us to a newly discovered basin, found a few miles from the famous Great Barrier Reef.”


	“Oh, we will be diving with white sharks?” says Lothar, being more scared than funny.


	“No, we will not be diving on or near the Great Barrier Reef,” Edfey continues. “We will go even deeper.”


	“What?” Daebob shouts out loud. “You mean...? We go...? Nooo...”


	Edfey looks at him laughing pityingly. “Your question is formulated somewhat unclear, but I mean to say that we, as we are gathered here, we will go underwater as a group to explore underground water supplies beneath the ocean.”


	“Water below the water. We’re going to die!” Daebob calls out, throwing his arms in the air. Well that is a comforting thought.


	“We have at least one thing every single person on this planet now wants.”


	“And that is?” I ask.


	“Drinking water,” he replies briefly and dry.


	Nobody laughs. Everyone has visions of a frightening future that is already very close.


	“Oh yeah, before I forget,” says Edfey. “Regarding those scary life forms. Normally one does not worry too much about unknown species. After all, we are looking for water for our own species.”


	“So?” Saybal frowns. “Is there a species that is of interest to us?”


	“Hnn, I would not dare to call it a species. At least not at this time, until I know for sure... until we know for sure, whether the suspicions are correct.”


	“Well it must be some spectacular animal,” says Lothar.


	“As I told you. I'm not sure if it is an animal,” Edfey grumbled.


	“Right, not an animal; then what is it?” I ask curiously.


	“Possibly a mermaid.”


	No matter how scared we are to go into the sea and even to disappear deep below the ocean floor; the utterly idiotic idea that there are people who claim that mermaids exist, even now, in our modern world, makes us all laugh.
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It is important that we all stick together. Stay with me, kids.”


	Professor Edfey winds his way through the noisy crowd at the VETRO station from Great Palm Island.


	“Miss Pinkett, a little acceleration please, hnn?”


	“But I can’t go any faster,” I call tired. My legs are completely soured. Cramped. I move on as a woman of old age. No that is not true. Because I’m on both sides overtaken by elderly women.


	“You don’t hear me complaining,” says Daebob satisfied taking brisk steps. It only takes him two steps further and he stands at the exit gates.


	“No, really?” I reply mockingly.


	“Well, hurry hurry, Miss Pinkett. The exit gates are over there; once we have passed the gates we will pass the shops and move on to the exit. Then we will take the boat.”


	Stores? Did I hear that right? “What stores?” I ask shaky.


	“Nothing special. The usual junk,” was his short answer.


	“Professor, maybe we should have a look. I’m afraid I might have forgotten something,” I say firmly. Hello-oh, this is the last chance I may have to see a shop for eighteen months. Maybe it’s the last time I even see a store. He will not take away that opportunity from me. No way!


	Professor Edfey sighs. 


	“Just a quick look. I’ll be back in no time,” I promise him. But Professor Edfey does not seem willing to admit. “Listen,” I say as we have reached the exit gates, “why don’t you give me the address and I’ll get there on my own. Or just wait for me at the boat.” I try to sneak out. You see, I spotted a perfumery. And I would kill for a different odor than the scent of sweat from my new colleagues.


	Professor Edfey tries to warn me by looking me in the eyes, but then Téa comes to the rescue: “I think I’d better get some additional supplies too. You know, just in case,” she says in despair. I roll my eyebrows triumphantly.


	“I cannot believe it. I’m on a school trip,” Edfey sighs desperate. “Well alright then, ten minutes.” He fiddles with his stopwatch, one of the old school features a Translatch has retained.


	I forget about Téa and hurry myself to the perfumery, spraying  myself with perfumes, testing lipsticks and work frantically to per-fectionize my makeup. I hardly care for my colleagues, but from the corner of my eye, secretly enjoying my victory, I can tell they actually follow my example.


	Aahhh shopping! This my dear friends; this is my idea of paradise. After that long journey my mascara ended up somewhere under my cheekbones; although I honestly don’t think that someone here noticed.


	“Let me see,” Téa says eagerly admiring my new purchases. We walk out together, knowing we still have six and a half minutes shopping time left. As we enter the Market, with our colleagues closely behind us, I’m easy distracted. The Market is by far the largest chain on our parched planet Earth. The Market stores not only are prominent and everywhere; they also sell really everything a girl needs. Like the new collection of bags of...   


	“Yes, that’s the new collection,” says the saleswoman, who has emerged from nowhere to tell me all the tempting details. I randomly grab one. It’s perfect. I’m speechless. I’m still staring at the beautiful black leather bag when someone suddenly and rudely snatches it from my hands.


	“Do you know how many animals had to give their lives for this?” Rhona swings the bag - my bag! - dangerously in front of me. “It’s a shame that they still sell those things. We must cherish all there’s left of nature. We should protect these animals!”


	“Aren’t we going to find new species?” I ask indifferent, while I try to take the bag from her. She manages to keep it out of reach for me.


	“Girls, girls, girls,” sighs Daebob. I don’t understand how you can think about shopping anyway; diving under the ocean floor means we will all be dead soon.”


	“How nice that you brighten our day with your optimism.” I roll my eyes. “You should be glad you can shop.”


	“You don’t do shopping for fun. You must have a target. A mission.”


	“Shopping is for pleasure Daebob; we have been shopping for our enjoyment for decades. Why else would stores still exist?”


	“Because women have to buy anything they see,” sighs Daebob.


	“That bag will not be purchased,” Rhona yells while she puts her arms protectively around the bag.


	“Why not? That snake is dead anyway,” I sigh getting tired.


	“It’s crocodile leather,” she replies angrily. Her hair is wilder than usual, and her head is flushed with anger.


	Rhona does not seem to intend to give up. And I suspect that I’m not going to win this debate, so I keep my mouth shut and look calmly into other bags. Fake leather this time, because I honestly, desperately, really, really need a new bag. That thing, I can hardly call it a ‘bag’, that thing we got from Professor Edfey, is made of waterproof material. Which of course is awfully convenient, but unfortunately that’s also the way they look. Convenient. Not fashionable. It would not surprise me if there was a parachute and a fire extinguisher hidden inside (which would also explain the weight of this… absurdity; alright… ‘bag’). Not that any of these things will be helpful below the surface, but anyway. “I’ll take this one. Are we good now?” I pull a face to Rhona, who just snorts indignantly. Daebob rolls his eyes and just when I want to make a comment, our attention is drawn by a stamping girl. And an affectionate Lothar.


	“Piss off!” A tall girl, with blonde hair almost as long as her body, suddenly rushes by.


	“Don’t walk away, don’t hide your feelings!” Lothar tries to keep up with her. The tension disappears and I suppress a laugh.


	“Lothar, what are you doing?”


	She wants me, can’t you tell?”


	“No,” I reply firmly. “If so, she would not run away. I’ve never seen anyone run so fast.”


	“That’s because you walk slower than my grandfather. And he’s dead. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have to introduce myself to someone,” he answers offended when he has signaled a new victim. In a cocky way he moves on towards his new prey; without paying us any attention any more. “I may not be the prettiest one around here,” and we all see he points at us, “but the only one who will talk to you,” we can hear him tell to the poor thing.


	Daebob shakes his head pitying. “That boy has more testosterone in his throat than in any other part of his body whatsoever.”


	“Guys, look at this. Damned convenient.” Saybal comes up with a basket full of digital gadgets and Go-Pro cameras. I recognize the look upon Daebob’s face, he glances with narrowed eyes at all the stuff Saybal drags along.


	“Give me that.” Daebob turns the basket upside down. “The latest full-3D / HD camcorder, and the amount of pixels...,” he sums up all details. Suddenly I see something that was not there before. It’s looking awfully close like… enthusiasm. “They are water resistant up to 60 meters depth. This is fantastic,” he moans wildly enthusiastic. “We must get them all; where did you find them?”


	“Two aisles back, they also have compass gauges, Campo Cool Sets and organizers.”


	“They’re great deals. Let’s buy them. Come on.” Daebob grabs Saybal by his earlobe and drags him along. Fully amazed I toddle behind them.


	“I thought you did not like shopping?” I try to keep up with Daebob, but the boy is unstoppable.


	“This... I... This is not shopping,” he says caught in action. “It’s responsible purchasing.”


	“I can tell...”


	“No, you can’t. Because you,” he points his finger preachy at me, “buy bauble. Junk. Things that are not useful.”


	I raise my eyebrows. I believe a lipstick is pretty useful. You can put it on your lips. So you use it.


	“I’m doing this for the mission,” he says when he sweeps the entire shelf of Photo-lighting combi sticks (whatever they are) into his basket.


	When I see him grabbing a handful of camera straps from another shelf, I’m ready to make a remark, but I stop when I see the way he looks at me. A warning look, telling me not to interfere. 


	“Not a word,” he says.


	“Alright. But for heaven’s sake don’t take a belt with zebra prints. Not your style,” I say to him after a short period of silence.
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	Unbelievable. You’re twenty minutes late. Quite an impression you make there, hnn?”


	I do not understand why Professor Edfey is so excited. Okay, we are a little late, but look at all the useful stuff that we bought! I do not like to admit; but Daebob had a point. Stocking up for the mission wasn’t a bad plan at all. So I’ve also bought things that were really necessary for the mission, such as a super convenient jewelry organizer in the shape of a little black dress, a camera strap, iGoggles (it’s just like those smart sunglasses, you can send messages and all kinds of fun stuff – even when you’re under water) and protective covers for our Translatches! So it’s not junk, we use all of these handy objects. It’s not that I haven’t been tempted to buy three more bags or buying a brand new wardrobe. I mean, I don’t want to brag or anything, but I didn’t even look at the new collection heelless pumps. Or the new models Translatches. I did not even take a look at the latest collection of smart sunglasses. Although I could have bought them for the mission because it’s sunny and we will be working in the open air. Stupid me. I should have bought one. Mine is so passé.


	 


	Professor Edfey frantically rubs his hand through his tousled white hair. “What to do with all that trashy stuff?”


	“It will all come in very handy,” I say modestly. “We have Go-Pro cameras water resistant up to sixty meters and iGoggels,” I add thrilled. Sorry, but I just cannot restrain my enthusiasm.


	Professor Edfey does not seem to join me in this moment of pleasure and looks at me like I have just slapped him in the face. “iGoggels, depth cameras? Do you think that will help, hnn? We will go well beyond sixty meters, ladies and gentlemen. Those aquifers are not at sixty meters. Those iGoggels will not receive any signals after the first twenty-five meters. What you have done is wasting your money,” he says furious. His wild haircut is blown in all directions by the salty sea breeze.


	I hold my lips together tight and stare over the blue ocean. We are already traveling an hour by boat. Although Palm Island was very dry, had three public places (a restaurant; a hotel and a medical centre – but no shops in the centre of Palm Island), all I can see now is water. Nothing but water. Salt water. I don’t think I’ve ever seen so much of this stuff.
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