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			Quote

			

			Tell me a story and I’ll tell you who you are

			 – Victor Delaney

			

			

		

	


	
		
			Appearances

			

			A tiger was roaming the jungle, looking for prey. Her movements were slow and languid, and she looked tired and somber, almost unrecognizable. A leopard resting on a low branch saw her and said to her, ‘You look like shit, dear. How do you expect to catch anything the way you are?’

			The tiger winced. So taken aback she was by the leopard’s comment, she seemed totally deflated and devastated. She lowered her head and scampered off into the bush, muttering to herself.

			A jackal hiding behind a tree was watching closely. 

			‘Aha!’ he thought. ‘No more losing out to the tiger. Now that I know her button, I’ll show her a thing or two, get back at her for all the times she chased me away and made a fool out of me.’

			A week later the tiger re-emerged, looking sloppy and somber. The jackal saw his chance. Full of confidence, he frolicked toward her, catching her by surprise. 

			‘You look like shit, dear,’ he frowned. ‘What’s wrong with you? I can hardly recognize you!’

			The tiger stopped and stared at the jackal for a moment. Then she lowered her head and took a deep, resigned sigh, making her way back toward the trees, dragging her feet under her limp, sagging weight. 

			The jackal puffed up. ‘Lift your head up, will you tiger? You’re scrubbing the ground with it.’ 

			The tiger moaned, sagging toward the trees. The jackal sniggered. 

			‘You’re a joke,’ he chuckled, sauntering closer. ‘Look at you! ‘How do you expect to catch anything at all the way you are?’ 

			‘By cutting down the competition,’ the tiger muttered with a sigh.

			‘And how do you plan to do that, loser?’ sneered the jackal.

			‘Well,’ replied the tiger, looking at him through the corner of her eye. ‘For starters, I’m going to signal the leopard hiding in that thicket behind you that it’s time we dropped the act we’ve been putting on and begin with you, right here right NOW!’ she snarled, turning round and charging through the dry grass with incredible force.

			

			

			Freak Lightning

			

			‘Whaaat I’ve doooone...’

			He barely moved his eyelids as the ringtone kept playing. He barely moved at all. Just sat there, motionless, apathetic, next to the shattered mirror. As if nothing was happening.

			‘I’ll face myseeelf...’

			No response. No reaction. No sound except for the ringtone – and the furious storm, of course, on the other side of the window. 

			He turned his ear toward it. Fat drops of water were pounding on the window ledge, beating it in. He smirked. He knew that if it rained long enough, there would come a time when there would be nothing left of that ledge. Just an outline of where it had once stood.

			‘I’ll face myseeelf...’

			Nothing. No response. No movement.

			Then silence – as if the ringtone had been severed with a scalpel, the umbilical connection to the outside no more. He was on his own now. For a little while anyway.

			ZANG...

			A flash of lightning tore the night, casting shadows in the dark room. He turned toward the window and smiled, waiting for the thunderclap.

			CRRRACK-SHHhhh...

			He continued looking outside for a while with a grin on his face. The world behind the glass pattered along noisily, dripping away.

			He turned away from the window and looked toward the phone. Black, smooth like obsidian, glimmering darkly on the coffee table. Funny how when the ringtone had stopped a moment ago, the whole world had stopped with it; the storm had been erased, even if for a brief moment; the rain had ceased, the wind had died down, and a lull had swept over the land like a silk sheet falling from the sky under the light of the moon.

			ZANG...

			The lightning bolt tore through the imaginary silk sheet and set it on fire. It burned instantly, in a silver-white blinding flash, like a magnesium strip, shedding light over the land. The lull was consumed, vanishing as fast as it had appeared, and the storm barged back stronger than before. The rain began to pound on the window ledge mercilessly. Clouds swept through the sky and collided with each other furiously. Thunderclaps latched onto the howling winds and rode them all the way to the horizon and beyond. 

			CRRRRRACK-SHHHHH...

			This one hadn’t taken long to arrive. A couple of seconds only. ZANG... one one thousand... two one th-CRRRRRACK-SHHHHH...

			‘I’ll face myseeelf...’

			He did not respond. The ringtone was left to sing into the storm, falling flat with every verse. Flat on its polyphonic head. 

			He sighed, and his eyeballs twitched. They rebounded around in their sockets for a moment or two, firing off some fleeting thoughts, then fell still once again. His breathing returned to normal. His lips came together and settled into a slight smile. His face froze. His body solidified.

			‘To cross out what I’ve... beee... coooome...’

			He just sat there, in his chair, staring into thin air. The leather cushions were sucking the sweat out of his skin, but he didn’t notice. He just sat there, amidst the lightning flashes that kept lighting up the room, smiling back at them. The flashes kept coming, in stroboscopic frenzy, as if God was taking pictures of him, but he remained still and unmoved, like a marble statue posing for the empty, gale ridden streets.

			‘Erase myself...’

			ZANG... CRACKSHHHHHH...

			The ringtone stopped again. There was no lull this time. The storm was right on top of him now, thunder and lightning inseparable. The clouds were spewing out thunderbolts at will, zapping, blasting all around him relentlessly. The rain kept pounding on that window ledge harder and angrier. 

			‘Erase myself...’

			The ringtone.

			‘Erase myself...’

			No response. 

			‘Erase myself...’

			He’d let it ring. Just let it ring. On and on, until it choked on itself.

			‘And let go of whaaaaat...... IIIII’ve...... dooooooone...’

			His brow began to drop. His eyelids started tensing up. Wrinkles. A frown. 

			Then a glare. 

			It began to appear out of the depths of his eyes, glistening and sharp. Something was brewing up inside him... 

			A gust of wind hit the window. The frame shook violently. Clusters of raindrops crashed into the glass pane, bursting like paintballs. His eyeballs dashed toward it. Through the liquid haze, he saw it coming, first as a flash, then as spewing blaze, a thunderbolt bursting out of a cloud and shooting through the night sky, straight through the wall, blowing up the front part of the house. The partitions fell apart in a short-circuit bonanza of sparks, setting the floor and furniture on fire. Another thunderbolt followed, striking the rear of the house, blowing it to pieces. A huge gaping hole surfaced on the bedrooms. The raging wind bellowed its way in, through the crumbling walls, drilling through the crushed mortar, tearing the house apart, brick by brick, inch by inch, razing the whole building to the ground. The rain now pounded its way into the living room, striking him all over in a merciless barrage. 

			He didn’t move. He just sat there, in the middle of the mayhem, raindrops pounding his bulged eyeballs. He just sat there, unblinking, glaring into the wind and rain, into the storm with searing eyes as the house came crumbling down around him. 

			‘Erase myself... Erase myself... Erase—’ 

			Just like that, in the midst of chaos, the ringtone stopped. The storm seemed to stop with it. A fresh waft of tranquility blew its way across the ruin, and a soothing lull swept through the air again, like a silk sheet falling from the sky. 

			For a moment, everything was calm. 

			For a moment. 

			Then a voice emerged through the chaos, loud and resonant, drowning everything out.

			‘I’m sorry... The person you called is not available. Please leave a message after the tone...’ 

			His eyelid twitched. His muscles tensed up and his face suddenly contorted; his upper lip rose and his teeth were revealed, a raging yell rising from his lungs, eyes buzzing, spewing sparks. 

			CRRRRRACKSHHHH...

			Just like that, he spontaneously combusted in a deafening explosion, leaving behind no trace of his existence. 

			

			Forensics eventually concluded that there had been nobody in the house when it got struck by what they referred to as ‘freak lightning.’ 

			The police issued a broadcast thereafter and notified their members to be on the lookout for a missing man. 

			A few days and not a single clue later, he was officially declared ‘missing.’ 

			The search intensified. APBs went out nationwide. Airport records were searched, credit card transactions were monitored, and notifications were made on radio and TV. But nothing came up. He had no family to contact and ask what might have happened, where he might have gone. And his friends said they hadn’t seen him in weeks, long before the incident. He’d just vanished, they said, made himself unavailable all of a sudden. 

			His face ended up on a milk carton. Missing – gone without a trace. Please call 1-800-VANISHD, the caption read underneath. 

			A few months later, not a single clue in sight and all hope vaporized, he was deemed dead. Officially he was still missing, but those who knew him considered him gone.

			He was duly missed and reminisced. 

			In absentia. 

			At the water cooler and the margarita bar. 

			

			Three and a half months after his disappearance, his friends came together at the cemetery to bid him final and formal farewell during a pretty mundane ceremony under a gray stormy sky. It was time for closure. Time to bury the missing.

			The occasion felt strange. It was not customary to lay a missing person to rest so soon after his disappearance. Nevertheless they all wanted to close that chapter for good and get on with their lives.

			When the service was finally over they began bidding each other goodbye, ready to leave. They hadn’t seen each other in a while, and they weren’t keen on starting now. It had been too long since the times when they were all one big group. They exchanged a few short pleasantries, the kind one exchanges at a funeral, and slowly started dissipating toward their cars. 

			Then their phones started ringing, all at once. They each reached for their device and answered mechanically, without thinking. All at once.

			But the calls were dropped, all of them. All at once.

			They all looked around perplexed, then at their screens, frowning. 

			The calls were from numbers they did not recognize. 

			They immediately started calling these numbers back, to each their own, wondering why they had this sudden urge to find out who had called them. Signs of restlessness were now underwriting their busy faces. One by one, they put their phones to their ears and waited for an answer.

			‘Ring... Ring... Ring... Ring...... I’m sorry, but the person you called is not available...’ 

			Something inside their heads buzzed, tickling them. 

			Then, one by one, just like that, they burst into flames, vaporizing in a series of blinding flashes, vanishing without a trace.

			

			The caretaker came to the grave later that afternoon on his daily inspection of the burial grounds. His eyes bulged and his breathing surged, not sure what to make of it. For all the bizarre things he had seen during his many years on the cemetery park, he had not been prepared for this one. 

			There was an empty casket on the ground, next to a hollow tomb, surrounded by a bunch of black, silver and pink phones scattered on the lawn, blinking dimly, reflecting in their small shiny screens the white tombstones on the lawn and the gray clouds above, spewing lightning every few seconds, singeing the grass around them. A voice was coming out of the speakers in between each zap, speaking softly. 

			‘...The person you called is not available... nothing is available... ZANG...! The person you called is not available... nothing is available...’

			He pranced around the casket carefully, looking. For what he didn’t really know. His eyes fell on a black phone next to the tombstone, and he impulsively reached over to pick it up and examine it, but something inside him screamed no. He pulled his hand back with a gasp and, without second thought, hopped back on the cart, driving away as fast as he could toward his quarters. All he wanted to do now was sit down on his bed and have some hard liquor and a cigarette. He’d do that before reporting anything. What was he going to say anyway? That aliens had abducted corpse and lamenters, leaving behind a bunch of cell phones zapping electricity out of them? He needed to think it through before telling anyone anything or else they’d call him crazy and fire him before checking out his story. Come to think of it, he shouldn’t have that drink because they’d think he was liquoring up on the job. Perhaps he should just wait, report this after hours, when no one would be in. He’d leave a message with head office, tell them that a dead person had gone missing, nothing more. But that would stir up trouble. The police would start investigating things and perhaps discover his inclination to pinch the odd piece of jewelry from the odd stiff here and there. 

			Wouldn’t it be better to just keep quiet, bury the coffin and say nothing to no one about it? Who’d miss a dead person anyway? Who would ever know? 

			Just then his phone rang. 

			He reached inside his raincoat pocket to answer it.

			‘Hello...?’ 

			

			

			Professor Ipsum

			(And The Self-Fulfilling Prophecy Of Darkness)

			

			Mr. and Mrs. Dankeman were working around the house when they heard an unexpected cry. 

			‘Guten Tag!’

			They turned around and saw a fellow emerge out of the woods, approaching their farm at a brisk and steady pace. A little careless, or perhaps in too much of a hurry, the man tripped on one of the shovels scattered around the house. They laughed. He laughed back. 

			He looked strange. Obviously from the city, he was wearing peculiar spectacles, big, thick, and perfectly round, and was carrying a big leather pouch on his back. He had no beard or moustache and wore a big brass ring round his right index finger, crowned with an enormous black marble.

			They welcomed him kindly, offered him a huge mug of beer crisped in the afternoon chill of the forest, then bid him inside the house. He thanked them and smiled widely, following them into a cozy living room. They offered him the blanket-clad chair while they sat on two thin wooden stools across him, and began asking questions. They were eager to know what was happening in the world, what things were going on outside the Dark Woods. 

			He told them everything he knew and they listened curiously, with delight. They heard about faraway wars, strange foods, grand expeditions to the West, magnificent royal weddings. They sat and heard and lavished every detail. And when he was done with his beer, they offered him another mug, for it clearly had a positive effect on his tongue, and asked more questions. And when he was half way through it – and they themselves tired, for they were country folk and their fondness of the rest of the world transient – they changed the subject and started probing the man himself. They wanted to know more about him, their welcome guest and eager narrator. Who he was, where he was from, what he was doing in the heart of the Dark Woods in the middle of October.

			He began to tell them his story.

			His name was Ipsum Fulfiller, and he was a young scientist from Graz, investigating the physical universe. That was his dream ever since he was a child, to explore and investigate. Ever since he could remember all he wanted to do was embark on a ship and search for unknown lands and strange cultures, for people who walked on their hands and lived in tree trunks and ate red resin from mysterious plants. But one fateful rainy day, while he was working on his uncle’s broken clock, a passing visitor told him that if he wanted to explore the world he didn’t have to go any further than Graz, where the region’s university hosted outstanding scientific departments, all devoted to the exploration of not just the earth but the whole universe. 

			The visitor was a professor of physics, or a physicist, as he introduced himself, an investigator of reality. Physics was a new and exciting section of academia, he explained, and everyone was talking about it. 

			‘The world we live in is more wonderful and magical than you could ever imagine, my boy,’ he told Ipsum, holding him gently by the shoulder and extending his index finger in front of the boy’s eyes, then pointing slowly toward the rainwater streaming through a small ditch by the hut. ‘If only we look at things closely,’ paused for a moment, ‘and ask the right questions,’ his voice full of purpose, ‘the magic will reveal itself,’ he said gently but firmly. The physicist’s extended finger was now rotating anticlockwise slowly, pointing toward a small drain on top of which a water puddle had formed. Ipsum could see a little, anticlockwise-rotating whirlpool dancing in its middle. He saw the physicist’s finger tracing out the whirlpool’s circular motion ever so slowly, as if creating it by force of will and magic. He didn’t understand it, what the physicist was showing him, what he was doing, but something inside him stirred wildly. 

			‘Would you like to explore the world and investigate and unlock its mysteries?’ the professor asked.

			Ipsum nodded excitedly, then held back. He was barely ten years old, living in a small community called Christiania, near Graz, his family too poor for him to even dream of ever sending him to university. He barely knew what university was. But he was clearly bright, as the visitor realized when he saw him working on that broken clock at his uncle’s tavern, and was assured by him. 

			‘If you really want to study the world, I will make sure you have all the help you need. Do you want to, yes or no?’

			Ipsum nodded excitedly, his eyes radiant.

			‘Excellent!’ The professor clapped his hands, threw his rain cloak over his shoulders, and, with a smile on his face, made for the door.

			‘I shall pass from here in three months time. If you still wish to go, I shall offer you a guaranteed position in the university. You can enroll when you are old enough to attend.’ 

			He took off in the pouring rain, his gait strong and upright, apparently indifferent to the water showering him. Ipsum watched him get swallowed up in the downpour, then returned to the broken clock on the table, his mind now fluttering with impossibilities suddenly possible.

			The professor made his promise good: three months later he returned, and Ipsum, having spent ninety three whole days and nights dreaming of a world he hadn’t even imagined up to then, was all too eager to accept the offer. 

			A few years later he found himself under the professor’s tutelage in the physics department. 

			He was now officially a physical researcher of the Eastern Kingdom, a scientific envoy and investigator charged with solving the world’s mysteries alongside a throng of devoted knowledge warriors. There, in the midst of the bustling academic community of Graz University, he got to see for himself that the universe was unimaginably magical, just as the physicist had promised. Scientists across the world had discovered years ago, for example, that the Earth was round and that it revolved round the sun. It was a groundbreaking insight for him, going against all logic and everything he had been taught as a child. Yet he quickly realized that this was not only true, a veritable fact, but also a reasonable phenomenon, its workings and mechanisms explained and accounted for through careful, laborious observation. In fact, along the lines of this investigative premise, unbelievable discoveries were being made one after the other without end, shattering reality as he understood it, and the world he once knew was no longer the same: it had transmuted into this wonderful, amazing place, governed by once hidden rules that were now being retrieved from the shadows of ignorance – planets in the skies, their elliptical motion and orbits, issues of push and pull and gravity, various forms of energy or force that could power machines, factories, ships and whole cities... the list of wonders was long as it was imaginative, and the revolutionary knowledge was spreading to many people such as himself all over the earth. The whole world, not just his, was changing drastically. History was being made.

			Yet, groundbreaking as these discoveries were, there were still very many people who were unaware of their presence; they had never heard of them, and in all likelihood never would. Neglected by urban society, the countryside had been left to live in darkness as nobody from the institutes and universities had bothered getting out of the cities to explain things to them. It was something that disturbed him greatly, the young scientist admitted to the Dankemans. He couldn’t understand why things had to be so. Something had to change.

			So one day, upon waking up from a very restless sleep, now an assistant lecturer and free to chart out his own course, he made up his mind to take the initiative and travel round the land to inform and accustom people to the new and emerging knowledge. He applied for a sabbatical and decided to devote himself to the part of the world that had been forgotten.

			He’d been walking in the woods for many days now, and had grown quite tired. He had already met with a few people along the way, farmers living in small houses and communities by the fringes of the forest, presenting them with various aspects of the new world he so wanted to share with them. But they did not really warm up to him, remaining rather aloof and unimpressed, and the more he talked the more he felt he was making small splashes in a very big lake.

			He would have to employ more than words. He would have to bring out the knowledge, demonstrate it for all to see with their own eyes, just as the professor had done so eloquently with his finger so many years ago. But he would use something more impressive than a whirlpool in a drain. It would have to be something truly spectacular, worthy of the wonder of science. 

			He was going over his revised presentation when the Dankeman farm appeared through the trees. 

			He made his way over without hesitation, almost tripping over and falling on his way there, his feet reacting deftly, accustomed from back when he was a child in Christiania, jumping from rock to rock in the river – and there he now was, clean as a whistle, sitting among the Dankemans and discussing himself and the world. 

			He was elated to be there, he admitted to them while sipping on his third mug of beer now. They were very friendly and a joy to talk to, he told them, concluding his initial presentation with a smile. Clearly there was more to follow, and a short pregnant pause followed. With slight embarrassment he looked around, then straight at them. His voice quivering, he admitted that he in fact felt honored, deeply honored that he would finally share his insights with them. They smiled back politely, nodding, their faces frozen into uncomfortable smiles. He took a deep sigh, then shifted around in his chair for a moment, assuming a professorial posture. A brief and tense few seconds later, he began to talk. He talked about his predecessors with great enthusiasm, and about their hypotheses, and their theories, and their groundbreaking discoveries about space and energy and physical reality. He talked and talked and talked, and the Dankemans listened, growing more and more uncomfortable with each word they heard.

			It did not take them long to protest.

			‘But – but we are the centre of the world, don’t you know that?’ retorted Mrs. Dankeman in a high-pitched voice, looking aghast, unable to understand how the strange fellow could ever claim otherwise. ‘God created us in His image and put us here to repent our sins so that we can enter His Kingdom as worthy subjects. Everything revolves around us. So how can all these things you say be true? How can we be revolving round the sun? God—’

			‘The story is a little more complicated than that,’ interrupted the scientist earnestly. ‘If God indeed does exist, then he is working through a set of rules that we are just beginning to discover.’ 

			He paused for a moment, scanning the two perplexed faces across him. They did not seem satisfied.

			He took a deep sigh and began to talk in a more accommodating manner. 

			‘The universe, this wonderful, wondrous place we live in, is made up of different energies that some of my colleagues believe can be harnessed. We have discovered a few. Here, let me show you so you can see and judge with your own eyes.’

			He took out a gadget from his pouch and placed it on the table with care. 

			The couple clasped each other’s hand as they watched the scientist join some wires. 

			They looked in each other’s eyes with apprehension. All this was very strange. Disconcerting. Their hands still clamped together, they leaned forward toward the trinket, trying to make out what it was. Sweat started forming on their brows. They had never seen such a contraption before. It was of weird shape, and the prancing shadows in the dim candlelit chamber made it look alive.

			The scientist worked on the trinket for some time. Deeply absorbed in his task, he wasn’t paying attention to the Dankemans anymore. 

			His aura began to agitate them.

			‘What was his name?’ whispered Mrs. Dankeman in her husband’s ear.

			‘Fool Filler,’ he replied.

			‘What kind of a name is that anyway?’

			‘Strange, very strange.’

			The scientist muddled about for a few more seconds and then lifted his head.

			‘Lean back,’ he told them gently, ‘and do not be alarmed. You are about to witness the wonders of Science.’

			He grabbed the trinket by its crooked lever and gave it a few fast turns. An array of sparks exploded out of the gadget with mighty cracks and shot through the pale darkness.

			‘Oh mein Gott,’ shouted the couple as they sprung up from their chairs.

			‘Yes!’ cried the scientist exalted, raising his hands in revelation. ‘Electricity! We have electricity!’

			Mr. Dankeman ran toward the kitchen. His wife darted to the window and pushed the shutters open.

			‘Witch! We have a witch in the house... help...’

			‘What? No, listen to me,’ stammered the scientist, ‘this – this is not witchcraft. This is science!’

			‘Wiiiitch... Heeeelp...’

			But—’

			‘Heeeeelp!’

			Mrs. Dankeman was screaming. 

			Mr. Dankeman was shuffling around the kitchen noisily. 

			The scientist began to pack up his things in a hurry. Things had gone terribly wrong, and they seemed to be getting worse with every passing second. He had to get out of there quick. 

			He snatched his pouch from the floor and grabbed the dynamo, when Mr. Dankeman barged back into the room, puffing noisily, holding a sharp cleaver. The scientist gasped. The blade was big, heavy, and Mr. Dankeman looked eager to use it. The scientist panicked. Instinctively, he lifted his dynamo by the lever and raised it high to face the farmer, certain that the end was near. Any moment now the terrified farmer would dash at him and hack him to pieces. 

			But he didn’t. Mr. Dankeman had frozen midway, his gaze once again glazed on the scientist’s gadget. He was glaring at it through bold but terrified eyes, trying to resist an overwhelming impulse to drop everything and run away. The scientist on the other hand, equally stunned, was transfixed on the sharp blade in Mr. Dankeman’s hand. He could almost hear it slicing the air apart, the steel blade shining ominously in the room shadows. 

			Breathing heavily and wishing he could just disappear out of harm’s way and back into safety, the scientist just stood there, wielding his gadget high, waiting. 

			So did Mr. Dankeman.

			Deep in the heart of Middle Europe, life was now balancing on the tightrope of a standoff between a cleaver and a lever. 

			It didn’t last long. Balance doesn’t last forever.

			The scientist made the first move. He instinctively rotated the dynamo a couple of times while shuffling his feet on the spot, filling the room with sparks. Mr. Dankeman jumped back in fear, his eyes bulging out of their sockets. The scientist suddenly gained the advantage. He moved around the room, trying to establish himself, to intimidate the farmer and drive him out. Staring at him intently, he started grunting, holding the gadget firm and giving it a little spin here and there, pushing his way through the toppled furniture. It was working. Mr. Dankeman was stepping back slowly, hands shaking; with a little luck, he’d soon drop the cleaver and give the whole thing up. As he was retreating, his back touched the wall and, terrified, he let out a tiny whimper.

			The scientist rejoiced, his eyes fiering up. For a moment it seemed like Mr. Dankeman was going to collapse and start begging for mercy. 

			But he didn’t. Instead he tightened his lips, took a deep, noisy breath, and recoiled. Swiping the sweat from his forehead with his free hand, he seemed to be puffing up again, wiping his lathered hand on his thick black moustache and taking deep breaths and little steps forward, grunting heavily, with cleaver held high. The scientist saw his advantage slipping away. The farmer was getting bolder and wilder, his eyes now glinting with that imminent sense of desperation, the kind that wants to get out of the corner it got pushed into. The scientist realized that this was it, the moment of truth: if he didn’t act drastically, right there and then, it would be the end of him. 

			He took his chance... 

			He pounced, swinging the dynamo around like a chain mace, lunging forth toward the farmer and screaming viciously to scare him off. Mr. Dankeman screamed, jumping back with terror. The scientist advanced. Sparks started bombarding the room, slicing the darkness into shreds and cracking so loudly they sounded like cannon fire. The air went ablaze as if singed with sulfur. Mr. Dankeman, melting in horror, dropped the cleaver on the floor and, crashing through the furniture, leapt headfirst out the window. Mrs. Dankeman, scrounging up her skirt, shrieked at the top of her voice and dived out behind him. 

			‘WITCH... HELP... HE ATTACKED US WITH A BURNING BOX... HE CAST A SPELL ON US... HEEELP...’

			The scientist gathered his stuff in panic as the voices faded away. They were heading toward an abandoned ramshackle hut he’d seen on his way over. There was no time to lose. Perhaps that hut wasn’t abandoned after all. Perhaps there were more Dankemans there. Or perhaps there were guns there, muskets full of pellets and gunpowder. Or quicklime and sulfur in bucket loads. He cringed. God or no god, science or divine design, the Dankemans wouldn’t have any trouble using them on him if they had any. 

			He opened the door and darted in the opposite direction. As he sprinted away, an inscribed leaflet flew out of his half-open pouch. It swirled around for a moment in the twilight breeze before landing softly on the ground. The calligraphy upon it read as follows:

			

			“This is the beginning of what I hope to be a lengthy and detailed journal, describing my adventures in the wilderness of ignorance, recording the developments as they arise, providing a coherent and longitudinal narrative for others to study and refer to. My name is Ipsum Prophecius, but I will refer to myself exactly as I will introduce myself to the inhabitants I meet henceforth: Ipsum FULFILLER, science’s envoy, harbinger of truth and logic. I shall, thus, fulfill the unenlightened world’s wishes and reveal to them the exact workings of the universe. 

			I sincerely hope, with all my heart, that they will, during our encounters, demand of me exactly what I expect from them: The truth. I imagine—”

			

			That’s all the paper wrote. 

			The scientist disappeared into the trees. The sun, bleeding slowly into the horizon, was evaporating in the sky, revealinga thin moon risingsharp and pale above the Dark Woods. Soon darkness washed over the land and the only light to be seen were blazing torches, moving hysterically through the shadows.

			

			

			Re-Cognition

			

			There was once a boy named Danny, who was very good at school. He always studied hard and aced his classes. His dream was to go to university and become an economic analyst, which he did. Firms would call him up for consultations, universities would ask him to give lectures. Even the government would call upon him, seeking his advice on national economic policies. He was considered one of the best analysts in the country. 

			And Danny became Daniel, a respectable and sought-after consultant.

			Daniel was so busy and successful he naturally saw very little of anyone outside work. He practically had no social life at all. His friends were always urging him to take a break and come out with them, even for an hour or so, but to no avail, he was too busy. It took them six whole months to get him to go out with them and spend some time all together like the good, young and carefree days. Not a moment too soon. A few minutes into the night he realized he’d actually missed it, sitting round a table, drinking and talking and having fun with the others without a care in the world, even if just for a few hours.

			‘Now that you are the top dog in economics,’ said Bob, after a couple of gin and tonics, ‘we don’t ever get to see you, have you realized that?’ Bob was the entrepreneur of the bunch, loud and confident. 

			‘Well, you know what it’s like, Bobby,’ Daniel replied, sipping his Chivas. ‘A constant battle. To beat the rest and climb to the top you must go at it day and night. Day and fuckin’ night. Or someone else will.’

			‘Oh, I don’t know about that,’ replied Bob. ‘Life’s too short to waste on a race for the carrot on the stick. I’ve decided to slow down and do some consulting on a feel-like-it-then-do-it basis.’

			‘That’s great. I plan to do that too someday, when I can afford to drop the pace. Take it a little easier, choose my projects. But for now it ain’t happening. I’m too involved to let go now. The energy situation is a total mess, you’ve seen it, and it’s not gonna get better any time soon.’

			‘Well, that’s too bad!’

			‘Yeah, well, what can you do? That’s the way it is.’

			‘So come on,’ continued Bob, ‘give us an economic analysis of the energy industry. Tell us how it’s going from bad to worse.’

			Daniel thought it over for a moment. Then he thought it over a little more, staring back at Bob. He didn’t like the tone. There was something about it. 

			‘Come on Daniel. Tell us!’

			He thought about it a little more. Perhaps he was overreacting, rusty from never hanging out with people outside work.

			He smiled uncomfortably and took a deep breath, ready to start speaking. But he froze again. He didn’t know how to go about it, where to begin. Not because he didn’t know his subject. Far from it, he was too well versed in the matter. But the question, the manner it was presented in, there was something wrong about it. Something odd. 

			‘Come on, tell us,’ insisted Bob, downing his gin and tonic with one hand and signaling the passing waiter for another drink with the other.

			‘Well, the energy industry is – it’s... um...’ 

			He stopped, then turned to the other side of the table, where Vincent was sitting.

			‘You’re a writer, right Vince?’ he asked.

			‘Yeah...?’

			‘I’ll make that analysis when you tell us a story,’ he stated, downing his Chivas and signaling for another.

			‘What?’ replied Vince.

			‘Tell us a story and I’ll make the analysis,’ declared Daniel, spinning his empty glass on the table. ‘It’s only fair. I scratch your backs if you scratch mine.’

			Vince was looking on silent, taken by surprise. 

			‘Come on, tell us one,’ insisted Daniel.

			‘But I—’

			‘Oh come on Vince, enough with your modesty all the time, all the fucking modest time,’ interjected Dean the salesman, flailing his Kettle One screwdriver around. ‘Daniel wants a story to go on, so just tell us a story, will you? Come on. Or are you too shy? Don’t tell me that you’re shy. I wouldn’t believe you if you did. Not even if you told us—’

			‘Hey, if you wanna hear him tell us a story, then put a lid on it and let’im get on with the damn story, will you?’ snapped Owen the accountant, banging his mojito on the table. 

			‘Look who’s suddenly developed a conscience. The numberer!” heckled Richard the lawyer from across the table.

			‘That’s funny, especially coming from a lawyer, the manipulators of all conscience!’ interjected Linus the software developer beside him. 

			Everyone turned toward him. He was stirring noisily his Kettle One on the rocks with a short black straw. There was an awkward silence for a moment, except for the screeching ice cubes.

			‘So, come on then. Out with it,’ insisted Richard the lawyer, taking his eyes away from Linus and downing his Madeira Glenmorangie in one gulp.

			‘Yeah, out with it Vince,’ laughed Dean the salesman. ‘I’ll throw in an extra round of chasers if you do. But you gotta do it this century. I—’ 

			‘Say, are you all eager to hear the story or just in a mood to gripe over it without ever actually allowing Vince to tell it?’ mused Sofia, the professor, with a wry smile, leaning forward, dipping the butt of her cigar in her VSOP noisily.

			‘Shut up!’ shouted Scranton the CEO, slapping his scotch glass off the table and onto the thick carpet. ‘You Sofia, with your sarcasms... and you Richard, and Dean... all of you, shut up, ok? Can we get this thing over with already?’

			‘Yeah, let the man speak,’ shouted Molly the petite physiotherapist, glaring into her Chardonnay glass and wiping the lip-glossed rim nervously with a handkerchief, wincing in the way she always did when she was nervous.

			‘Excuse me,’ said the waiter, trying to find some room to wiggle through everyone and serve a gin and tonic and a neat Chivas.

			‘Over here!’ barked Bob.

			‘Anything else?’ the waiter asked. 

			No one responded. Someone grimaced something that looked like a no. The waiter turned around and walked off to the next table. 

			‘Go on Vince, tell us the story, we are listening,’ said Jennifer the prim-haired teacher in her trademark matter-of-fact, formal tone. ‘We are listening – very – carefully,’ she emphasized, placing her Amaretto on the table with a solemn sigh and turning toward Linus, who was still shuffling the ice noisily with his black straw. 

			She slapped him on the arm to stop it.

			‘Yes, Seattle, we’re listening,’ Ron the mechanic chortled, watching the startled Linus glare at Jennifer, crumple up the straw, grab his Kettle One and guzzle it down in one go, then pop a big ice cube in his mouth, chewing it to pieces with an even louder noise than before right in front of her face. ‘Poor damn Seattle,’ Ron the mechanic barked, clearly inspired, swinging back a shot of yellow tequila and banging the empty shot glass on the table. ‘We’re always fuckin’ listening!’

			‘Ain’t that right!’ said Linus the software developer with a harrumphing noise, signaling for another Kettle One on the rocks, his mouth filled with chewed up ice. 

			The waiter, on his way to the bar, pretended not to see him.

			‘The waiter was just here, why didn’t you order then?’ asked Richard.

			Sofia shook her head solemnly. Molly turned around.

			‘So you’d have a chance to make a case out of it,’ responded Linus, totally unabashed, still chewing away ice cubes, his hand trying to catch the waiter’s attention.

			‘He was just here, just now,’ insisted Richard.

			‘I know,’ gurgled Linus.

			‘So why didn’t you order when he was here?’

			‘Because I wasn’t finished then. Now I am.’

			‘Fair enough! In fact, you know what, I think I’ll have one too. A Madeira Glenmorangie please. Tell him... if you ever catch his attention!’

			‘Fine.’

			‘And tell him to throw in a story while he’s at it. We ain’t gonna be hearing one from Vince any time soon the way we’re going.’

			‘If you shut up we might,’ grumbled Sofia.

			There was a collective moan round the table, mixed with a couple of sniggers.

			‘Ooh, professorial panache!’ hissed back Richard, glaring at her. ‘What brought about this lovely interjection? No more cigar butt to dip and sucky-suck on, my dear?’

			‘No, there’s quite a bit of cigar butt left, my dear, and there’s plenty I can still do with it, especially if you get up, turn around, bend over and let me cram it up your—’

			‘Stop it!’ shrilled Alison the nurse, who had been cringing silently all this time, now shaking in her seat so hard she spilled her green Appletini all over her pink scrubs. ‘Shut up, all of you, ok?’ She sighed. ‘Let Vince speak, will you? Come on Vince, what are you waiting for, damn it? Tell us that friggin’ story and get it over with already!’

			‘Yeah, what are you waiting for?’ asked Daniel, the economist, his eyes now gleaming with Chivas and diversion. ‘Cat got your tongue? Speak! Say something!’ 

			Vince coughed subtly, clearing his throat, and looking at each person on the table intently, bit his tongue until there was silence. He lifted his Absinthe and took a small, fragrant gulp, then placed his glass back down on the table, looking undercurrently busy, as if planning something. They were all silent now, waiting. Someone at the table next to them coughed. Vince glanced at him, making a face that reminded everyone of the time when Bob and Scranton had been laughing so hard they choked on their drinks, spilling them everywhere and making such a mess that the adjacent table got offended and came to sort things out, sprayed with drinks as they had been, ending up in an all out fistfight, a huge bill in damages, and a loadful of steaks and ice cubes for the bruised eyes and loose teeth everyone got. They used to laugh about it for years to come, and it became something of a running joke in the gang for when things were starting to get silly.

			They hadn’t remembered it for weeks now, maybe months. 

			With an impish face, Vince looked around, coughing, putting on the forgotten grin. He opened his mouth. 

			‘My dear beloved buddies. There was once a boy named...’ He spoke for about ten minutes. 

			When he was done, Daniel the economist was gone. So was Bob, Richard, Linus and everyone else. They were all gone, their seats now occupied by a bunch of noisy girls and boys who were busy joking, laughing, and playing bar games. There was Danny, Bobby, Scran and Jenny, Linux and Ritchy, Sofie and Ally and the rest of the gang, having a blast. They weren’t socializing but actually having a good time. The middle aged prickly personalities had finally been driven away and the place was breathing again, moving to the tunes of a happy get together. It was a miracle. But there was nothing supernatural about it. All it took was a mirror, a story that would capture everyone’s craggy image and project it back, making them confront their own reflections, letting them catch a glimpse of themselves and what they actually looked and sounded like. And then they were gone, just like that. And just like that, the children they had been terrorizing came out to play, taking their place! 

			The story Vince told? Oh yeah! Well, there was once a boy named Danny, who was very good at school...

			

			

			Balancing On A Ledge

			

			Many years ago a man named Hakoa was walking near his home just before dawn, high up on the mountains, as he did every day. His route was sometimes questionable, the rugged terrain flanked by steep and unwelcoming cliffs, not fit for the easiest of strolls or the inexperienced hiker. Today was one of those days and one of those routes. But he knew his way around like the back of his hand. He’d been born there. Once a child of the Mountain, he was now her sentinel, walking about and roaming her range like a grown up child in an old favorite playground. 

			They used to talk every day, he and the Mountain. He would ask her things that bothered him and she would answer back in her own unique way; he would tell her his innermost thoughts and she would tell no one else. He loved her for that and for how she welcomed him in her midst every day, and for all that she provided for him – nourishment, shelter, adventure, everything. She was more than just a friend. She was like a mother to him.

			That early morning, while walking around, witnessing to his heart’s delight the wondrous awakening of nature through an untried route, he had a sudden inclination to find out more about himself and those around him. So he asked her the first question that came to mind, who his true friends were. She was quiet. No reply. He asked her again, requesting she show him who they were, expecting an answer like always. 

			She fell silent. No movement, no sound. 

			Surprised at her mute response, he thought perhaps to abandon his question and enjoy the hike. The trail he’d been drawing out for himself looked beautiful. It was too early in the day for such questions. He looked up and saw a small trail leading to a plateau with a magnificent spherical view, so he decided to follow it. He would walk on to that plateau and gaze at the rolling range below under bursting sky streaks. That would set off his day perfectly. 

			He began hiking. 

			Midway he stopped. His mind was still itching.

			‘Who are my true friends?’ he bellowed out, his voice echoing down cliffs, bouncing off mountainsides, fading into the far distance until there was silence. 

			No response.

			Annoyed, he continued on the small trail and began ascending toward the plateau again. The sun was about to rise over the horizon. The timing was just right – but his mind distracted. He started hopping up the trail while repeating the question silently, over and over again in his head, perturbed, absorbed by the thought when, next thing he knew the ground beneath his feet gave way under his weight. He fell flat on his face with a mighty thump and his body started slipping on the gravel. He fumbled, slid and before he knew it skidded over the side. Just like that, in the blink of an eye, he was now falling over the cliff, plunging to his death. 

			A sturdy old root and a protruding set of rocks a few yards down broke his fall and caught him. 

			He looked around. 

			A miracle! He was hanging on in midair. Or so he thought. For how long could he do so? 

			The thought ignited every neuron in his body into action.

			He bobbed his head around, still shaken from the fall, and assessed the situation. He was caught in a lone set of branches growing out of the cliff. There was a small ledge below him, by his feet, and ample little coves and bumps in the wall, around the branches, for him to lean on. In fact he had landed in what seemed to be a comfortable cliffside niche, a throne engraved in that vertical wall of stone, hovering high above the ground. There was no falling from that position. He smiled, then blinked. Then he blinked again. Gravity pulled on his gaze with unmitigated force, forcing him to look down. He focused his sight beyond his feet – now firmly placed on the ledge – and saw the Salty River below, cutting through the rock and shining like a silver strand of hair in the deep shadowy ravine, flowing toward the ocean, far away into the distance, over and beyond the world. The majestic mystical ocean ... he had never seen it, had just heard stories from sun-trodden travelers. His mind would take him there every time he gazed in its direction. 

			The Ocean...

			 He came back from his reverie a few moments later. He shook his head for a couple of seconds, clearing his mind, and then focused on the opposite side of the river strand, across to the other side. The neighboring rock-face, high and steep, was towering over him. He glared at it, locked in on its rock bottom and slowly climbed it with his eyes. He ascended it slowly and smoothly all the way to his level, then higher, higher – through the cirrus clouds – into the magenta-blue sky, tickling the underbelly of the dome, true to form. Citadel Peak, the young ones called it. He knew it by its old name, Sky Tickler. He marveled at it.

			The sun pierced the horizon just then and a ray of warm light bounced off the glossy cliff across him, bathing him in the comfort of a freshly born day. 

			He closed his eyes for a while and just sat there, immersed in its vibrant reflection. 

			A few precious moments later he opened his eyes and, revitalized, started looking around. He turned toward the trail above him, examining it from the point he had fallen to the point he had landed on. A smile appeared on his face. 

			He stretched out his ears. The sun began to climb the sky slowly and the Mountain was beginning to jostle with diurnal life. Timid movements, tepid sounds, silent noises in the dawn. They sounded a little crispier than usual this morning, and deeper, more meaningful than ever. 

			Soon, he heard the rustling of footsteps and a cheerful tune. A few small stones trickled down from his left hand side above, falling into the ravine. Somebody was on the trail. 

			‘Hey!’ he shouted. 

			The tune snapped out cold.

			‘Who’s there? Where are you?’ asked a voice from above. ‘Where are you?’

			‘Down here, over the side!’ he shouted.

			‘What the – I’ll be damned! What are you doing down there, Haki?’

			The stroller’s head appeared. The voice had sounded familiar, and the face was more than recognizable. It was Orneo, or “Mr. O” as they called him. One of his buddies! 

			‘I just slipped and fell over. Luckily I landed on a ledge. I’m hanging on, for now.’

			‘Are you ok, my friend? Anything broken or twisted?’ asked Mr. O.

			‘No, nothing like that.’

			‘Do you need anything?’

			Now what kind of a question is this? Hakoa thought to himself. 

			He said nothing for a while, trying to understand the rationale behind the question.

			‘Do you need anything now, Haki?’ Mr. O hollered from above. 

			‘Well, what do you think?’ Hakoa replied.

			‘Do you need some warm tea?’

			‘No!’

			‘Some bread with hot soup, maybe? I made a lovely batch this morning.’

			‘No. No bread or soup, thank you!’ 

			‘How about a blanket?’

			‘No blanket, thanks.’

			‘Do you want to hear a joke? I heard a couple of good ones last night.’

			‘No, I don’t want to hear any damn jokes!’

			‘Well, ok. No need to be rude now. Anyway, if you need anything, just sound the bugle. All right my friend? You know that I’m here for you, whatever you need. All you have to do is ask. Better be on my way now. Catch you later.’ 

			The rustling started again and a wave of small stones started trickling down the path, over the side. A few fell on Hakoa’s head, while the rest fell into the steep drop on his right hand side under the sound of a cheerful tune slowly fading away into the woods. A few moments later, there was complete silence once again. 

			Hakoa sat there, on his cliffside chair, dumbfounded, staring into thin air and trying to comprehend what had just taken place, what he’d just heard. Had he been actually abandoned by Mr. O, one of his best friends? Or had he imagined it? Perhaps his mind was just playing mean tricks on him. He got lost in deep thought. The morning began to mature.

			Gradually his mind returned behind his eyes, and he began to look around again. There was no movement at all. Everything was still and quiet, gilded by the rays of a cold rising sun. A resounding serenity had settled all around, shrouding the land in the glaze of a chilly noon. He sighed, absorbing the loneliness. He didn’t like it. Life seemed to die out and go into hibernation mode, and it was eerie, dangling there without a sound to hold on to. 

			With the advent of the afternoon though, to his great joy, the sounds of life re-emerged. Voices began to make their way through the woods, familiar voices, and a few more of his friends appeared on the small trail over the course of the afternoon. He was relieved.

			It was the Anogites, a loving couple out and about on their weekly bird-watching hike. Upon seeing him hanging over his doom, they gasped, worrying and stressing out, offering to help him up. But they didn’t have a rope to send down. They’d have to go and get one from somewhere. It would be many hours before they could find one – and as many to return – so he would probably have to spend the night there. They asked him if he needed some warm tea and some hot soup with bread to keep himself going during the wait. He gladly accepted. They asked him how his palms were feeling, and he knew what they meant. He stretched out his arms, fingers fiddling, ready to put all those hours of throwing and catching pinecones to the test, and prayed he would catch the food – and that he wouldn’t come tumbling down the cliff in the process. 

			The Anogites leveled themselves above him and, holding their breath, dropped him some bread, which he snatched out of the air with a not-so-comfortable jerk – and then a flask, which hurt his hand and almost sent him keeling over. He thanked them, and bid them farewell. They took off, on their way to wherever it was they would get the rope from, and he began to nibble hungrily on a piece of bread. His mind wandered off once more. The afternoon began to advance fast. Dusk was not far away.

			A little later, two more friends of his, the Canots, passed by. They offered to climb down and help him back up on flat ground. He refused. 

			‘It’s too dangerous,’ he shouted. ‘No sense in risking your life. How are you going to help me up anyway? Do you have a rope?’

			‘No.’

			‘I’m not as good a climber as you. If I were I would have already climbed up. No sense in helping me climb up without a rope.’

			‘We can bring one from the village. But it’s a few hours away. You’ll have to stay here all night, until we return in the morning. You’ll freeze to death!’ 

			They pleaded with him for a while. Truth be told, him freezing was the least of their worries. There were other things roaming the woods at dark, far more dangerous than low temperatures. But they dared not mention them and said nothing more.

			‘Don’t worry, I’ll make it,’ he assuaged them, not sure whether he believed it himself, nodding his head.

			‘Well, at least here’s a blanket, some warm tea, hot soup and bread. And one of us can stay here with you and keep you company through the night.’

			‘Out of the question,’ he shouted. ‘You’re not staying out here. No sense in risking it. You’ve done more than enough. I will keep warm until tomorrow, don’t worry. So go.’

			‘You sure? I mean if we stay put, there’s no real danger, is there? One of us can—’

			‘Forget it. Just go. No need to camp out.’ They couldn’t pull it off, he knew it, they’d break down half way for sure. ‘Come back tomorrow,’ he prompted them. 

			‘Well... ok. Anything else you might need before we go?’

			‘All I ask for is your swift return. Now beat it. Spirit blessings!’

			‘See you tomorrow, buddy.’ 

			‘Yeah.’

			‘You better not be an ice cube when we return!’

			And off they went.

			He shook his head and sat back into his seat comfortably, gazing out into the ravine, listening, processing. He was anxious, but for some reason his anxiety was more exhilarating than scary.

			Not before long a couple more friends passed by – the Wakinyons. They tried to climb down too and the story was repeated. 

			‘One of us will stay here,’ they shouted. ‘It’s ok, we’re not first timers. We’ve camped out before.’ 

			They insisted. But he dissuaded them, and they took off – or so he thought. They headed off into the forest, but only one of them, Grace, took the trail back. Her husband, Ray-Unsegila, a seasoned mountaineer, descendant of an old family of mountain rovers, hid in a cove nearby. He would stay behind, keep a lookout over Hakoa, just in case. You never knew. 

			The sun was descending fast, inviting shadow over from the other side of the horizon. It eventually slid behind a mountain peak and, a little while later, it must have dived in the Ocean, for the day went out like a candle. Darkness engulfed the Mountain swiftly and a biting breeze started flowing through the pitch-black ravine. The diurnal had given way to the nocturnal, and a host of very different movements and sounds emerged from the twilight to roam the dark moonless night. 

			It must have been late, well into midnight, when he heard a scraping in the far distance, something like a slight, faraway disturbance. Faint and intermittent, it was slowly coming nearer, clearing up. Laughter suddenly emanated from the indiscriminate noise, followed by what seemed to be thuds, claps and slaps – a commotion of sorts; feet were shuffling around clumsily, spastically, kicking up a ruckus down the trail and over the cliff side; pebbles and stones were trickling down from the frail trail fringe, down the ravine. He could not see them but he could certainly hear them. 

			Whoever these people were, they hadn’t brought caution with them that night!

			When they got nearer, he wasn’t surprised at all. The noise was all too familiar: a parade of the Toper brothers, friends of the nighttime, old escapade companions of his. Up until a few years ago they had been ravaging together every establishment in the area, drinking their way through the dark until the night became day and their eyes red and sore, and the ladies dirty enough to go with them. 

			He waited.

			They were now right above him, stumbling and mumbling. Suddenly one of them stopped.

			‘Wait! Word on the trail has it that a certain someone is clinging on to dear life... by the skin of his teeth,’ one of them said, and they all burst out laughing.

			‘No,’ added another. ‘He’sz hanging from a root’sz tree... a – a – a tree’sz root... wait, a tree... um... he’sz hanging from the hanging tree! Or szhould I szay the barely-hanging tree! Har!’ More chuckles.

			‘Where are you, my man? Down there? There you are! Hang on tight. We’ll save you.’

			‘Yeah, we’ll save you alright. If we could only find our sense of balance!’

			‘Say, are you thirsty my friend? You must be. Word on the trail is you’ve been here all day and night. Are you cold? Sure you are, balancing on a ledge, over the mighty river. Hic! Well, worry not. I have the solution for both your problems. A cistern filled with warm liquid. Two birds with one birdie... my birdie! Boys, anyone else for bladder release?’ 

			They chuckled worryingly and seemed to huddle in a row.

			When they were done, a pungent fume was hovering all around. A steamy stench.

			They staggered on, doubled up with laughter.

			‘Don’t worry my friend. They’ll find you sooner or later, alive or dead,’ one of them shouted. 

			‘Yeah, they’ll find you. They’ll find you because we’ll tell them where you are, if we remember that we saw you, that is. But don’t worry, we remember everything. We always do! Right guys? So, um, what was I saying?’ They chortled like crazy, trickling down the path.

			Hakoa, drenched in urine, dripping into the bottomless ravine, was biting the back of his hand in rage. A big drop of blood ran down his palm, thick and dark, warm like a tear. He didn’t feel it. All he could feel was mad, uncontrollable fury rising from somewhere horrific inside him, taking over him. Red crazy mist engulfed him. The hairs on the back of his neck stood up like quills and his spine rushed with frenzy, his fingers latching on to the rock face, ready to pounce up the slope like a cougar and shred the Topers to pieces. 

			He froze. A scream pierced his ears, a scream that was fading fast, downwards. Somebody had fallen in the ravine! 

			He stretched out his neck in the darkness and tried to make out what was going on.

			Distressed voices came from the direction of the Toper parade. There was ruckus and mayhem, cracks, thuds, groveling. Then a menacing yell. More distressed voices, and more thuds, and yelps of pain. Then a growl so horrific that was not of this world, swamping every sound and noise, as if a terrible beast had been unleashed. Then a series of paralyzing screams, echoing in the thick blackness, fading fast downwards, into the great ravine. And then silence! Complete silence.

			He looked toward the source of the commotion, squinting his eyes, trying to see what was there. 

			Nothing. Pitch black. 

			Suddenly, the clouds broke open and a storm of warm rain gushed across the cliffside, washing everything clean. Then a warm breeze. It blew from above and embraced him like a loving mother. His attention began to sway and relax. He tried to focus on the screams he’d heard and the growl, eager to make some sense of all the mayhem in the dark – but his mind was slipping away, tired and disinterested; suddenly it mattered very little to him what had happened. The rain was dragging the urine away softly but steadily, down the ravine, washing him clean; the red mist began to subside; and he began to feel good again. His mind slowly shifted to brighter moments. Gradually he stopped shivering, and his eyelids grew heavy and plump. He drifted into a restful sleep.

			When he woke up, the sky was flickering with tinges of deep violet. The air was crisp but very comfortable. He looked around, yawning, feeling he’d had a strange dream he could not quite grasp or recollect. Something about the Topers. 

			He looked around. Night was rising away fast. The world was going through its diurnal transformation again, the day approaching swiftly, rejuvenating him.

			He moved around in his cliffside niche and gazed toward the east upon the gently unfolding dawn in awe. His eyes gleamed as he realized what was going on. His body ran with waves of warm excitement. It was a special day of the year. Today was the day of the Dawn of Fire. The sun would any moment now rise out of the long thin gap between the two towering mountainsides in the distance, emerging slowly out from the hovering vapor clouds of the Great Fish Falls beneath them, offering an unbelievable blazing spectacle.

			He leaned forward and gazed at it, through the corner of his eye. The horizon slowly lit up, went ablaze. Mesmerized, his mind drenched in childhood memories, he felt overcome and blessed, as if he was somehow peering into the heart of the world. Time ceased to matter.

			When the sun finally coalesced into a solid burning disc in clear blue background, the shade of night had evaporated. The land was completely alight. The diurnal rhythms had returned, the landscape was shining, and people started making their appearance once again. 

			This time, he knew none of them.

			Some of them passed by without even bothering to answer his calls. Others answered, then disappeared. Some merely looked at him curiously from far ends of the mountain before taking off, while others turned around and ran away, back from the direction they came, rustling through the foliage like apparitions. But some came closer, curious to see what was going on. They approached the fringe and peered over, blinking, their faces detached and slightly alarmed. They looked strange, not from these lands, dressed in clothes he had never seen, light and colorful and very bright, like the tales told of the people beyond the Ocean. Yet they seemed to be well acquainted with the high terrain. Something about them spelled old mountain. 

			Surprisingly some of them offered to get some rope after seeing his predicament, while others proceeded climbing down without warning, like spiders, to reach him and help him climb back up. He yelled at them to stop, telling them to stay where they were, assuring them that it was not necessary to climb down to him. ‘Help is on the way,’ he shouted. ‘Rope. People are bringing rope.’ And the strangers would shrug their shoulders and climb back up and leave, rustling through the greenery.

			Gradually the traffic receded. The rustling thinned out. Soon the trail grew silent again.

			As morning grew old a young noon emerged, and with it came Mr. O, straight out of the path on the right he had taken the day before, singing a cheerful melody. 

			Upon hearing the familiar tune, Hakoa sighed and looked out toward the Ocean, his ears still fixed on the approaching sanguine melody. It was drawing nearer... slowly and leisurely... almost on top of him now...

			‘Hey there on the trail!’ he shouted out, still gazing into the distance.

			‘Who’s there? Where are you? Where are – oh! – it’s you my friend! Still here, hanging on I see. How are you?’

			‘Not so good,’ Hakoa replied, turning his head half way toward Mr. O. ‘I’m freezing.’ 

			He was lying. The warm breeze and the blanket the Canots had given him had kept him out of harm’s way all night.

			‘Well, strong men don’t whine. I didn’t know you were a whiner, Haki!’

			‘You’re right, I’m not.’

			‘So, do you need anything? Just ask, or I’ll be on my way.’ 

			‘How about a blanket please?’ The tension in Hakoa’s voice had risen.

			‘Well, when I offered it to you yesterday you didn’t want it!’ snapped Mr. O. ‘Now you’re freezing. No wonder! And I don’t have one on me today. I left it at my girlfriend’s.’ Then he seemed to calm down again. ‘Oh dear, what are we going to do now?’

			‘Do you have some tea or hot soup?’

			‘No, I’m sorry. I finished it off a while ago. Didn’t think you’d still be here. Oh my! How about a joke though? Want to hear a joke to cheer you up?’

			‘No, thank you!’

			‘You’re certainly too demanding for a guy in dire straits! Calm down. Ok? Now, is there anything else I can get you? All you have to do is ask and I’ll do my best to make it happen for you. Otherwise I’ll be on my way. There’s a convention a couple of settlements down, you see, where I will sell my services for a good price. And they’re throwing a great party later at night! You should come too. No use hanging from a cliff, you know.’

			‘Well, how about a rope to pull me up?’

			‘Oh, come now my friend. You should have asked me yesterday! I don’t have one on me now. Ok, listen, I have a couple of errands to run tomorrow morning, for my wife and all. I’ll be back here same time tomorrow afternoon with a rope. And if I can’t make it, I’ll send the Topers. You know them, right?’

			‘Yeah, I know them alright. Had a dream about them last night. I think. I—’

			‘Great. So, anything else before I go?’

			‘Um... no.’

			‘Say, wait a minute, wait just a minute. I’m an hour ahead of schedule! Damn, I forgot that the convention’s been delayed for a whole hour. My girlfriend told me so last night after a fantastic dinner. Marinated venison, oven potatoes, full-bodied red wine by the fireplace, crème fraîche on fruits from these forests here... yeah, it was good. When we were done we cuddled under the blanket and started fooling around... the fire roared... it got too hot... had to open the windows to get some fresh cool air in... Are you listening? Yeah, so we’re fooling around... naughtylike... and she spurts this out – get a load of this – she says: ‘Honey, did I tell you that the convention’s been rolled over a full hour? Yeah, my daddy told me just before you came.’ I mean, what was she thinking? Why was she telling me all this? There we are, in the middle of a situation, if you get my point, and she just opens her mouth and out comes the only thing that should stay in... her daddy! What’s her daddy doin’ in her head while she’s havin’ sex with me! Anyway, I could stay here for a while and keep you company for an hour if you want.’

			‘What? No, no, I wouldn’t want you to risk being late. I’ll be fine!’

			‘No my friend, I insist. It’s the least I can do for you. Keep you some good friendly company.’

			‘No, honestly. I’ll be ok here. Seriously.’

			‘Nonsense.’

			‘Honestly. I’ll be fine. I’m asking you to go! Go away!’

			‘Oh don’t be a jerk! Asking me! It’ll be my pleasure to stay. I won’t be late for the convention. Here, look, I’ve set my stopwatch. I’m leaving in 59 minutes, wait... to the second, starting now! Now, where was I? Oh yeah, last night...’

			By the time the chatter was over Hakoa had seriously considered flinging himself off the cliff. Twice! But now there was silence again. The longest hour of his life had finally passed, and Mr. O was finally gone, whistling his way to the convention.

			‘Remember, all you have to do is ask, and I shall try my best,’ echoed the fading voice of his old buddy. ‘What are friends for... for... or...?’

			Hakoa moved around in the ledge, shaking the disgust off him, making himself comfortable again. His mind began to process the information given to him. He had been shattered by some of his latest experiences and wonderfully surprised by others. All he had to do now was integrate the various events into threads, and then weave those threads into a tapestry. The spectacular vista zapped him into appreciating this newfound perspective. From his throne, he could now see into the once invisible, the once imperceptible, the once concealed from eye and purview. It wasn’t all roses. But it was real. Raw and very real indeed. His lips moved inconspicuously, and he began to speak to the Mountain. A small wind rushed through the ravines. His whispers got picked up by it, and he saw them being carried to the four corners of the rugged land, where their contents would be vaulted inside the heart of his trusted confidante, the Mountain, safe from the vice of the well-disguised takers. There they would stay, bearing truth and all its aspects, from the rosy to the raw and everything that’s in between.

			He turned to the sound of solid feet. It was Ray-Unsegila, one of the Wakinyons: the friend he had dissuaded from spending the night there – or so he thought.

			‘Hey stranger! Back already?’ he joked, delighted to see him.

			‘Yep,’ smiled Ray.

			‘Where’s Grace?’

			‘She’ll be along with the rope. I ran ahead of her,’ he lied.

			‘You left her alone?’ 

			‘She’s a strong girl, she can take of herself better than I can.’ 

			‘Yeah, I know.’

			They chuckled. Then they looked around for a moment. The forest was chirping, rustling.

			‘I have to tell you, these trails aren’t getting any easier,’ said Ray. ‘They get rougher over the years. You’d think we’d be used to them by now, but the more we traverse them the more perilous they get.’

			‘You got that right!’ Hakoa chuckled again. ‘And here I am, dangling over a big rift in the earth!’

			‘Say, want something to eat? I brought a little soup and bread, and a drop of firewater.’

			‘You betcha!’

			Ray threw him a piece of bread and a gourd of soup, which he caught with slightly more ease than the day before, and they started working on them. For a while the cliffs were echoing with the faint clatter of frantic jaws munching away tirelessly, interspersed with the occasional grunt of content. When they were done, they both burped loudly. Hakoa, the food ravaged deep inside his belly, felt a thousand suns powering up inside him. 

			‘Thanks Ray,’ he said. ‘This was delicious. And just what I needed.’

			‘I know what you mean,’ Ray replied. ‘Hunger makes the taste grow sharper.’ 

			‘Can’t argue with that!’

			They sat there, sipping their firewater, talking. 

			Soon, the ravines and crevices were echoing with joyous discussion and laughter. It was a very pleasant dynamic, almost strange. Only a bird’s-eye view could reveal its economy: two individuals on a huge mountain range, sitting there, talking, laughing and telling jokes and stories, were somehow, slowly, filling the place up, making nature resonate with their vibrations, prompting life to take a break and cluster around them. Birds, insects and animals of all sorts began approaching the area through the dense mountainside forest. They began gathering around the plateau and the trail, and around the drop, on the outcrops, in the bushes and foliage, slowly and quietly, watching from the near distance the two friends talk. The wind began to flutter through the trees, adding a soothing key to the soundtrack. Time passed pleasantly.

			Not before long they heard steady footsteps.

			‘One rope coming up. Or, in your case down,’ stated a voice as a matter of fact. It was Grace Wakinyon, back from her long trek, beaming a wide smile at them.

			‘Well, it better do both, hon,’ Ray chuckled at her. ‘And not in that order!’

			‘I’ll second that,’ added Hakoa from below.

			The Wakinyons started preparing the rope, tying a noose and looking for a tree to hang the rope from at a good angle, and a good surface to lay it on, free from sharp jagged rocks, when all of a sudden a faint rustling came through the trees. A few birds slapped their wings and took off at the sound. The Wakinyons stopped to see who it was.

			It was the Canots and the Anogites – who had bumped into each other on the way there – each couple with a rope of their own. 

			They smiled knowingly and greeted the Wakinyons with joy, smiles, handshakes and slaps on the shoulder. They knew each other well, from way back. It had been a long while. What a pleasant surprise. Things were turning into a most bizarre meeting of mutual old friends.

			More rustling. Somebody else was approaching. The onlooking animals scattered round and hid behind the trees. Some hid within them. The birds hovered a little further away. The insects stopped buzzing. More people with ropes and nooses were coming their way. They were engaged in loud and heated debate.

			‘I’m telling you, if he fell over the cliff, then he’s to blame. Whose fault is it? Mine?’

			‘I didn’t say it’s your fault, but you can’t hold someone’s stray step, or his bad luck, against him.’

			‘How convenient for you! Mr. Jinks himself has spoken.’

			‘Why, you no good—’

			‘Oh, forget it now. We can have our usual banter over warm dinner and plenty of alcohol. We’re having roast tonight. You’re all invited by the way, did I tell you that? No?! Well, I’m telling you now. Oh, who the hell cares about the other party! Drop by, and we’ll take it from there!’ 

			‘Deal. And by the way, when you said roast, what did you mean? Venison or—’

			‘Of course venison. What else?

			‘Great. I just love roast venison.’ 

			‘I know you do. Unlike our cliffhanging friend, who never cared for it! But now – now I bet he’ll eat it and love it too. Hanging from the top of a cliff for a day and night must have changed his appetite and attitude. Look, there they are... Hey ladies and gentlemen. Hey, you over there at the cliff. Why, if it isn’t the Canots and the Anogites and the Wakinyons! What is this, the fellowship of the mountain?’

			The Anogites and the Canots laughed nervously, while the Wakinyons looked back at the approaching group, expressionless.

			‘Hey, has anyone ever told you,’ said a voice in the crowd, ‘how you’d look good in a museum? What, do you practice standing still like stiffs or does it come naturally?’

			‘Well, here come the jokes,’ Ray said to Grace loudly enough for everyone to hear. 

			‘Yeah, and that’s why they call us the Jokers,’ shouted someone else. ‘We make merry and have fun, unlike you somber crowd.’

			‘Boy, are we glad to see you up here,’ shouted Willy Anogite, extending his hand out awkwardly, his face caught somewhere between a smile and a day of being teased all the time. 

			‘And we’re glad to be here,’ chortled someone, ‘coz with you guys up here our friend down there wouldn’t stand a chance. Say, what are you doing there anyway, debating him up from the cliff?’

			‘Perhaps they are meditating, trying to levitate him up,’ shouted another.

			‘Or trying to suck him up, with those huge nostrils of theirs, all the way up to the trail,’ screeched someone at the back.

			Grace Wakinyon looked at Ray, then turned to the Jokers. ‘Come over, Jokers, help us tell him some jokes. Perhaps we can make him laugh so hard he will bounce all the way up here.’

			‘Hahaha,’ laughed the chief Joker. ‘Grace gracy, funny-facey, always the witty one. That’s why I like you better than that husband of yours. What’s the matter Ray? Lost your sense of humor? No, you haven’t. You never had one to lose one, did you? Isn’t that right boys?’ Laughter from the crowd. ‘Oh pipe down you idiots. Let’s get down to business, shall we? We have a maverick to rescue. Sorry Ray, no hard feelings, right? Grace? We’re just kidding you know.’

			The jokers spilled out on the precipice, right where Ray and the others were standing, surrounding them. Hakoa was watching from below.

			‘How’re you doing, guys?’ said the chief Joker. ‘Good to see you, really! Hey, Hakoa... how are you, mate? Doing alright? Yeah, good... Funny how this guy down there has brought us together, smack in the middle of nowhere, right Grace? And you... hey, Anogite! What’s the matter with you? Cat got your tongue?’ He extended his hand to him. The Anogites looked fidgety.

			Ray looked around at everyone, slowly. Then, with a slight wince, he laughed and patted the nearest Joker on the back. The tension dissipated.

			‘Come on, let’s get Hakoa up from the cliff,’ he said. ‘I’m sure he won’t mind coming up, even if it’s with the help of your dirty hands – they ain’t as dirty as your mouth so he’ll be alright.’

			‘Good old Ray,’ chortled the chief Joker, ‘I always knew you were a bitter old fart, but I still like you. Good to see you buddy.’

			‘Yeah,’ replied Ray, and grabbed him by the head, shuffling his hair. ‘Good to see you too, chief.’

			The Jokers chuckled. The Anogites suddenly unwound and, sighing with relief, they started greeting the busy Jokers around them, helping them with the ropes, their faces now smiling. The Canots joined in. And so did Grace and Ray. They started measuring up the ropes together.

			‘Long time no see, guys,’ said the chief Joker. ‘Where have you been anyway? Never mind, you can tell us over dinner later on. Cancel everything for tonight. We’re having a party over at my manor. It’ll be great, and it’ll do you some good, have a laugh, some meat, booze, you’ll love it. You look like you need it, badly. What, did you fall off a cliff lately?’

			‘Not that I know of,’ replied Grace, making a knot.

			‘You look like you need a good bash,’ went on the chief Joker, ‘you know, a party to unwind.’ He paused for a moment, checking. ‘Not to mention our dangling friend here,’ he continued, looking down the cliff. ‘Hey Hakoa... Hakoa! you wanna go to a party tonight? Yeah? You better! That’s where we’re going, all of us. You’re coming too. Say, you better watch your step on the way there though. You fall again, we ain’t helping you up no more, are we now boys?’

			Chuckles all around. Hollers, whistles.

			Meanwhile, silently and unnoticeably, the birds, insects and mammals that had gathered round started leaving one by one, and in small quiet bunches. 

			Suddenly, a booming voice broke through the trees. It was Mr. O, hollering. 

			‘I’ll be damned if there’ll be another convention as big as this one during the next month. Not in these parts. The next one’s over the Range, in Endulgion. Too far away, can’t be bothered to go... shit... Hey Haki – Haki, can you hear me? It’s me! Yeah! I bumped into some crazy fellas and some beautiful girls ... the Pilates, you know them, right? We all decided that we should come back here and fetch you. It’d be a shame for you to miss the party. Wouldn’t be the same without you, you know!’ 

			Suddenly a great commotion ensued. The surrounding terrain burst open with rushing animals: thousands of birds began jumping off branches and taking off in huge flocks, cutting through the sunny blue; large, small, predator, prey, swinging and flapping their wings noisily, flying in all directions; insects taking off in their millions with a deafening buzz, clouding the sky and bearing shadow over the whole area; and furry creatures appearing out of nowhere, jumping off the trees and out of thickets, skidding through the trails and bushes, sprinting like mad. Everything was just scurrying away!

			Soon there was silence again. This time it was a hollow silence. 

			It didn’t last long. The reunion’s noises rose high once again and infiltrated the forest. 

			‘Well, I’ll be damned, guys!’ boomed Mr. O. ‘What the hell is going on up here? Talk about a serious animal party!’ he chuckled as he approached the others.

			‘Nope, that one’s tonight, and you’re not invited!’ declared the chief Joker in a matter-of-fact tone, tying some rope.

			‘Nice try, birdbrain!’ sniggered Mr. O. ‘What are you doing here anyway?’

			‘Weaving breadbaskets! What do you think we’re doing, dickhead?’ cackled the chief Joker, frowning. 

			‘Shouldn’t you guys be at the manor, preparing the party?’

			‘Well, we’re not. Now shut up Mr. O-verine, or you ain’t getting any meat or beer. Ok guys, let’s get our friend Haki here out of the mess he got himself into. Ropes away!’

			A dozen ropes fell toward Hakoa. He passed them – all of them – over and around his waist, fitting them around him tightly, and a second later he was flying off from his cliff throne like a feather in an updraft. A second later he was standing on the trail, in the middle of everyone, feeling solid ground beneath his feet! 

			It felt great. He looked around with a big smile on his face. 

			‘Now this is what it’s all about,’ he said, beaming.

			They all laughed, and then started hugging him and kissing him and slapping him on the back, smiling widely. Mission accomplished. It was time for a toast.

			‘To friendship!’

			They all drank from copper gourds. The clear spirit was strong. It burned their throats. Many of them coughed.

			Hakoa took a big gulp, then he looked around, arm raised high, and caught their attention, proposing another toast.

			‘To the Mountain!’

			‘To the mountain,’ they repeated, and they all drank again, under the mass clanging of gourds, sparking a short but potent festivity. The spirits rose even more. Everyone suddenly felt great, like old times, and they all began singing, hugging, joking and laughing. The booze started flowing and their voices started rising. They were having a great time – such a great time in fact that no one noticed the circulating echoes behaving strangely, unnaturally, cheers and celebrations hitting the mountainsides and echoing back stronger and louder, reverberating through the air, drowning out the voices that were feeding them, growing louder with every toast. Unnaturally and disturbingly louder, as if hell bent on outdoing their originals. 

			No one except Hakoa. He grinned.

			‘What’s your name?’ one of the Jokers shouted at him. ‘I’ve known you for so long but I don’t know your real name.’

			‘His real name?’ bawled another. ‘What do you mean?’

			‘Hakoa’s not his name. It’s just a nickname. Didn’t you know that?’

			‘First time I hear it. Is it true, Hakoa? Is this not your real name?’

			Hakoa was now sitting on a big rock, looking back at them all, chewing on a small root he always kept in his pocket. The chief Joker stepped toward him, gawking.

			‘I’ve known you for so long, too, Hakoa, yet this is the first I hear about this. Is it true? Is Hakoa just a nickname?’ he asked, looking stunned and almost cheated. ‘Out with it Cricketyfoot! Tell us, is it or isn’t it? Or do you want us to throw you back down the cliff?’

			Hakoa was looking back calmly, chewing on his root.

			‘Come on,’ the chief Joker spurted, ‘Out with it! Tell me your name or I’m throwing you back down there personally.’

			Hakoa kept chewing on the root silently. The chief Joker flinched. 

			‘I don’t know your real name, man,’ he stated.

			‘You don’t know his real name?’ dribbled someone from the corner, rising up from his gourd, barely in the conversation. ‘Why, all his good friends know his name!’ he slurred. ‘He is the Mountaineer because he knows the Mountain inside out. Three cheers for the man about the wilderness ... the Mountaineer!’

			‘To the Mountaineer!’ shouted everyone. ‘The biggest cricketyfoot hiker around. Hip hip, hooray... Hip hip, hooray...’ 

			The cheers ripped through the cliffs and ravines, booming their way into the distance, echoing back stronger and louder.

			Hakoa glanced around. Not everyone was cheering. The Wakinyons and the Canots were cryptically silent, looking around, sighing under their breaths. He caught their eyes and nodded to them, and they nodded back to him with a knowing grin. He smiled back imperceptibly then got to his feet, put what was left of the root back inside his pocket, and headed up the trail, toward the plateau. They followed him in silence, leaving behind the rest of the party. 

			Silently, they walked up on to the plateau, looking around. They stopped. There, on the edge of the vantage point, away from the rowdy fanfare, with feet planted firm in the rocky ground, they stood close together. In each other’s company they looked out onto the vast sprawling mountain range, paying silent homage to the bonds of life, as they had been taught during their childhood. 

			Then Hakoa began singing an ancient forgotten song, a tune he had learned from the elders when he was a child, the others joining him in due course. As their voices merged, so did their thoughts, and slowly, from the depths of the mountain range a series of rumbles rose. Roaring thunderclaps rode the crisp afternoon wind, rolling through the sky, pounding, and the five of them, eyes closed firm, arms outstretched, bowed with respect to their call. Hakoa knew what the thunder was saying. 

			After a while, they lifted their heads. Hakoa turned around and looked at everyone, thanking them calmly for what they’d done for him, for who they were and what they stood for. After a long, meaningful silence, he turned round and faced the sprawling range again, sat down on one knee, placed his palms on the ground, his eyes closed and his lips quivering. Little whispers flew out of his mouth and billowed over the rugged land. The Canots and the Wakinyons watched in silent accord. They couldn’t understand what he was saying, but they knew that he was paying homage to the Mountain. He was after all Mountain Ear. That was his name. He had been named so by his family, on the elders’ advice, because of his gift: he could hear what the Mountain had to say, and could speak back to her. 

			Those who knew him knew this well. 

			Kneeled on one knee, his hand touching the ground, Hakoa spoke for a long time. And the wandering storm began to gather up around the five of them, circling the plateau and raging wildly. Lightning started falling on the cliffs below them, thunderbolts thick like trees, smashing into mountainsides, the rock face exploding to shards and rubble. The whole range around them was suddenly being pummeled, except for the plateau. Hakoa smiled. The Mountain was responding to him, highlighting what she had been showing him all along: his true friends, standing next to him. The others down by the trail, having a big party and hounded by their own echoes, were nothing but Takers.

			Hakoa got up and turned around. He breathed in, smiled, and looked at his friends with gratitude. He laughed and bid them to come with him, over to his place for soup and firewater. Delighted, they agreed, and they all headed back down the trail, into the west, toward his home. The clouds opened up where they walked and a warm breeze kept them company on their way home, the storm raging all around them, protecting them from intruders.

			How do I know all this? I know because he told me, near the trail and plateau. He told me because I sat there and asked. He told me and then leaned forward and said, looking me straight in the eye: ‘And what about you, my dear friend?’ 

			I looked around. The whole nature was watching. Watching and listening.

			

			

			The Grand Collapse

			

			

			I. Terribly Sorry

			

			A man was lying flat on his face on the pavement in a busy street in London. Drooling heavily and his body twitching, he groaned for help to the many people walking around, but none of them stopped. They just kept passing him by, pretending not to pay any attention to him, looking down on him from the corner of their eye with a suspicious or disgusted look.

			‘Please help me,’ he shouted to a hurried passerby, grabbing him by the ankle in a desperate attempt to gain some much-needed assistance.

			‘Terribly sorry,’ replied the passerby aloofly. ‘I... I’m in a hurry. There is something I have to do first. I have to mail this letter. This letter, I have to mail it. It’s very important. Let me – let me mail it and I’ll be right back to help you.’

			Surely enough, the hurried passerby returned after a little while but there was no sign of the helpless man. Only a few smudges of spit and snot on the gray pavement remained, right around where he had been laying. Other than that no trail or trace. As if he had been picked clean off the street.

			A year later the hurried passerby was short-listed for a charity award. His name was featured among other public figures, all of them celebrities in their own right, all of them important contributors to society. Every member on the shortlist had been known to devote a significant amount of time and resource to help the less fortunate, and they were all perfect candidates for the esteemed Carnegie Golden Heart Award, the greatest charity prize in the world.

			A day after the shortlist was published, a paid announcement titled A Tale of Exposure was featured in every single newspaper in the country. It read as follows: 

			

			In the sixties, a field study was conducted in the US called ‘The Good Samaritan Experiment.’ It was an experiment in social psychology which investigated various factors and parameters behind an individual’s willingness to help someone in clear distress. It involved numerous setups, aiming to illuminate the various different factors associated with altruistic behavior, which were tested under a wide range of conditions, spanning from very favorable conditions to totally unfavorable ones, and it was carried out over the span of weeks. 

			Specifically and in a nutshell, the designers of the experiment recruited seminary students for an ostensible study on religious education. Upon arrival, students were briefed on the supposed details of the study and were then asked to go to another building where they would carry out their assigned tasks. Some of them were told that they would have to talk about seminary jobs; others were told that they would have to give a talk about the parable of the Good Samaritan. Also, some of them were told that they should get to the other building at their own leisure whereas others were instructed to get there as fast as they could. 

			The way to the other building though, unbeknownst to the study participants, was rigged. Specifically, the only way through was via an alley where a person – a confederate – would be waiting in a slouched position, moaning, groaning and pretending to be in distress, waiting for some kind of assistance from the passing students.

			And there lay the real juice of the experiment: in the response of the seminary students to a person in apparent need of assistance.

			Sadly and shockingly, it was observed that in a great number of cases the students simply bypassed the distressed person without offering any help. They just passed him or her by, either silently or having exchanged a few words along the lines of ‘Are you ok,’ ‘What’s wrong,’ and ‘I’ll go get some help.’ Some of them even jumped over the person, literally, running to the building where they would give their seminary-related, Good Samaritan presentations!

			Unfortunately, this is just one of countless experiments dealing with altruism that have been conducted over the years in many forms and variations and which have revealed shocking trends in human behavior toward their fellow humans. 

			In another experiment, an even more shocking tendency was revealed. Notably, it was established that individuals sitting in a room that had begun to fill up with smoke would report the smoke – or resort to any kind of corrective action – much faster when on their own than when in the presence of other people in that room; if others were there, they would quite simply pass the buck. And in the third case scenario where all other individuals in the room were confederates – with previous instructions to ignore the smoke and act as if nothing out of the ordinary was happening – the subjects under test seemed to be decidedly affected by what those confederates were doing. As a result, the rate of response to the emergency dropped when in ‘confederate presence’ i.e. they not only passed the buck, but they also gave it up. They did not react because someone else appeared not to be worried! 

			The aforementioned experiment was subsequently modified and made to record the response of individuals not to mere smoke but instead – spicing things up and making them even more relevant and salient – to what appeared to be a severe seizure that could be heard over an intercom device. 

			Again, shockingly, the rate of response to the emergency situation dropped dramatically when the individuals under scrutiny were in the presence of others, and it dropped even more when they were in the presence of confederates who had been instructed to react in disinterested or nonchalant ways. People just seemed to be greatly affected by what others did, even if those others were total strangers doing totally strange, contra-intuitive things. 

			In general, these experiments revealed an overall tendency that boiled down to this: the more people around, the less initiative taken – and the less assistance offered. 

			It is worth noting of course that most of these experiments and studies involved the setup of artificial cases and scenarios – which helped identify and quantify the various rates of response in different circumstances, but which are nevertheless considered terribly unrepresentative of real life situations; things in the lab don’t resemble events in real life, not accurately and completely. Naturally, there has been intense criticism against this type of investigation, branding it as a made up and spectacular array of strings that are essentially meaningless, useless and irrelevant in the complicated fabric of the real world.

			In response to these criticisms, a few years ago, in the year 2000, a team of renegade social scientists decided to conduct an independent study on altruism in the streets of three major cities (London, New York, Paris) and three provincial cities (Swansea, Syracuse, Nantes). 

			Their aim was to measure the response of a passerby to a person in need of assistance without setting up artificial situations or manipulating a number of scripted scenarios. The idea was to simply place actors on the street and monitor and record the reactions from those passing by. 

			Now in order to prevent the needless deployment of medical units, experiment affiliates – individuals enlisted to help with the experiment – were placed in all medical emergency units and other key places during the extent of the study, their responsibility being to engage any calls made in request of help for the actor or actress on the streets, thus, severing the calls’ flow to centers of response and reversing any instructions for paramedic deployment. To assist the given confederates on duty, a privately owned ambulance on standby – operated by other affiliates – would be dispatched to their location accordingly, removing them from the street in the most natural way and closing the whole operation up nicely and without any complications. This setup not only reinforced the legitimacy of the situation but also helped bring the whole issue to a smooth close, especially in cases where passing-by police forces or other civic units had already gotten involved in the emergency.

			The results of the study were deeply disturbing. Corroborating the previous, lab-based, highly-controlled experiment findings, they revealed a shocking and tragically decreased tendency to offer assistance in a varied number of cases and scenarios. The findings are in fact staggering. 

			Rather than list and explain the whole array of results right now, here is a revealing snapshot of one part of the study. It is quite representative of the whole set of results, and is very relevant to current affairs, telling the tale all too well – and much better than any array of detailed, scientific analyses would. The-picture-worth-a-thousand-words.

			In particular, here are three pictures retrieved from the archives of the study. They are from a setup conducted in central London on February 23rd, on a Thursday morning, and they show a passerby’s reactions to the situation. 

			In the first one, at 09:21 – as shown by the digital camera clock – this man has clearly stopped over our fallen actor and seems to be conversing with him. In the second picture, again at 09:21, he is seen leaving the area of distress without having offered any help. In the third picture he is seen returning to the area of distress fifteen minutes later, at 09:36, by which time our actor had already been removed by a team of affiliate medics. (Our actor had in fact been lying on that pavement for exactly twenty three minutes in that setup, from 09:07 to 09:30, during which time he received no help from any of the 495 persons who had been documented to have passed him by. Furthermore, it was later established that not even a single call had been made to the emergency medical units of the city regarding this case.)

			Now back to the passerby in our photos. Here is a close up of him. Look closely and you will see that this face belongs to none other than a person who was yesterday nominated for a Golden Heart! 

			Ironic, isn’t it? Worth a thousand words! A thousand papers.

			Then again it may not even be ironic whatsoever. Just typical, that’s all. A sign of the times. 

			Well, whatever the case, not all that glitters is gold. And not all golden hearts are valuable, especially fake Golden Hearts like this guy’s. Terribly sorry, you lousy Samaritan. Terribly sorry but the charade is over. Your actions have finally caught up with you. They always do. 

			From Elder Brother, with compliments!

			

			And that’s all the paid announcement wrote.

			

			

			II. Many Bad Apples Spoil the Standards

			

			The Carnegie Golden Heart Award was a great event, magnificent in stature, magnanimous in nature. It was hosted at the Ritz, in its grand conference room, in full red carpet glory. Every media station and publication came to cover the event, and the entire who’s who of the elite was there. The dinner was lavish, and it cost five thousand pounds a head, the proceeds of which went to charity. The wine served was a new vintage from Australia, Casa El Dorado, and the courses were delectable. The atmosphere was joyful, setting everything up smoothly for the grand ceremony. The presenter stepped on stage and went to the podium with a steady pace. He waved at the audience and then turned around, facing the panel behind him.

			‘I would like to inaugurate the latest Carnegie Golden Heart Award. As you very well know, this is an event that occurs every two years. It is an event which aims to recognize the charitable works of esteemed persons in our society, such as Andrew Carnegie, the figure whose charitable works inspired this event. The great man and businessman was also an even greater philanthropist, and that made him a great person, a cornerstone member of society. This award had been conceived by a number of bodies and institutions who feel that society needs such works to succeed. The Golden Heart is part of our structure, one of the engines to a sustainable modern world. It has been successfully instituted and is now recognized and aspired to by everyone. It is represented by every single state in the United Nations. The whole world is at this very moment taking part in this ceremony, and we... we are now here to show the entire world which one among us possesses the Golden Heart.’

			The ceremony went on with speeches from heads of foundations and figures of all types and stature. A song by a tenor followed, then came a short clip showing the poverty of the world and the injustice breeding through it. Images of dilapidated communities and starving people blended with shots of war and death and suffering, and for a moment there was a lull in the glitz-crested hall. The music was somber, its intention to provoke an emotional reaction pronounced, and the images brutally graphic. 

			A few minutes later the clip ended, and the presenter came on stage; the lights went down, the music stopped, and the envelope appeared.

			‘Now the moment we have all been waiting for. The moment which will sum up the contributions of one person above all others to society. I hereby have the honor. To present you with. The new Carnegie Golden Heart. The new Golden Heart is – Masante Smirtic!’

			There was thunder in the hall. The lights went up, the music played, the confetti exploded everywhere, and everyone stood up to applaud their newest charitable champion, who walked graciously to the podium.

			‘I will be brief,’ Smirtic said, holding the golden-heart bibelot prize in his hands. ‘I would like to thank everyone for this award, it means everything to me. I am deeply honored. I have always been a staunch supporter of stepping on steps, not on bodies. We can all do it if we try. Thank you for the honor and for the privilege. I am especially grateful to the group called Elder Brother, for publishing their story and those pictures – they have helped my cause so much. Humanity and charity is something we all need to work at, and the more we give the more we get back. Society needs all the help it can get. So I say to you now: do onto others what you would do onto yourselves. Do it soon or do it later, it doesn’t matter, not as long as you do it, because it’s never too late, and better late than never I believe. It’s the only way to help our fellow human beings. When our intentions are good, everything is possible!’

			The hall exploded in applause, and everyone stood up to hail this truly magnetic personality who somehow, despite what seemed to be an organized smearing campaign, had managed to turn things around. The camera flashes ripped through the room and everyone rushed to get an exclusive or a comment. 

			The next day one face was splashed across every media front cover in the world.

			“Smirtic receives Golden Heart: beckons everyone’s good intentions.”

			“Masante the Golden Hearted!”

			“A modern-day Good Samaritan: the only person among 495 to try and aid man in distress receives top charity award.”

			The hype continued for a while, well after the event. Smirtic was the talk of the town. In fact he was hailed as a hero all across the UK, the USA, India, Brazil, and other countries, as their new and inspiring embodiment of kind-heartedness. He was invited on every TV show on air, giving interviews and sharing his thoughts on issues of social work, volunteering, sustainable economies and modern society. The TV hosts treated him royally, the audiences loved him. It was a script made in heaven: he would just relish the moment and work his magic, gliding through the questions like a silk kite, riding the publicity with effortless ease, soaring higher and higher into public acclamation. 

			Once in a while he would, of course, encounter provocative and hostile questions from interviewers or co-guests regarding the reasons behind him having gone to mail the letter before actually helping the twitching guy on the street. Calm and composed, he would just sigh and shake his head, looking at the person who had raised the moot point, and then he would smile and shrug off all presuppositions and hidden accusations behind the question with a simple and disarming argument: ‘I really don’t understand why we’re talking about the letter when we could instead be focusing on the others,’ he would exclaim, ‘when we could instead be focusing on those who never spoke with the poor guy at all, when we could be focusing on those who never even stopped for a second to look at him! Please, let us not twist my contribution into a scandal. Goodness knows there’s enough spin-doctoring in the world as it is. I am not the villain here. I came back. I came back to help. But let me be clear – and this is important. Neither are those who didn’t stop to offer help... they are not to blame, or to be blamed. The fault lies elsewhere. The real problem in all this mess here is the callousness of modern life – and the deeper issue here is the bitter state of affairs that is being promoted by the crazy pace of life we are progressively getting into. Actually let me share with you a couple of thoughts on how we can all help our fellow citizens.’ And on he would go, speaking of the noble values of life with explosive fervor and conviction. And the audience loved him for it.

			When the hype went away after a while, another paid announcement was featured in every newspaper available, titled Rotten Apples, Rotting Idols. 

			It read as follows:

			

			In a relative world of multiple views and viewpoints, where everything is being perceived, analyzed and understood through various and varying perspectives, one person’s villain is another’s hero, and one pov’s hypocrite is another’s visionary leader. 

			If, by objective standards, we are to judge a man’s response to another man’s plight by what that man himself has actually done to help the other, then we may say that walking away to mail a letter first and then returning to offer assistance to a convulsing man on the street (a whole fifteen minutes later!) is quite unacceptable, if not criminally inconsiderate and negligent. 

			But if we are to a judge that same man by relative standards, namely by comparing his actions to the overall reactions of all those who had passed by the given person in distress, then we might find that our character is an actual hero by comparison, and worthy of praise; an idol, an icon... the one to look up to and glorify... 

			The Golden Hearted Man.

			Undeniable as it may be, this assessment of course says less about our relative hero character and more about the sordid depths to which our benchmarks have sunk. It is a sad instance for us all indeed, and it marks our decadence, for we can be nothing other than decadent when it becomes evident that the best apples in our bunch are not firm, shiny and tasty anymore, but are actually rotten, rotting and fermenting; good by comparison, but objectively, in themselves, spoiled.

			And the more the bunch rots, the lower the benchmarks sink, down to the bottom and straight into filth.

			Golden Hearted Man, you are less of a deadened soul than the remaining 494 priests and Levites in your bunch, but you are still a deadened soul, and your reaction was totally unacceptable. If you think otherwise, if you object, then we wish you from the bottom of our hearts that when in dire need of assistance, you receive no less and no more than the kind of help that you yourself offered – and so fervently advocate. May you receive what you offer, and let your own self be the judge of such assistance. The same we of course wish to those who support you, and to all those who share your values and ideals. 

			From Elder Brother, with compliments.

			

			

			III. The Irrepressible Power of Cause ‘n’ Effect

			

			Two years later, a magazine article in Los Angeles titled Masante Smirtic: Life and Death of a Salesman read as follows:

			

			Investigations are still underway regarding the controversial case of Masante Smirtic’s collapse. 

			Smirtic, AKA the Grand Golden Heart, or simply ‘the Grand Beat’ (as the media referred to him), was a successful entrepreneur who had started from virtually nothing and had worked his way through the system, eventually creating Grand Enterprises, a group of companies dealing with a wide variety of products and services. A sleuthing businessman and an ‘self-made amateur politician’ (as he liked to refer to himself) he was best known and loved for his nationwide contributions to society through various charity setups, most importantly through workshops he had recently set up around the country. 

			These admirable workshops had taken the cause of charity to the next level. Departing from the commonplace monetary donation and the occasional celebrity visit, they had set a new standard by establishing educative venues where people could analyze and explore the various aspects of caregiving through a series of systematic seminars. 

			The Grand Hand, as this initiative is known, is in fact an institution that has been expanding for the past two years, now boasting sixty six venues across the country. It is partially subsidized by the government (the rest being funded by Grand Enterprises) and provides its services at no charge at all, making it accessible to everyone, especially those who cannot afford much more beyond their immediate needs. Some call it ‘Smirtic’s greatest achievement,’ but skeptics refer to it as the ‘most elaborate and seductive PR strategy ever conceived.’ 

			The Grand Hand was first conceived by Masante Smirtic shortly after a controversial announcement by a group known as Elder Brother. Namely, in a much publicized reaction to Smirtic’s name having been short-listed for a Carnegie Golden Heart Award, the elusive and unidentified Elder Brother organization immediately released pictures from a cryptic psychological experiment conducted in London, Great Britain. This experiment, organized by an unknown group (some say Elder Brother), was geared to investigate the response of people to individuals appearing to be in distress, and had, with time, become urban legend; despite the many rumors, there was no hard evidence it had taken place. Not until Elder Brother published their highly controversial pictures. 

			The photos in question are of Smirtic encountering one of the experiment’s affiliates on the streets of London, talking to him, then leaving him unassisted, and then returning fifteen minutes later to the scene, by which time the person had been taken away by an affiliate ambulance. With these revealing photos came a damning article from Elder Brother, describing the experiment, placing the pictures in London, and identifying Smirtic as the person behind this now notorious touch-and-go-and-comeback move, renouncing him as a fake and proclaiming his unsuitability for a Golden Heart. 

			But Elder Brother’s damning exposure of Smirtic’s behavior backfired. Rather than condemning him in the public eye, it actually shot him straight into public approval and won him the support of every person in the country. 

			The reason? Pure mathematics mixed with a little raw comparison. Specifically, according to the story and pictures published by Elder Brother, Smirtic had apparently been the only person among the 495 individuals who had passed by the experiment’s affiliate over a period of twenty three minutes to actually display an interest him, even if belatedly. And that, by comparison, made Smirtic an icon. 

			Smirtic seized this opportunity from the get go and embarked immediately on a nationwide campaign, whereby he promoted his story to the public and revealed every detail behind that fateful day in London, fueling the acclamation around his person.

			The weeklong campaign proved to be highly effective across the board. It won him not only the Golden Heart, but also every person’s approval and affection, plus unprecedented exposure. His appearances on TV shot the ratings through the roof. His interviews would sell magazines and his name and face were everywhere, splashed across every bus and billboard in the country. He even arranged five lecture shows in stadiums, which he sold out in no time, creating a short-lived but frenetic black market. It is reported that tickets on ebay were going for a whopping $10,000 each, leaving the shows of motivational speakers like Tony Robbins far behind, matching the likes of rock ‘n’ roll giants such as the Rolling Stones and U2. 

			A few weeks later Smirtic launched the Grand Hand in schools and community centers, urging people to get to know ‘the lighter side of their selves,’ as he called it. 

			The initiative was a huge success, drawing attendance from every part of society, and the seminars and workshops were constantly overbooked. They were the talk of the town, and everyone who was anyone, plus everyone else, was rushing to be involved. The media called it ‘a Wave of Grand Handedness that was sweeping the nation clean of its self-involvement.’ The whole modern society was just in awe of this man and his project. Some even said that we had fallen in love with him – and not without reason, they claimed, for he was a white knight and we were in desperate need of one.

			But critics branded Smirtic a fake and his Grand Hand just another moneymaking scheme, a ploy that had been carefully crafted to fit what they called ‘the blatantly spin-doctored attitude of Smirtic toward his fellow citizens.’ Specifically, there were reports that only the initial Grand Hand classes were free, and that as people progressed along the ladder they would have to pay significant sums of money for the more advanced classes. If someone could not afford to pay, then they would be employed by the Grand Hand itself and work their way out of that debt. 

			These claims remain unverified. Individuals involved with the Grand Hand institution seem to be very secretive about their ties to it and their position in it. No one has produced any substantial evidence to this effect. It has been claimed though, widely and over a number of times, that people of poor economic status and educational background have been specifically targeted by the Grand Hand – and eventually totally absorbed by it – fueling the suspicions that the Grand Hand is nothing more than a recruitment and training camp of Grand Enterprises – although that, too, is an allegation yet to be verified. 

			Clearly, the critics of Smirtic are not mincing their words, making them public at every chance they get, and there are plenty of them around.

			Smirtic has been repeatedly accused of being a fake, a ‘psychopath who could charm a cobra into giving him eggs,’ as his mother, Pretoria, once famously stated in an interview. Many of his critics are thus raising the issue that Smirtic’s return to the scene of distress on that fateful day was an accident that had been carefully ship shaped. According to these critics, Smirtic and his board of advisors had consulted a multinational PR agency right after they saw the unexpectedly positive reaction of the public, and with their help – and with cold, calculated precision – subsequently spun and marketed his return to the scene of distress into a modern-day legend. 

			The critics also argued that the story of Smirtic rushing away to quickly mail an urgent letter was hogwash, since a man of his stature would probably have taken care of any urgent mail through his Mayfair-located office headquarters instead of running in the streets to mail it himself. Others simply dismissed any validity in the urgency of that letter whatsoever, or any letter in general, arguing that no letter (whether real or imaginary) could supersede the act of dropping everything and offering assistance to a fallen individual.

			Some critics have in fact asked for the CCTV tapes that contain Smirtic’s trail for that given day to be given out in order to crosscheck his claims and launch an investigation should it be proven he is lying, but the London Metropolitan police have refused to access that footage. According to them, Smirtic’s trail is just a matter of controversy that has nothing to do with safety and security, and so they have decided to refrain from using the videos. It is not clear whether they will access the video files and yet withhold their information from the public, or whether they will refrain from accessing the files altogether – a subject which has caused some controversy in Britain and the European Union.

			Smirtic was no stranger to controversy himself, and he remained as such all the way to his untimely demise last week. Yet even after his collapse, he still stirs controversy. 

			Smirtic, who had been reportedly pounding through life with all pistons firing, collapsed in a trendy restaurant in Los Angeles last Sunday night. 

			His close friend, Archibald Gabriel, who’d been with him since early that evening, said that Smirtic was his usual energetic self. Nothing out of the ordinary had happened and everything seemed normal. Yet, abruptly and without a sound, Smirtic collapsed to the floor. 

			‘It was most peculiar,’ said a witness who wishes to remain anonymous. ‘One moment he’s talking and the next he just melts to the ground. As if he’s been switched off. Most bizarre.’

			Bizarre is perhaps the only way to describe the incident and the set of events that followed it. Notably, when Gabriel called the emergency services, he was put on hold for quite some time (allegedly just after mentioning that the person who had collapsed was Smirtic the Golden Hearted) and was then disconnected. According to our reports, he tried calling back but his phone appeared to be momentarily out of service, resulting in more confusion. 

			With his car parked in the valet parking a good few minutes away, the panicking Gabriel asked the bystanders for a lift without further ado. A man offered to help them and bid them over, but he allegedly dropped his car keys in a street drain as they were approaching his car. A woman stepped up and offered to give them a ride to the hospital herself, but things went wrong again; according to eye witnesses, she crashed into the front of the car parked behind her as she was hastily pulling out of the curb, and, in panic, she went into second gear with the gas pedal to the floor, slamming into the car in front of her too, totaling her engine. Gabriel pulled Smirtic out of the wrecked vehicle and carried him over to the car of a calm and collected middle-aged man a few yards down the street. That car, though, would just not start. 

			So they began waving at the passing traffic on Santa Monica Blvd. Some of the vehicles slowed down for a moment to see what the commotion was about, but most of them whizzed by. None of them stopped. This created panic amidst all the bystanders. Someone reportedly lost it and started banging on the speeding automobiles, shouting that the Golden Hearted man was dying right there on the street. 

			A black Mercedes Benz is said to have stopped and double-backed just then, offering them a lift to the nearest hospital. 

			But the torturous twists of fate were not over. Remarkably, on their way to the hospital the Benz driver, who was reportedly not local, took a wrong turn into Bel-Air and lost his way, wasting precious time trying to get back on track through the grid and curves and meandering loops. 

			It took twenty two minutes to reach the hospital.

			By the time he was taken to the ER, Smirtic was not breathing, and by the time they started resuscitating him, it was too late.

			He was pronounced dead on arrival. 

			The official cause of death has not been disclosed.

			A great number of people are being questioned in relation to the baffling circumstances surrounding Smirtic’s death. The LA District Attorney’s office has issued a statement that no further comments will be made on their behalf until all involved persons are questioned and all clues have been thoroughly investigated. They have also urged the media not to fuel the matter with unsubstantiated reports or unverified claims. 

			Smirtic, aged 44, was divorced and reportedly on very bad terms with his ex-wife, Myrna James, who had retained custody of their three children after a fierce legal battle. She had made allegations in the past that Smirtic had been abusive and neglectful, calling him ‘a veritable egoist with a smooth tongue,’ and had referred to their divorce as the best thing that could have ever happened to her and her children.

			Strangely enough, though, she has now reportedly filed a manslaughter lawsuit against the state of California, blaming the system for her ex-husband’s death and asking compensation in lieu to her children’s trauma of having lost their biological father to ‘an unfortunate but avoidable set of events.’

			Amidst all the growing conspiracy theories stemming from the bizarre and highly improbable set of incidents and co-incidents that surround Smirtic’s swan song, the controversial organization of Elder Brother issued a terse statement yesterday titled Cause ‘n’ Effect in relation to Smirtic’s demise. This statement makes reference to ‘providence,’ pointing the finger back to Smirtic and his ethos, which, according to Elder Brother, is exactly what precipitated the highly peculiar factors surrounding his tragic end. 

			‘Everyone’s past catches up with them sooner or later,’ they state laconically. ‘This is just the way it works. It’s the ultimate lesson no one can avoid.’ 

			In a way which seems too ominous for comfort, this reporter, and everyone in our publication, and everyone I know, agree. We humbly and secretly admit that Elder Brother seem to be right. 
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