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         I exited the plenary of delegates, still dizzy with the crescendo of the day: demonstrations, tear gas canisters, the thumping sound of truncheons, on the bodies but also on the plastic helmets that most demonstrators wisely equipped themselves with in anticipation of the security forces' response to this World Conference on the Environment. I was not sure the organisers expected so much action. The conference centre had been explicitly chosen outside the seaside resort of Busan, South Korea. But more than a million people from all over the world were gathered in front of the building.

         Inside, the atmosphere was a mixture of excitement and despair. Many delegates were tired of hearing the same soothing words from the same national delegations. Discussions were progressing well without agreements being reached.

         As a great reporter, I was satisfied; our particular species was addicted to adrenaline, except that I shared the global concerns. To complete the atmosphere, the concrete construction where we were all confined by the police had an austere side that gave a gloomy touch to the event.

         Large mirrors on one side widened the already spacious hall and gave the impression of an ocean of gesturing humans. From the corner of my eye, I could see my reflection as I took great strides out of the ocean in question: tall, thin and still attractive to men and, I must admit, to women too, even at the dawn of my forties. I still had a young face, which breathed energy, short brown hair, brown-almond eyes and thin lips with just a little lipstick to highlight them. A group of delegates from Brazil stared at me as I almost hit a platoon of security guards outside the room.

         I stopped right in front of a man in plain clothes surrounded by uniformed officers. I assumed he was their commander. For a brief moment, our eyes met and I was struck by this vision. Apollo in police form, this guy! He was as tall as I was, slender, with a face with regular features, beautiful eyes and jaws and, with all that, a look that breathed authority but with a thoughtful air. The kind that carefully evaluated the person before him and prepared questions accordingly. The kind it was better not to tell anything to. I rotated to avoid the group and reach the lifts.

         I am almost flattered to see that I also raised the interest of Apollo Colombo except that, in the context, attracting the attention of a police officer was not exactly a good idea. Police officers and major reporters were not exactly compatible. Great reporters liked their freedom of movement and to stick their noses where it suited them. Police officers usually disagreed.

         Nevertheless, this kind of chaotic, crazy conference generated a form of energy that always overwhelmed me a little. I felt excited, perplexed, angry at the same time. I almost wished something would happen to me and I would just come across a beautiful potential accident but, unfortunately, I was on a parallel road that had virtually no chance of that. Well, come on Alia, let's get it together, take a little nap and then you have some articles to write this evening!

          
   

         I had just arrived on my floor, in the hotel part of the building, when a black cat sneaked up in front of me and turned quickly at the corner to lose itself down another corridor. I was sure a mouse couldn't have gotten through the security fences so a cat... I didn’t know how it did it. It was either a ninja cat or it belonged to the hotel.... which did not cheer me up any. The omnipresent concrete was already not bringing any joy, so the lack of light added another sinister touch to the picture. Or maybe I was still too upset about the day I had had. I walked up to my room and suddenly felt the cat grazing my leg. I looked at my feet, around, and... I couldn’t see anything. Oh, my gosh! I could have sworn it. Alia, you need to rest! You've seen others, though. I don't know if there is an expiry date for great reporters, a time when after a number of wars and disasters the mind no longer follows. I guess it depended on the reporter in question. I had always been afraid of the time when I would reach my limits.

         I was a little melancholic as I turned the key in the lock. I threw my jacket and bag on the bed, heading for the minibar. There was wine in half-bottles. Typically, with half a bottle I'd make myself a single big glass. But I was going to settle for a little bit at the bottom of the glass, or maybe a little more...

         Glass in hand, I walked past the open bathroom door and its mirror reflected my image back to me. Standing behind me, a woman was watching me. I jumped and spilt wine on the carpet. How did this woman get into my room?

         I turned around sharply. The stranger watched me calmly. Judging by the small identification tag, she was one of the delegates from the city of Busan. Korean, then. She wore an elegant suit with a white blouse. Curiously, her very modern look contrasted with her old-fashioned hairstyle, designed and held in place by a comb that looked furiously like one of those seen in museums to illustrate the lives of Korean women. Her ebony hair was long, silky and beautiful.
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