The Quest of the Tick

Griffon Vultures, Golden Eagles, Short-toed Eagles and Alpine Choughs circled the mountain scape. The Tick, whom some have named Rene, felt their presence yet was unconcerned with such ferocity, they were of no threat to him. Slight in mass he was of no edible interest for them, it was the smaller creatures of birds, reptiles and other insects he had to be vigilant for. However at this point he too was in need of feeding, an ever permeating yearning for blood. Why was it he always craved blood he wondered?

'CLUNK!' - The Tick's thoughts dissipated within an instant...'Crak, Shuuuuuw, BANG!'

''Buenas''

Reaching out with his legs (hence exposing his sensory glands) , Rene detected a sharp increase of heat and carbon dioxide, it was a human, a creepy being the Tick had only come across once or twice...'what are they doing now'??

Not wanting to miss the opportunity (full of curiosity or perhaps a lust for blood) the Tick threw himself with complete conviction and ploughed into a stubby kneecap.

After several moments of observation Rene discerned that the humans were pushing, rolling, essentially forcing with everything they had four massive metal girders down the valley walls, 'why on earth would anyone do that?' It was evident by their expressions that the humans were pondering the same thing.

Clinging on tight as the mountain slope steepened, the decent came to a sudden end. The metal girders were lined up next to a huge rock where the gushing river flowed past. The humans signed expressions of relief: ''Madre de Dios!''

Over time of catching their breaths and munching on food stuffs, the bald apes blabberings became more coherent and so did their purpose in this valley. The Tick listened attentively...

Hombre 1: '' These valleys were all once well managed by the shepherds & farmers. The sheep & goats wandered freely creating a delicate balance within the alpine ecosystem.''

Hombre 2: ''How so?''

Hombre 1: ''The sheep grazed shrubs & grasses in arbitrary progress, this lead to a variety of sward length and thus a multitude of niches benefiting wild flowers & insects alike. This attracted larger insects, rodents and birds, each enjoying their own particular diet, and in turn birds of prey and larger mammals thrived.''

Hombre 2: ''All due to some sheep eating grass??''

Hombre1: ''Well not quite, the mountains contain its own natural level of diversity, yet the sheep sure created opportunities to be taken advantage of, not least by the elusive Quebrantahuesos...''

''Que Pasa!'' - The discussion was interrupted and decidedly abandoned due to the arrival of more men, this time lugging massive piles of wood.

Rene made a mental note to meditate on what he had heard. It was an insight brand new to him, shedding a ray of light on his world. Suddenly he felt as if everything was connected, he was a apart of an almighty whole. Yet somehow this idea had always been with him, tucked deep away in his subconscious. 'How does me sucking blood have any purpose within this ecosystem?'

As the sun shed it's layers burning through the bracken, the humans milled on with their project. By late afternoon the metal girders and wood had been converted into a bridge stretching across the ravine. The Tick wasn't the only one impressed as various voices exclaimed – ''Estupendo!'', ''Excelente!''

This most extravagant bridge was to assist in shepherding the sheep and with time assist in maintaining the ecosystem. Evidently the humans had some concern over the creatures in this valley, a notion which empowered the Tick with a sense of wonder and pride. 'Lets stay with these guys for a while, I might learn something.' With this thought the tribe turned to face the challenge of ascending the valley once more. Their mission was complete, alas for the Tick, his adventure had just begun.

Though forest canopy, shrub-land and rocky outcrops the team climbed and the Tick? Well he drifted off...

In his mental dream state there were just three questions unrelenting through his unconsciousness:

Who am I....where am I....what is my purpose?? And then the words stopped, just clear sky remained. A dark silhouette slowly enhanced into vision. First just a dot, it began to oscillate like that of an ocean wave thus creating the form of two outstretched wings. The image grew larger and larger until the face, or more bill of a huge orange maned raptor became all encompassing, the scream...'eeeeeeeeeee' 

'Munch!' The tick awoke with mandibles filled of blood, an odd cold sweat tingling his exoskeleton. He quickly released his bite afraid of his own being, and its uncontrollable nature.

...

Looking around, and climbing to higher ground up his host he found himself, along with the group, floating smoothly in a metal contraption with wheels, it followed a road through all sorts of strange habitats, buildings of an alien civilisation never seen before constructed of the Earth’s materials, these apes sure can manipulate matter the tick thought.

Eventually, through twist and turn, and with dusk setting in, they arrived at the apparent destino...the hill called 'Lluves'. The Ticks host positioned himself overlooking the beautiful world below with its twinkling lights, holding to hand a sweet smelling brew.

After appreciating the air of cool for some time vivid flashes of movement sweep in front of the human and the Ticks vision – it was the flight of the Nightjar, an exquisite bird of enigmatic status to the bird world. Feeding off beetles, moths and other small invertebrates the Nightjar was enjoying a feast.

With the Ticks attention captured an unknown portal suddenly opened in hand of his human host (though Rene had decided he liked the guy so now thought of him more as a 'buddy'.). The portal appeared as though a window to another world, was this some kind of magic?? From his position on the man's head the tick could just make out the symbols reading 'GOOGLE', with a smaller sentence below reading 'What do you want to know?'

'BANG!' At that moment his buddies head crashed onto the table, with vigilance and making use of the pressure wave created from the collision the Tick buckled his eight legs and sprang through the air (feeling for a moment like the majestic nightjar) and landed precariously on the portals platform.

With fleeting thoughts of his buddy's unconsciousness (which he deduced to be imposed by sleep) the Ticks mind became absorbed with the huge screen infront of him. ''Is this some kind of wormhole leading to a hyperreality space?'' With that thought he bounded in unconditional commitment at the the portals window. 'PWANG'.

Nothing happened. The Tick had bounced back onto the platform. 'Hmmm.' At that point he noticed the keys, each assigned a random symbol of the human language. Looking up at the portal and once again reading 'What do you want to know?', the Tick went into impulse mode and began to jump from key to key, feeling the click of satisfaction after landing with some force each time. Having bounded around for some moments he glanced once again at the screen. To his astonishment his bounced movement had written something: 'What is a Tick?'

'Wow.' Within seconds the portal was filled with images of ticks and the ensuing descriptions. His eyes glazed over as he began to read:

'La Garrapata (Spanish for hard-bodied tick) is a parasitic arachnid (suborder Ixodida, order Acarina) that attaches itself to the skin of a terrestrial vertebrate from which it sucks blood (known as Hematophagy).

There are over 700 different species of hard-bodied ticks, the most abundant of Northern Spain being Ixodes ricinus – an exophilic questing tick species. Thriving in warm, humid climates, La Garrapata require a certain amount of moisture in the air in order to metamorphose between its life stages; egg-larva-nymph-adult tick'

The tick was struck by two concepts of this description. Firstly metamorphosis, that ability to change. While he had no memory of it he was sure that there had been another life before this one that he currently perceived, and he was even more certain that there must be something else. Secondly was the term parasite, the Tick was not so chuffed to be connected to that one. He read more:

'Parasitism: a symbiotic relationship between organisms of different species.

A parasite can be seen to exploit its host for resources such as; food, water, heat, habitat and genetic dispersion; thereby essentially reducing the host fitness while increasing its own.'

Woah that doesn't quite sound so great, why should my life be detrimental to others, hmmm.

'As a parasite, ticks may act as vectors (i.e. agents) to a number of diseases, whereby they carry and transmit bacterial pathogens from one host to another. This may be a necessity for their developmental cycle. However since in many cases there is no actual harm inflicted to the host it is best considered part of a continuum of types of interactions between species, rather than an exclusive category. One view is the 'Consumer – resource system' providing a core motive of ecological food chains/food webs, divided into 4 categories:

i. prey/predator

ii. host/parasite

iii. plant/herbivore

iv. victim/exploiter

The question that remains is whether or not the prey, host, plant or hence victim is dependant on its counterpart in any way.'

This last part threw the Tick a little, is he good or is he bad?

Not content with such scuttlebutt, he went into a trance and involuntarily began to bound on the keys once more writing: 'What is the purpose of a tick?'

'Purpose for any life form is largely subjective to the organism itself and to those who perceive that organism. In the case of a Tick, its parasitic nature which may have a detrimental effect (via the pathogens it spreads) on individual organisms, can help keep populations such as deer in check. From the pathogens perspective, such as Borrelia burgdorfen (aka Lime's disease), they aid in the perpetuation of the population. And on another level they may be a dietary constituent for other creatures such as the Red-billed Oxpecker (again assisting survival).

So cannot the purpose of all life be compared to that of a Tick? As a religious man may say – 'We are all part of a the food chain and gods meticulous plan!' However the most ingrained purpose for any species (including us humans) must surely be that of survival.'

'Hmmm' Rene mulled this over. 'While I am happy that I contribute towards this immense ecosystem, I would also like to strive for something more...some higher purpose, is it out there?' My material form indicates that I must eat blood to survive, but what of my essence? 

The Tick was evidently suffering an existential crisis!

The inexplicable bounding once again began as the Tick typed out:

'Where am I?'

'Picos De Europa. A most impressive section of the Cantabrian mountain range created through the upheaval of the Earth's crust, high into the lower atmosphere, whereby subsequent glaciation and weathering have carved out beautiful jagged peaks. The highest peak, Torre de Cerrado, reaches 2,650 metres, however may still be growing. A relatively undisturbed ecosystem the Cantabrian mountains boast low coastal European forests, beech, oak and Sclerophyllous (hard-leafed) forests, rocky outcrops in karst formation and montane grasslands. It's strong tradition of good forestry and farming methods, including the grazing of cattle, sheep and goats to make a delicious (albeit a tad toxic) cheese known as Cabrales, has helped formed a most harmonious landscape. The Picos have a...'

Wait a minute, doesn't that cheese remind me of a shepherd..?

'...a grand array of European mammals and birds. Though rare, the topograhy boasts Cantabrian brown bears, Iberian wolfs and the skies most graceful of vultures,'' the Quebrantahuesos...”

Ahhh, she is here! Beside himself the Tick plunged into the text:

'Gypaetus barbatus aka the Lammergier, alias the Bearded Vulture and most fitting of all the Spanish name of Quebrantahuesos which in the literal sense means the bonebreaker. The Lammergier is part of the bird of prey family known as Accipitridae, however the only one of Genus Gypaetus. Gliding through mountains ranges from Europe to Asia and Africa she is known for the unusual habit whereby she feeds almost entirely from bones (particularly those of hoofed animals, both domestic and wild). Following the removal of soft tissue by other creatures the Lammergier will salvage the skeleton, raising large parts high in the sky and releasing them to break on the rocks below. She will then swallow the parts whole and allow the high acidic contents of her stomach to dissolve not only the marrow but the entire bone contents. This digestive gift has allowed the Lammergier to exploit a unique resource and thus create her own niche in the world.'

Create her own niche. The Tick allowed this concept to sink in.

'With her stark orange mane the Quebrantahuesos is a silent bird. She will expel an eerie shrill whistle only at the time when it is most necessary, and on hearing such a sound, some have said it has the power to separate one from their material body, and into another plane of existence...'

'Ohhh she MUST be the bird of my dreams.'

'Blink!' The portal went blank. The Tick, unconcerned with it's presence in any case, was now preoccupied with all he had learned. It was late and he was exhausted, all Rene now knew was that, in order to find the truth of his existence, it was imperative that he found the Lammergier. He looked at his buddy now on the ground snoring away. Could he trust this human clown. The answer was probably no, but there was an intelligent looking hairy fellow hustling around on all fours. (This was Natalia of Lluves, Canis lupus familiaris). As she brushed past, the Tick sprung from the shift key to grasp Natalias tail. In his new (much more cosy) home the Tick set his alarm clock for 6.30 and drifted away once again.

...

At the dawn of day, the Earth rose in crimson delight. Linnets, Black Redstarts and Swallows sang prayers and hope into the very soul of time. The sky was on fire with the scattering of photons, messengers from the stars. 

Natalias left ear twitched, partly due to her instincts concentrating on the undergrowth noises, but also owed to an abnormal itch resonating from the tip of her ear. This was thanks no less to our most pensive companion The Tick. He was dancing his morning jive on all sixes gesticulating this day of days potential – to his front two claws were held a pair of micro binoculars, the current events having transformed him into an avid birder.

“Buenas?”

“Ah....Buenas dias amigos!”

The humans were gathering, slimey porridge dished out thanks to the sous chef. Excitement was amidst as the draft of Arabica coffee permeated the senses and the tribe took seats to discuss the days mission. Natalia and her new friend took position as if to guard the meetings secrets and all concerned.

“Today, we will find her, Deva the quebrantahuesos!”

'Uhhh,' the ticks shell tickled with anticipation of what was to follow.

“We have had new evidence via radio trackers suggesting she is in the vicinity of the peak of los Picos,  Torre de Cerrado.

It will be a dangerous road leading to her, yet it is also imperative that we discover her health and continued existence. An anointed shepherd from the hills will lead us through the mountains hidden paths, we cannot find diva without her, and it is essential that she spreads the wonder of her presence. The connection between farmers, their livestock and the Lammergiers is of utmost importance to our conservation efforts. If these mountains are to live so must Deva!”

Natalia sat motionless, her mind and posture akin to a warrior on the brink of battle. Her resolute essence was so intense that the Tick found himself tapping into the same wavelength. A vivid hallucinogenic experience ensued in which reality began to distort out of normal recognition, was it the material world or just his own senses? The two being inseparable, the Tick resigned to indulge the moment...Breathing deeply he witnessed the earthly form of the humans, along with all trees, birds and spiders, fizzle asunder into bubbles. All colouration became transparent in which light was reflected through an infinite prism. Rene felt as though his body was being dragged through the bubbles, exponentially quicker and quicker until...

'PUMMF!'

“If these mountains are to live so must Deva!”

The Tick was in shock. 'Did that just happen? Or am I having extreme De ja vu?' (Or perhaps De-va vu he thought in a moment of delirium.) Stupefied he began to feel doubtful not only of his own being but the existence of all matter. With indignant self-righteousness he rose to his hind legs. 'Today,' he said aloud as if addressing the world, 'I know one thing...I know that I know nothing!'

In the ensuing moments there was no more time to ponder as the humans moved like a pack of wolves preparing for a hunt, chanting “Vamos!”. Bowls and cups were scattered, cleaning duties deemed of nonimportance. Sacks were grasped and they entered the metal-wheeled being. Now perched on the cusp of Natalias neck, the Tick inspired an urgent drive within her and the fateful companions leapt together into the van just before the doors closed.

...

Circling prey, scattered bodies, blinding light!

Natalia tried to transfix her vision upon the horizon...she saw nothing but spectral dust settling...

The moment subsided and she saw the human tribe gather themselves together, Natalia rushed around licking those who appeared unconscious and they too opened their eyes. The air was thin due to the height and so they wheezed deep breaths. There was much to be grateful for since all were safe, however for one exception, where was the Tick...

...

Having picked up the local farmer, named Diva the Cidercheesewoman, the group was lead through twist and turn, steep climb followed by sharp decent, until arriving to the peak of  Torre de Cerrado. The view was astonishing with the land seemingly as supple as cloth, clouds below had formed acute eddies due to the intense wind which caused the very rocks to creek. The farmer had stood admiring the view. 

With an air of ascendency Diva turned to the group and uttered: “Death be to those who follow me!” At that point she raised her arms laterally and fell backwards off the rock dropping from view.

Now some background on this farmer...

No one actually knew where she came from. There were many rumours surrounding her sudden appearance from within the Picos with the most absurd being that she was conceived via a lightening storm from the amalgamation of Sider and Cabrales. Judging by the diet of the local countrymen this may not be so absurd. In any case Diva had always had a way with nature, some say she could speak her language. At times there were scattered remains of bones found in her garden, we really don't know why. Mounds of wool also sprang from every crevice of her home. The woman was an enigma, full stop. On choosing the shepherd to assist the conserving humans with the search for Deva, the community said they had no choice, the cidercheesewoman had been anointed by the very  mountains themselves...

A split second following Diva's disappearance, the sky blackened and the wind stopped dead. The air became saturated with anxiety. All were breathless, too afraid even to let loose a shudder. As for the Tick, well since knowing that he knew nothing he was not the least bit surprised, life could no longer shock him. In the darkness he felt a certain harmonious state which began to flow like clear spring water extending to Natalia who also expressed no fear.

From afar an eerie sound pieced the blackness, growing ever more intense...”eeeeeeeEEEEE”

High above a grand circle formed comprising hundreds of Griffon vultures, with a spec of light penetrating the centre. This light had complete control the other vultures, the will of Deva.

Then, 'DESTELLO' an all pervasive flash so bright, it blasted all off their feet, the Tick was thrust through the light beams spectrum, and for a moment appeared to vanish!

...

Rene was floating through what he could only feel was the very fabric of spacetime itself. Neutinos and gravitons unveiled their raw power before him distorting his natural senses unimaginably. Yet at once he felt calm and balanced. 

From this astral plane appeared three wise men; a philosopher, a poet and playwright. As if in chorus they addressed the Tick: “What is it that you seek?”

The Tick pondered the moment. Suppressing the demand for blood his wits prevailed and with vehement conviction he asked: “What is the meaning of life?”

Heraclitus of Ephesus, the Greek philosopher proclaimed: “No man ever steps into the same river twice.”

In line with his quizzical nature, the Tick withheld his bemusement and looked onto the next man  for more clarity.

William Blake, the poet pronounced:

“If the doors of perception were cleansed everything would appear to man as it is, infinite.”

Did this provide more clarity to our fine friend? Perhaps not.

The third wise man, William Shakespeare posited:

“To be or not to be, that is the question.”

The Tick's mind was flooded with an incessant hum, 'eeeeeee.' It was Deva's presence which held the Tick in this mystical state. After what could have been aeons, he finally postulated that while life was always in a continual flux of change, as the philosopher had envisaged, life also held a certain immutable and eternal source, that of wonder.

As to whether or not he, and hence life really existed, Rene the Tick postulated was down to choice, a conscious decision. In a moment his mind was clean and just one thought erupted:

“Cogito ergo Sum!”

…

Now the spiral of vultures began to twist with ever increasing velocity, held concentrically by the might of Deva, the Quebrantahuesos. The humans, and Natalia stared upon her with complete awe, their mission was complete, if a tad bit bizarre. Deva's elegance was stupendous. 

In a sudden twist, Diva dived straight towards the conservation squad, utilizing the vacuum created by her vulturnado. Zooming in on her bronze mane who do we find? Rene! He was hanging on riding the rodeo of his life.

Rene had re-materialized in mid-air above the vultrnado. Now he knew the power of the Quebrantahuesos, and the power of his own mind. They sped faster and faster, the Tick now purring in rhythm with Deva 'eeeeeeeee.' Meanwhile the humans and Natalia were frozen with anticipation.

At ten wing lengths above, Deva swooped, beating her wings downwards she performed a 360 flip. On the moment she was upside-down the Tick thrust himself away and looking down saw sixteen eyes penetrating. Diva now slowly ascended but kept a watchful eye below. Rene drifted, eight limbs outstretched, gently down under the tractive beam of eye-light. 

The seven humans placed their hands together forming a nest, with the paw of Natalias on top. Today they had perceived not just Deva, but Rene the Tick and he surely did exist! Landing comfortably on Natalias paw he kissed her and looked around at his buddies with a new found happiness. “Gracias amigos y amigas!”

Assembled on the very rock our strange farmer had fallen from, the human tribe, Natalia with Rene once again perched between her ears, watched in wonder as Deva made one huge thrash of her wings and jetted back towards the heavens. “Ya me despido” cried the humans. The clouds and vultures dispersed and just quiet stillness remained in the Picos de Europa.

As the warm evening sun set upon the land, the Tick repeated those resolute words: “Cogito Ergo Sum” I think, therefore I am!

The End


 

TICKS CAN'T JUMP! - I know.

By Chris Stapleton

