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The Board Meeting; changing of the guard

Translucent gray eyes hovered over the gathering, an artful stare coming to rest a brief moment on each hunched figure. Alone in his remote perch he was comforted by what he saw. The men and women around him were much the same as those crowding his unmentionable memories. The small shrew-eyed miner, furtively glancing about the room, would hesitate not a moment to commit the most atrocious crimes to advance, if only a little, his business interests. He didn’t dislike the man, whom many others would point to as morally bereft, nor did he like him. Abelard had little use for morality. He saw it for what it was, a convenience no better than putty, too easily reshaped to fit urgent needs. He was faithfully indifferent to the digger’s craven bent. It was just the way things were and had always been. Ever since Felicity fortuitously discovered him in the sealed cave Abelard had drawn much solace and all of his confidence from the constancy of human nature.

That he was seated alone at the table’s far end, a fair distance from where the main event was taking place, was not because he had been deliberately banished to its farthest reaches or that others had been swifter to appropriate the choicer spots. In fact, he had arrived early, as was his constant habit when he attended to business with other people, and could have chosen any place at all. Nor was Abelard alone at his remote spot for want of room at the unusually shaped table. It was created at great expense to mollycoddle the personal quirks of the current chairman. At its apex there was only one place and, like a large flat wooden triangle, it flared out to finish in a broad base with space enough to comfortably seat at least five. The chairman had a deep faith in symbolism and it was that which inspired the table’s design. He would, before board meetings, rank all the directors on a scale of his own making; there were those who displeased him a great deal and those who displeased him only a little. There were never any who fully pleased him. The vindictive chairman put those directors who most displeased him at the farthest reaches on either side of his fine table. As it was triangular, these marked men and women would be quite far away and, something which particularly pleased the chairman, they would have to crane more than usual in order to see him or, if they wanted to be seen. It was a touch, the chairman felt, of his genius for communications by other means. However, he did not like anyone to be seated at the bottom of his table, directly facing him, as it left a sour confrontational taste to the meeting. But if he wanted a triangular table he would have to live with the broad base. The chairman confronted this problem head on and ordered that no chairs ever be placed along that far edge.

Abelard gave no regard to the chairman’s foibles and had come to the main boardroom well before the appointed time precisely to appropriate to himself that place at the massive, macasar ebony table, with reddish brown and grey streaks dribbled haphazardly along its length, as though to deliberately relieve the intense black monotony. He had easily hauled over one of the bloated plush chairs lining the walls, there for unexpected visitors, a task which may have daunted a smaller man. Being still among the living was partly the product of chance but mostly due to always choosing his ground when doing battle. He was certainly not in any mortal danger here but rooted habits are difficult to discard and after seven years Abelard was still not used to seeing more than a few strangers together in the same place who were not vigorously engaged in slaughtering each other.

From his vantage he could see everyone and, other than the chairman, no one could see him unless they chose to turn their heads in his direction, which they would never do as the chairman was very jealous of their attention. There were the 23 other directors and the 26th person, the incoming CEO of Very Big Industries, better known by its exchange symbol, VBI. He was here to receive the board’s blessing and learn more crudely what would be expected from the company’s new leader.

The other sometimes less than vigilant guardians of shareholder interests were by now used to Abelard’s presence. This was his second year as a board member and as head of the ethics committee, a position for which one with Abelard’s imagined background was hardly suited.  There had been much surprise and whispering when he first bullied the company to put him on the board. After a brawl in the executive offices, where he had bloodied several people, including a very senior officer of the company, and was on the verge of murdering the former CEO, he had been for some time persona non grata. But Abelard was not the type to let the contempt in which he held the firm stand in the way of his goals. He was running a very expensive personal project, quite dear to him, and was prepared to sit with the Evil one to ensure that it was properly financed, something he could not negotiate with more traditional backers. 

There were some other items needing board approval before the main event, the anointing of Mr. Big. One of these, more of an afterthought for the blob-like organization with tentacles in a thousand enterprises, was the renewal of financing for Abelard’s project. He had no interest in the business of VBI and so paid little attention to the other stuff, his thoughts half a world away, in the semi-lush valleys of a troubled land. Had he heard these other things other than as just annoying background chatter, the events during his recent trip to Afghanistan would have seemed less baffling. The two crucial bits needing board consent, to which he might have been more attentive, were both acquisitions; a small engineering outfit in Calgary and a mining-construction firm based in the UK, currently engaged in a joint venture with a Russian concern building a road on the Iran-Afghanistan border. These passed quickly and the chair moved on to the matter of the new CEO, who would presently be emboldened to threaten Abelard, indelibly stained by the bloody mess following these two transactions.

The previous fellow, the one who had replaced Milford Yonkers Lord, aka Milly, had lasted barely two quarters before he was sent on his way; something, informed rumour had it, about his approach being a bit too squeamish for the VBI culture. “We are going to pay you quite a lot, partly to dissuade you from stealing,” the chairman began, putting much emphasis on the matter of theft, “since we trust you no more than we did the last fellow. He, as you know, has been thanked for mediocre results and only an occasional questionable dip into the till. You seem to have, how shall I put it, a more single-minded attitude towards success than did your predecessor, a quality we expect you will see in your interest to use to our advantage, at least as much as to your own. Do you have anything you wish to say?” The chairman looked about the room, running his gaze across the row of paid henchmen on either side of his dear table, sharply snapping his head toward the ceiling just as his eyes were about to meet those of Abelard. He was searching the impassive faces of his people to gauge how his honest approach to hiring had gone over. Before taking the board’s top job he had always scoffed at the tired bonhomie that invariably surrounded these occasions. Yes, of course, you’re wonderful, the most capable for the position we trust you fully to make our shareholders, including us, very rich. He believed that all the polite bullshit only encouraged greater excess. Why, it was obvious that there was not enough trust in these affairs to fill an undersized thimble and even that was too much since it seems that only the trusting ever get skewered, a fate, he was sure, the people around his table would rarely meet.

“Other than to thank you for this opportunity,” the anointed one boomed through a glistening smile, “I should like to point out that I have a sterling reputation with not a single blemish to my good name. You have, I can assure you, not a thing to worry about.”

“It was for lack of opportunity, Mr. Bloodworth, lack of opportunity that you have kept your good name, not absence of craven ambition. It is our collective belief, mine and that of the other members of the board that no object, big, small, moral or other would you ever let stand in the way of your self-interest. That is why we have put such an obscenely large remuneration package before you, expecting it will obviate any odd behaviour that could jeopardize your position and our enterprise. And, Mr. Bloodworth, you should not take too much to heart our seemingly harsh view of your character. We, myself and this vigilant board, share the feelings one time expressed by George Washington that ‘no individual can be trusted further than the bounds of his own interests’, more or less.”

The bargain between VBI and the one chosen to keep it alive and prosperous was at least as old as Abelard’s memories. As much as they didn’t trust them, those in power understood that they could depend for handsome returns only on someone prepared to do anything to fulfil their own needs. It was a risky strategy since their creations would sometimes turn on them, so that keeping a close watch on the monster was only prudent.

Abelard’s attention was not needed for the details into which the chairman was now wading, stuff of close interest to the new CEO: how much money can I make and what do I have to do to make it. His thoughts slipped onto the forbidden pathways of the memories his psychiatrist has assured him were but placeholders filling the gap left by his amnesia. There was a piece from the ‘Song of the Cathar Wars’ that the troubadours would sometimes sing, which immensely pleased the children and not a few of the grownups. At the time Abelard, the fourth son of the Captal de Buch, was still too young to wield but a wooden sword. It was about the death of the monster, Simon de Montfort, and sent frightened children scurrying to the safety of mother’s embrace. Although he had already been dead more than a hundred years before Abelard’s remembered childhood, de Montfort was still roundly hated, and everyone felt fortunate that it was only his reputation for treachery, cruelty and large scale massacres which made it as far west as the Captal’s dominions. Could de Montfort, Abelard wondered, make his way in the modern world if he were to somehow miraculously awake? Leaving aside the more than 25 years of memories he has been told were but made up, he did have seven years of modern usable experience and based on these Abelard was quite certain de Montfort would do very well indeed.

He imagined de Montfort sitting, in 1209, with Pope Innocent III and his assembled Cardinals, much like the VBI board was presently sitting with its new CEO, chatting about papal worries and all the stress the Cathar were causing him and his fine institution, particularly in the delicate matter of finances, which had turned sour since the ungrateful heretics had gone their own way down in the damned south, threatening to engulf all of Occitan in their abomination. He, the Holy one, needed a fine soldier, fiercely loyal to Mother Church, as was de Montfort. Would Simon be a dear and gallop down south as the Captain General of a Christian Crusade to rid him, the vicar of God on earth, from the Cathar scourge and put the Catholic church back into its traditional leadership role? But Simon was not completely convinced that leaving his shrinking estates to the ambitions of his enemies and rapaciously greedy family was such a brilliant idea. Seeing the signs of evident hesitation, Simon staring intently and silently at the boring bearskin under his feet, Innocent, attuned to the ways of the market for armed men, quickly added a final incentive beyond the splendid rewards he would surely reap in the afterlife; Simon would get to keep all the lands and titles he might confiscate from the heretics and their sympathizers. A quick mental accounting told the greedy de Montfort that this could add up to a very large chunk of real estate indeed and he humbly acceded to the Pope’s divinely inspired request.

So began the Albigensian Crusade, a collection of hard, ambitious men, led by Simon de Montfort, to eradicate the Cathar Heresy for the greater glory of God and the church, not to unfairly diminish all the pillage and plunder which would sustain them in their waning years; an altogether attractive arrangement. If the truth be known, the Cathar weren’t so much a heresy as a competitive enterprise. The Cathar still believed in all the mumbo jumbo about personal gods, messiahs and the saviour, it was only that they decided to give the devil as much prominence as the Almighty. It was a two-God solution to the annoying the-devil-made-me-do-it game good Christians gone bad were always playing. If Lucifer was so often about and seemed to regularly beat God at the soul collection game, why not give him equal prominence? The Pope, being a long term thinker, already saw the damage such a theology could inflict upon his growing denomination. If the Devil was equal to the Almighty then penitence and his lucrative commerce in forgiveness and indulgences would all but disappear. The vastly expensive houses of God, and they were numerous, would be just so many piles of stone destined to become rubble if much of his flock was attracted to the worldly pleasures of devil worship, away from the rigors of obedience and, hardly enticing, mortification of the flesh.

The first major crusader target was Bezier, which chose to stand against the assembled thugs, mercenaries and profiteers and suffered the usual consequences of resisting a siege; the massacre of its entire population, including all the good Catholics who had chosen not to leave the fold. To murder these innocent bystanders was initially a source of some hesitation for the Crusaders who worried about killing those still loyal to the church; until, that is, the ever resourceful Papal Legate, one of the army leaders, assured them that after they were dead God would surely know how to sort out the Catholics from the Cathar.

By 1213 the Cathar were crushed but de Montfort did not see much profit in stopping, his blessed crusade morphing into a war of conquest. This caused great concern to the Church and the established hierarchy, as de Montfort was now taking over vast tracts that were under the dominion of legitimate nobility, still loyal to the Church, such as the vast holdings of the Counts of Toulouse. But Simon had become accustomed to growing his estates and it was an addiction he could not kick. It would take a large rock to the head from a mangonel to close down Simon in 1218, leaving him dead before the walls of Toulouse, which he was at the time trying to invest. It was most likely sour grapes by those who hated him, but the local legend has it that the mangonel was operated by ‘ladies, girls and women’.

Abelard reckoned that Bloodworth would at some point also go too far and have to be stopped. He recognized the type; the predator that oozed ready-to-wear empathy towards other human beings, extended dewy-eyed gratitude for the sacrifices he demanded on his behalf or took on a mournful demeanour, indistinguishable from the real thing, at funerals, but who in reality only saw others as useful, useless, helpful or hindering. He never dealt with actual humans, only so much equipment which worked well, might need some fixing or was beyond repair and had to be discarded. In truth he did not have any obvious, identifiable feelings for others. A little like Abelard for most of his life.

It wasn’t yet two years since he and Abelard were like climbers on a mountain with but the narrowest pinnacle, each striving to occupy the vanishing space at its point. There was never a moment when one wasn’t trying to kick the other into the oblivion below the clouds. There was plenty of opportunity to jab and thrust as JB, which is what he preferred to be called, was with finance and had to scrutinize every M&A transaction that Abelard might propose. JB recognized in Abelard a ruthlessness that practically guaranteed the success of any venture he might propose, no matter how outlandish it may have appeared to the disinterested observer. Not a single one of the dozen requests from Abelard that passed across his desk was ever rejected. But JB also needed exposure and becoming a rubber stamp for the number one M&A generator at VBI would not have done it. He always found some little item with which to needle Abelard, whether it was the price VBI should offer, which he thought too high; the benefits to VBI, which he felt were exaggerated; or something as nit picking as the ownership change timetable, which he saw as unrealistic. It wasn’t that JB pushed for changes to his painstakingly prepared and usually flawless proposals that so much annoyed Abelard. He had often seen such self-serving behaviour. He used it himself, from time to time. It was the open arrogance that came along with the suggested changes, a showy contempt which reminded Abelard of a wild stallion snorting at rival suitors during mating season; meant to show those with power over his future that he was their man. JB had so earned an indelible black mark in the darker regions of Abelard’s brain. 

The primeval regime change ritual was coming to an end and everyone quickly snapped their brains back to the twenty-first century; much handshaking, congratulations and well wishing. Abelard had the approval to renewed support for his secretive project and was first out. He quickly made his way to the elevators, but not fast enough. Bloodworth had manoeuvred around all the outstretched hands with a thanks-but-I’m-in-a-real-hurry smile beamed at his brand new benefactors, and just made it onto the elevator he would share with Abelard for the next 42 seconds as it whooshed them the forty-two floors down to the mezzanine level.

“Now that much of the old crowd you were blackmailing is gone I don’t see any reason to keep you on the board,” Bloodworth began, his eyes fixed on the little green screen hanging from a top corner of the elevator graphically displaying stale stock market information,. He appeared to be ruminating out loud rather than talking to Abelard. “I’ve never taken to you Bush and I’d much rather not have to contend with you at board meetings. And if you’re wondering about the pittance we just renewed for your cause, it will very soon be terminated along with your directorship. You’d better start scratching around for another source, which I suppose won’t be that easy judging from the bad press your charitable,” which came out garbled through his derisive laughter as charred bull, “activities have been getting. I suppose you’re wanting to remind me that you’re still holding the ticket to VBI’s dirty laundry and if I don’t play the game you’ll be dropping it off at your local media outlet. Well, Abe,” knowing he hated the moniker, “don’t bother, because I don’t give a sweet shit. You see, I was never tainted by the seamy side, which Milly and, I suppose, his recently dumped replacement used in place of a real business strategy.”

As the bronze-plated elevator panels slid apart, Bloodworth hissed his last word, slithered silently onto the vast mezzanine and oozed towards the exit. Abelard’s vengeful imagination barely had time to begin slicing and dicing the headless Bloodworth before he was swallowed by the revolving doors and vomited onto the outside world. Perhaps, he thought, it was best that his conditioned approach to dealing with enemies had only been in his mind, for now, since he might still do business with Bloodworth, most likely under different arrangements. He had much remembered experience in how quickly today’s companions became tomorrow’s enemies only to turn up as the following day’s friends, all in the service of opportunity. He hoped only that any future commerce which might unexpectedly arise between the two would be of the vengeful sort, he being the happy avenger.

It was inevitable, he supposed, that VBI would eventually have to hunker down with a cleanup man to rejuvenate its tarnished plating. All the divisions had already been investigated by the authorities and fines had been paid along with the requisite heads rolled.  Mining was the worst offender. The people who ran the division could easily have been mistaken for hardened criminals by anyone attending their mostly secret meetings. Abelard had been to several of those. At one such, to see if he could help out in a particularly tricky take over, the language and suggestions flying around the table made him feel as though he had been thrown back to the time of his unmentionable memories. “The President of this podunk republic stands to benefit from our investment, let’s get him to send in his troops and kill everyone at the site, leave no witnesses. That’ll encourage the parent company to listen more amenably to our offer,” was the proposal from the head of geology for dealing with the recalcitrant takeover target.

He did regret they didn’t choose someone else; someone other than Bloodworth, who still didn’t fully appreciate how little he, Bloodworth, would not do to further his own interests. Yes, it would have been nice, but he had little control in these matters and would have to reorganize his affairs accordingly. He was sorry that his work in Afghanistan was not really appreciated by much of the civilized world and that included Felicity, the only person he may actually have loved. But they would one day understand that it took time to pull a society mired in a tribal world view into the modern era and to do so successfully you must play by their rules of engagement at least in the beginning. Not that he believed for an instant the modern world any better than the one of his memories, only that it was better organized to contain natural human aggression. In the meantime he needed to think about the funding problem Bloodworth had thrown at him. If he had to abandon the villagers grown so dependent on his protection he would also lose something else, a life that best suited his own nature, something freely offered by the Afghan conflict. That motive he would never admit to anyone, certainly not to his very close friends who already suspected as much.
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The sidewalk café on St Laurent, the boulevard that divided Montreal into its Eastern and Western portions, running long and straight between shops and dingy walkup apartments either side, was deserted but for two men clasping tiny coffee cups as though trying to drain their evident wariness into the steaming black sugary liquid. In fact, virtually all the cafés on that stretch of the multicultural road were empty and Abelard could have had his pick should he have wanted to be alone. It was that time of day, too early for lunch and too late for breakfast when most people had other business to attend to. The alert coffee drinkers had caught his attention and impelled him to stop at that particular spot. With the fine intuition of a constant warrior, he had already looked them over and sensed no imminent danger. Wariness was an instinct that sprung from his false memories; false, at least for Felicity and his dear friends, Oliver and Elizabetta, but still very real for him and, of course, for those who have already tried to extract his imagined secrets.

After a few moments he understood why he had stopped at this café, somewhat run down compared to the numerous others lining the iconic street. It was not for refreshment but for the thrill of being near the two bearded men. Abelard had often in his banned thoughts come across people hunched at the roadside, like the ubiquitous blackbirds setting down on a corpse, never ceasing to swivel their heads, casting furtive glances, always watchful for predators. He sensed that the two enigmatic patrons were also prey, temporarily sheltering from natural enemies.

Drawn from the splendid isolation of his mountainside condo to the peopled streets unfolding before Mount Royal’s eastern edge, he had been meandering through the Plateau and Mile End districts since early that morning, trying to fill another empty day, hoping to find a goal to what was spiralling into a boring life. A long listless winter of little snow and much slush had passed since the assault charges brought against him by Milly were dropped. He no longer had his perch at VBI, the amorphous corporation with a tentacle in every source of profit, from which he could exercise delicious power over others, and nothing had happened since he left the company to diminish his craving for action. True, Abelard had resolved to channel his energies away from crass self-interest towards more of a saintly self-interest; a Saint Francis rather than a John Lackland. It did not matter that he had more money than he could ever use and that he would never actually need to look for gainful employment. His recall was filled with war, brigandage and countless humans he had put into the ground and such memories chafed at his now sedentary and broodingly contemplative lifestyle.

Ever attuned to the perils that contrived to approach just where vision blurs to obscurity and blindness, he had spotted them darkening the outer periphery of his eye. Quite coincidently he just then craved a strong double espresso as a tonic against his mournful mood. The early spring day was warm and inviting and he was addicted to coffee, a delightful drink absent from his memories. Abelard imagined that the two men had chosen places at a table near the sidewalk so that they could themselves watch for danger, but cleverly kept to the shadow of the brick wall, to give them an edge over whoever might wish to devour them. Their dark clothes were far too heavy for the warm autumn morning but they did add a comfortable obscurity to their evident, evident at least to Abelard, attempt to hide. They resembled the moors from Spain he recalls often doing business with, dark complexions, broad faces, prominent, thick falcon like noses and dark bushy eyebrows. While the taller, thinner man wore a workman’s checkered flannel shirt and dark blue jeans, the shorter, better-padded one had on a cheap business suit.

The terrace was quite small, no more than half a dozen tables, their tawny wooden tops polished smooth. The table Abelard chose at the diagonally opposite corner was near enough to put him within earshot of the hunted men. Abelard had by now dispelled any doubt that they were evading a predator. This fantasy gave him a momentary sense of wellbeing. Something, he imagined, was going to happen and he would be involved. He needed only wait and try as best he could not to arouse the suspicion of the huddled prey. Abelard, of course, did not go unnoticed by his café companions. While the sparer fugitive had his back to him, the suited fat fellow did not make any attempt to conceal a steady watchful stare. This, to Abelard’s credit, was not imagined, since the watcher also knew that Abelard had a wide choice of empty cafes from which to choose and it must have seemed odd that an apparently well to do person would choose such a relatively modest spot at which to take his refreshment. Every few seconds he would report his observations to his confederate, although there could not have been much to say as Abelard was not doing anything more suspicious than studying the plastic coated menu and silently drumming his fingertips on the shiny wooden surface. This impromptu comedy of indiscreet surveillance with nothing to see had gone on for less than five minutes when everything suddenly changed, for the two men and for Abelard’s future.

At mid-morning the traffic was light but steady and the large motorbike did not beg for any special attention. The two oversized riders merited but a brief look, as their attire was a complete cliché, doffed to intimidate; black military style helmets, death’s heads on studded leather vests, spiked bracelets, high hobnailed boots and much metal hanging from their ears. As Abelard was facing south on the one-way boulevard running north he had spotted them well before they arrived. His two café buddies, their view south obscured by the brick wall, had detected the pronounced roar as the biker downshifted and they knew it was coming to a stop before they had even seen it. Since the fat man with his back to the wall was facing north, Abelard guessed from his wide-eyed stare that he had read some concern in his companion’s expression. He also chose that moment to stick his head around the wall to see what had alarmed his confederate; the last look he would ever have. Abelard heard the sharp crack at the same instant the fat man’s head, now sporting a small coin-sized red spot at the low hairline, whipped right back to its original position, smashed itself against the brick and then fell forward to hit the table. Hardly a second had passed before the motorbike engine roared and the crouching machine sped past the café, only to stop abruptly a few metres on. The thin bearded man did not loiter to minister to his friend as one might have expected under the circumstances, but with a practiced spring was immediately on his feet and rushing headlong towards the sidewalk.

Abelard had neither a plan nor the least idea why he was also on the move, swiftly grabbing the fleeing survivor by the arm and saying, “Better to go out the back.” All Abelard received was a blank, uncomprehending stare.” Perhaps he didn’t speak English or, at the very least, was in state of panic, unable to make sense of any language. Abelard gestured with his head and free arm towards the dark interior of the café. Since neither kindness nor generosity were evident in Abelard’s stooped forehead and eyes fixed in a permanent, suspicious squint, it must have been but the absence of overt aggression that convinced the stranger to trust in Abelard’s advice. He made an immediate dash towards the café’s doorway. Without the slightest hesitation Abelard then placed himself at the low iron gate, blocking the sidewalk entrance to the terrace. The bike passenger had by now covered the short distance from the immobilized bike to the café and was hurtling towards Abelard who gave the appearance of someone oblivious to present circumstances and in no hurry to leave the crime scene. As the obviously enraged pursuer, weapon still in hand, raised his arm to manhandle out of the way the nuisance blocking his path, Abelard spun the massive body around and disabled him with a crushing blow to the kidneys. He would have liked to continue hurting him but his buddy, also armed, was by now on the way and Abelard thought it better to follow the bearded man’s example and disappear into the dark interior. Once inside Abelard quickly located the kitchen and the back door that gave onto the alley, which he followed, heading towards the main street. But he never made it. As he passed an open doorway a hand shot from the darkness and grasped his arm. The thin bearded man, displaying exceptional strength, pulled him in and Abelard found himself in total darkness, beak to beak with a stranger. His murderous self-preservation instincts were quickly subdued by a hoarse whisper. “Please.”

They remained motionless, each willing their eyes to pierce the impenetrable darkness, only the sound of their still laboured breathing filling the black, confined air. They heard the heavy footfalls and coarse language of their pursuers, but not for long. After a few moments the distant shrill clamour of police and ambulance sirens caught their attention and they quickly abandoned the chase. As the wailing grew louder the stranger slowly released his grip on Abelard’s left arm. He felt the other man’s hand gently take the back of his and then press a piece of paper into his palm. He then opened the door, looked to each side and ran off. Abelard would have liked to do the same and simply disappear rather than face the police. But that meant all he had was what seemed to be a message tickling his hand, which he reckoned would let him find the stranger. Abelard wanted more information and to get that he would need to go back to the crime scene. Much as he didn’t relish the prospect, he heaved a resigned sigh and stepped out into the shaded alley to confront the men and women paid to keep peace and good order.

*
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The narrow kitchen was dark with long forgotten grime, framed in a sharp odour from rancid butter left too long to soften on dusty counters and choked by rusting equipment stored up against the walls. Also empty of life was the sombre café interior from which Abelard emerged onto the shaded terrace, unease narrowing his eyes as though he were squinting into bright sunlight. The three employees he had seen idling at the cold stove on his first pass through were now in front, gesticulating and yammering all at once to the police, no doubt telling a harrowing tale of their brush with a fearsome killer. Abelard, not wishing to vie with the café staff for attention, and not wanting to make the first move, returned to his seat and resumed sipping his now stone cold coffee. That gesture of arrogant indifference was sufficient to attract the attention of the detective examining the fat man’s body, still slumped across the coffee and blood-stained table. He just stared at Abelard for a bit, unsure what to make of a tall, obviously strong man, acting as though nothing could be more natural than sipping chilly coffee near a festering corpse. His momentary confusion was abruptly cleared up when the skinny, purple-haired waitress suddenly shrieked and pointed a rigid, featureless arm at Abelard.

The shabbily-dressed, droopy eyed detective was at once facing Abelard, gun drawn and gesturing for him to rise and come towards him. As a precautionary measure he vigorously shoved Abelard against the wall, seized his right hand, placed it in a manacle and did the same to his left wrist. He was considerably shorter than Abelard, his elongated head butting against the cold coffee drinker’s neck, and seemed to draw some comfort from his power over this arrogant murderer. That Abelard was the perpetrator and that he, Gaston Beaumanière, had very quickly solved this difficult case was a sure thing, the glowing, dramatic report he had yet to write being the only loose end. He tried to brush away the shiny new Inspector Beaumanière plate jostling for space in his already crowded mind. Alas, for Gaston, he would not win the greatest-living-detective contest. Even as he waited for feedback from police computers to know what they had on the presumed, no, certain criminal sitting patiently in the back of the cruiser, another unmarked car came to an abrupt stop at the yellow crime scene tape and out stepped Hector Sanschagrin, Abelard’s all-time favourite officer of the law. Beaumanière was suddenly crestfallen by the new arrival.

Sanschagrin did not immediately greet Abelard. Instead, he moved towards the onlookers, now forming a thick simmering mass beyond the police cordon. Abelard could see him talking to various individuals and taking notes. Then the radio came to life and he heard a summary of what the police knew about him. It had largely to do with his coincidental connection to six deaths as well as the likelihood that he had deliberately incited a mob riot during which thirty people were arrested and as many taken to hospital. The annoying static was like music to Beaumanière, putting a self-satisfied grin on his pock-marked face.

“You may have fooled everyone those other times but now, my friend, you are poutine,” referring to the popular local pretend food of fries, Bar-B-Q sauce and melted cheese curds, all served in the same container. He then ordered the cruiser to bring Abelard to the station. But the driver only managed a few metres, coming to an abrupt stop before an immovable Sanschagrin.

“Release this man,” he growled at the two officers in the cruiser.

“What the fuck are you doing,” the short detective yelled at Sanschagrin. “This man’s a murderer.”

Sanschagrin took Beaumanière by the arm and vigorously pulled him aside. “I’ve always suspected that you were an idiot and now I know for sure,” he whispered loudly. “Had you bothered with a little elementary police work and questioned some of the onlookers you would have found at least five people who saw two guys on a motorcycle do the shooting, while the man you have arrested actually prevented them from chasing another man, who they probably also wanted to put in the ground.” A pause for breath and then through a forced smile he growled, “Now, if you don’t want to give us another PR headache, release him.” Before a droop-shouldered ex-future Inspector could take more than one step, Sanschagrin’s hand once again tightened around his arm. “You may as well fill me in before I talk to Mr. Bush whom, as chance would have it, I have met on several other occasions.” Sanschagrin listened carefully to the details and then left a resentful Beaumanière to go and release Abelard.

“Let me guess, Mr. Bush, you’ve never before seen either the dead man or the almost dead man,” Sanschagrin sighed to a now free Abelard.

Abelard had been lost in some very personal reflection and did not at first acknowledge Sanschagrin or even hear what he was saying. Abelard had just broken a rigid rule by which he had lived all his life, much of it confined to his unmentionable memories, and broken only once, when he remembered saving the daughter of a poor baron from being raped and perhaps murdered. That incident only reinforced the rule; never interfere in other people’s business unless you are directly affected. He raised his finger to the long scar his banned memories told him was the reminder of that one relapse. Why was he suddenly overwhelmed by an irresistible impulse to save someone he had never before seen? The two bikers may have been carrying on a legitimate business dispute when he interfered. He was greatly troubled by his behaviour. What had happened? He would need to think hard about this turn of events.

“Ah, Detective Sanschagrin,” Abelard finally said, emerging from his momentary state of confusion. He even broke into a smile, genuinely happy to see a face that evoked a thrilling time gone by and belonged to someone who had out of principle, a rare coin, helped him in the past. “No,” he continued, fallen back to his usual bland, inscrutable tone, “I’ve never seen either of the two men. I admit that I was just trying to leave the scene. I didn’t want to get involved,” he lied, not adding that he had inexplicably been unable to be so sensible. “Then this big guy with a gun blocks my way out and I am forced to defend myself. When I saw his buddy start after me I had little choice but to flee. It was only the police sirens that brought me back to give whatever help I could and to get manhandled for my good intentions by your tubby little friend over there,” he finished, pointing to Beaumanière. Abelard’s tone was perfectly bland, not a hint of the adrenaline that such an event should have been pumping to turn normal discourse into breathless babbling.

“Why is it, Mr. Bush, that you are able to explain the most extraordinary events in an entirely ordinary voice, as though you had been reading them from a boring novel, much like a poor actor obviously speaking memorized lines?”

Abelard was unaware he had slipped into bland-speak, his response for all occasions when he did not wish his true feelings or intent to be known. Although, in this case, those feelings and intent were mysteries still beyond his grasp. It had always been an automatic reaction, never to trust anyone with his innermost thoughts. These he saw as a vulnerability that he was unwilling to expose, even to Felicity, most times. Sanschagrin’s reproach should have slid away on the well-greased track to the rubbish bin of his mind. Not this time though. That part of his brain that easily dealt with purposeful deceit was just not cooperating. Somewhere in his now quite muddled thinking there was an insistent voice telling him that this was not an appropriate response to this particular person. He was now a free man only because Sanschagrin had gone to some trouble to intervene on his behalf when he had been before the courts on charges of attempted murder. Why was he now lying to him?

“Hector, if I may call you that,” he sighed, letting fall away his defensive confabulation. “I saw the whole thing and deliberately helped the other fellow make it away from the gunmen. It is true that I have never before seen or known any of these people and I cannot explain why I intervened. There, you now have my complete confession.” Abelard’s tone was so unusually genuine that it had a keen effect on the detective.

Sanschagrin said nothing, as though struck dumb by a wholly improbable event; he could not possibly have heard what may have been simple honesty, certainly not from the gold standard for dissimulation. He tried to speak but no sound emerged, leading him to look into other avenues to solve this mystery. He moved closer to Abelard’s face hoping to smell alcohol or perhaps the residue from a hallucinogen, anything to ease his mind that he had not really heard a frank word from Abelard, only things that had been said under the influence. This was a man who had never once before voluntarily told the truth. A man who lied as a matter of course, whether or not there was any benefit to doing so. It was a habit that seemed deeply rooted in his survival strategies.

“Hector, as they say, a liar can change his tune.”

“Who would have spoken such nonsense?”

“Well, it was me, actually. Although I don’t really believe it can happen, which means that it will make it very difficult for us to share even the most trivial information. I’m sorry about that since you might actually be an honest man. That doesn’t mean you would be honest in all circumstances, if you know what I mean.”

“No, I don’t know what you mean.”

“Well, you’ve got to admit that everyone has a breaking point. Think of torture, blackmail, fabulous financial inducements and other incentives to put principle aside.”

“I don’t have to admit anything. I will concede that some are more easily encouraged to compliancy than others or, as you might more crudely put it, have a lower asking price. But I do not for a moment believe that everyone is for sale. There is obviously something in your past that has led you to such an absolutist conclusion.” There was a moment of awkward silence as both men saw that the conversation at this juncture risked becoming somewhat more personal, and could perhaps lead to a missed opportunity to extend the fragile goodwill between them that seemed to have unexpectedly blossomed.  

“Be that as it may, my friend,” Sanschagrin kindly closed off their speculations on human frailty, “did you get a good look at the shooters?”

“Good enough to pick them out if you showed me a photograph. But I do not believe they got the guy they were after. Who was he?”

“An immigration lawyer, Gul something or other, an Afghan who’s been here about ten years. Also, Abelard, from what I can make out, the shooters seem to be bikers, and if they think you can identify them they won’t want you to remain among the living for too much longer. Does this worry you?”

“Not particularly, I’ve dealt with that sort before.” Abelard thought about The Society and its assassins, who had hounded him for years and made several attempts on his life. He also remembered, in his false memories, often being the target of paid killers. It was normal for someone in his position. It also occurred to him that the crowd that he ran and butchered with in those recollections was not at all unlike the two bikers. Replace their machines with large armoured horses and there would be nothing to distinguish them from the gangsters who lived in his memories; gangsters who believed their noble titles raised them above the rest of grasping humanity. Not that Abelard for a moment forgot that he too was of one mind with that mob. Abelard’s vivid memories were still his most reliable guide to dealing with the many different obstructions that clutter the unreliable highway of life’s journey. An encounter with the Archpriest came to mind.
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He was built to win; tall, big boned and broad, a solid frame as though deliberately designed to be immovable in the saddle. It would take a direct hit from a jousting lance to either the head or middle torso to unseat Abelard. Even then, only a larger man than he would succeed, and those were rare.  Abelard was also one of the most skilled jousters of his time. He had a practiced eye that enabled him to keep a close accounting of the all the moving pieces that made up a complete joust. Staying in the saddle wearing 30 kg of armour was in itself an admirable feat; keeping a 4-metre length of metal-tipped ash pointed in the right direction was another accomplishment only the experienced could flout; and judging where the fast approaching lance of your opponent will strike so as to keep the heavy metal shield at just the angle to deflect it needed the very best spatial skills. Abelard had all of these talents honed for victory. He was a formidable opponent in a fight and a champion on the European jousting circuit. He had killed many times in single combat when the duels were to the death. Those unlucky enough to have to face Abelard would sometimes call upon assassins to have him killed so as to never have to meet on the field. More often than not the slight that led to the challenge was the fruit of impulse, usually from the depths of a drunken haze. The run in with the Archpriest was one of those.

In the short peace after France’s disastrous 1356 defeat at Poitiers, large numbers of unemployed soldiers took to the lawless French roads to earn what they could from brigandage and hiring themselves out to local barons engaged in disputes with their neighbours. Abelard was particularly successful at this cold-blooded opportunistic enterprise. He had been ranging up the Western extremity of what was still French land, just outside the bounds of English Atlantic seaboard territory, and was on the way back to his home castle in Gascony with the fruits of his brigandage. He had stopped for the night near a still intact town, rare for the unsettled times, that boasted an inn with board. The Archpriest, Arnaut de Cervole, along with his large company, notorious for its cruelty, was also in the area. The infamously unstable archpriest  had taken some prisoners for ransom when he suddenly became suspicious of his captives, as mysterious voices urged him to impale them on sharpened staves right there and then at the roadside, presumably as a lesson to others who might harbour ill will towards him. Abelard was just then riding by and his men stopped to gawk at the free entertainment. As this was perfectly normal behaviour for the times, Abelard indulged them. However, when he discovered that the killings were the result of the Archpriest’s delusions he was somewhat put out at the gratuitous waste of good men, who were worth more alive than dead, but kept rigidly to his rule never to interfere in the business of others. His disapproval would persist and presently cause him trouble.

That night both he and the Archpriest were imbibing at the sole working tavern, soaking away their normal caution and inhibitions. Well into the evening, the alcohol having done its bit, de Cervole loudly proclaimed that he had been fortunate to catch the plotters before they could execute their heinous plans against him. By then the strong drink had also removed Abelard’s ability to control his own voice and his muttered comments, to the effect that de Cervole was a bit deranged, came out as more of a disrespectful roar. In fact, it was later learned that he had been heard all the way to the stables, so loudly had he bellowed. The invisible levee that kept wanton violence at bay had been breached and subsequent events followed a single inexorable logic. The owner of the village, a nobleman distantly related to de Cervole, prevailed upon his drunken relative to spare his tavern, which would have been reduced to rubble had the inevitable murderous brawl erupted. But an insult had been hurled and only one response was possible; someone had to die. Another time and place was chosen for the settling of accounts, two days hence at the Dax crossroads.

De Cervole may have been delusional but he was not entirely senseless. Later that night, after some sober reflection, he began to think about survival. There was not the least doubt in his now clearer mind that he would perish the day after tomorrow should he meet Abelard in single combat. The Archpriest would have to see to saving both his precious skin and his cruel face. He summoned to his tent two ambitious men who would be willing to take on some extra risk to improve their lot. Indeed, de Cervole was counting on that driving ambition to cloud their judgment as to just how great would be the gamble of trying to murder Abelard. He was peacefully sanguine as to the outcome of his scheme as it did not hang upon the questionable skill of his assassins. If they did manage the unlikely feat of actually killing Abelard then he would have no one to fight and nothing to lose. Should his murderers be slain, which he fully expected to be the eventual issue, he would accuse Abelard of aggression and feel free to throw his troops into battle against him. Greatly outnumbered, Abelard would have little choice but to flee and so be unable to appear for the duel. Little wonder, he thought, but for brilliant leadership his company, like had happened to so many others, would by now have been obliterated in an enterprise so fraught with peril.

These very same thoughts may have also been floating somewhere in his unconscious mind as Abelard surfaced from his drunken stupor and thought to prepare for the Archpriest’s customary treachery. He placed his sentries out of view and bedded down with his men-at-arms, leaving empty his large comfortable tent. Abelard had great respect for de Cervole as a formidable military leader, having been with the hordes defending Avignon when the Archpriest arrived, devastated all in his path and quickly dispersed the mixed bag of mercenaries, bandit companies and regular forces that had been dearly assembled by Innocent VI. De Cervole, after a successful siege, supped with the Pope and for his troubles received both financial and spiritual rewards from God’s French Vicar. But as to de Cervole’s personal honour, if that is an appropriate word for the company Abelard kept, it was widely questioned.

The outcome was a foregone conclusion, even as the two lightly armoured Gascons quietly slipped out of the surrounding forest and towards Abelard’s tent. Their joy at the apparent good fortune of finding it unguarded turned quickly to consuming anxiety when the familiar sound of squeaking, clanging body armour caught their attention. They assessed their predicament and thought they might succeed in breaking through the circle of men they could see through the narrowly open flap forming around their position. The archers, also closing in on the tent, were a different matter. Their bolts, they knew, would handily cut them down well before they could reach the safety of the woods and their horses. Their best chance, they reckoned, was to go the ransom route. Perhaps not a fortune but as hostages they would fetch enough to make them worth more alive than dead. They did not, however, know just how much value Abelard put into the teaching of lessons to those who chose not to deal with him in a fair and open manner.

“And what are your names?” Abelard asked with kindness. Such uncharacteristic solicitousness with craven assassins immediately signalled to his men that they were in for some gruesome entertainment. That conclusion was not shared by the two uninformed prisoners. They mistook Abelard’s tone as a sign of respectful conciliation with the powerful de Cervole’s men, and a preparation for ransom negotiations. It emboldened them.

“Gauceram de Meules,” the barrel-chested one bellowed, throwing his head back to snap away the long stringy red hair obscuring his face. “You had better quickly ransom us, de Cervole is an impatient man,” he added, with clear menace in his tone.

No one but his shorter, darker companion betrayed any emotion. He let a misplaced satisfied smile crack his already disfigured face, much of his nose and right cheek having been lost to a broadsword at a distant battle. As word of what was to come spread through the camp, Abelard and the growing crowd of onlookers remained impassive, their collective, inscrutable gaze fixed on the two captives. The would be assassins’ arrogant confidence soon began to fray in the silence that ensued, caught in the constant stare of a hundred grim features.

Abelard turned away, as though disgusted at the sight of his would be murderers. The two Gascons again felt relieved, but for only a short moment, because Abelard had turned not to walk away but, rather, to add greater power to the blow he was about to deliver. The back of his mailed fist caught the stout one on the ear and lifted him from the ground. Just as he touched the rocky earth Abelard delivered a punishing kick to his bowed head. He lay dazed and bleeding on the stone strewn ground. The other captive did not dare look, but stared straight ahead. Abelard had tired of the game and nodded to his men, who had been waiting for the signal to take their turn with the two Gascons. They were surprisingly orderly about the whole business, forming two almost equal lines before the doomed men and stepping forward

[image: ]


















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
. 1
-
i ﬂ-. .

Afghan Relapse






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





