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 Chapter I

Feeling
good






Abelard could
only smile. It had been altogether too long now since he had had
the opportunity to physically really hurt someone. There were some
incidents since waking up, but too few compared with the fondly
remembered regularity of violent transactions prior to the
incident. As much as he liked to think he had adapted well to
modern civil society, which encouraged bloodless conflict
resolution, he did have intense urges to settle disputes in a more
traditional fashion.

His cheerful
contemplations on his great good fortune had been abruptly
interrupted by a burly man who bumped him rather harder than he
would have expected from an accidental brush with a passing
stranger. On first impressions, Abelard may have attributed the
heavy coat to an obsessively careful personality, worried about
last minute, end of winter diseases. But his suspicions were
aroused by the woollen balaclava, revealing only the eyes and thick
moist lips through three crudely cut holes; utterly out of place,
even for those who most terribly felt the cold.

Conveniently,
or so it seemed to Mr. Balaclava, they were where a dark alley gave
onto the street. Abelard was quickly shoved into the dim lane way
and pressed against a wall. The assailant’s face was close to
Abelard’s, exhaling the putrefying remains of his last meal. “I’ve
a butcher knife under my coat,” he sneered, probably more to
frighten Abelard that he might be filleted alive than to explain
that there was a good reason other than insanity or cold for him to
be so overdressed “and my buddies are also about, so don’t yell or
try anything stupid.”

Abelard’s
brain went, in a blinding moment, from sober contemplation to basic
instinct. In Abelard’s more familiar world there could not be any
ending to a confrontation other than death. In these contests
hesitation was almost always fatal. And that is how the moment’s
events had coalesced in his hidden mind.

The unwavering
stare from Abelard’s transparent grey eyes motivated the mugger to
reach inside his coat but, all his determination and frequent
participation in such ventures notwithstanding, he was hopelessly
outmatched against Abelard’s recalled experience in these matters.
His hand was still fumbling inside his coat as Abelard was bashing
his head against the brick wall, stopping regularly to smash a
large fist into the hidden face. As the unlucky thug slipped slowly
to the ground, leaving a bloody smear on the grimy brick, behind
his descending head, Abelard picked up a handily discarded lead
pipe and began to systematically break his bones, starting with the
easily accessible knees. In such circumstances, he remembered, it
was necessary as a dissuasive measure to inflict the severest pain
before finally putting such criminals to their ultimately deserved
deaths – a thought that Abelard knew to be laden with
hypocrisy.

Ordinarily an
undesirable presence for him, to the dying assailant’s good fortune
a prowl car was just turning into the alley and caught Abelard’s
exertions in its headlights. Another moment and he would have lost
his life. Like a feral creature caught in the harsh electric glare,
still on the upswing, ready for the final sweep to crush the
miscreant’s skull, Abelard froze.

Had it not
been for the insistent contralto voice, piercing the darkness,
pleading for attention, Abelard may have come to blows with the two
constables who, in the momentary confusion, quite reasonably
mistook Abelard for the assailant. They already had their weapons
in hand and were approaching what appeared to be a particularly
gruesome case of assault and battery. Abelard’s mind was still
roaming in a place where neither quarter nor mercy were rarely
given and it would never have occurred to him to relinquish the
lead pipe, the only weapon he held.

Had the German
accented contralto not calmed sufficiently to identify mugger and
mugged, things may have finished very badly for Abelard. She must
nevertheless have had a momentary doubt as to whether she had
gotten it right as she looked more closely at the prone figure,
bloody and misshapen. His head was bleeding, the balaclava had not
withstood Abelard’s punishing blows and was no more than shredded
wool, revealing a red pulpy hash, making it difficult to recognize
as a human face. The right knee showed as splintered bone and the
left arm was bent in an unnatural position at the elbow.

The condition
of Abelard’s attacker also left the two constables with some doubt
as to the sanity of the presumed victim. They were taking no
chances. Although they had put away their weapons they remained
mainly vigilant. Abelard by this time no longer felt any imminent
threat from the police and had already reset his mind. He allowed
himself to be frisked and then bundled into their cruiser for the
ride to the station. While they waited for an ambulance and backup
to arrive they questioned the contralto voice.

On a visit
from Germany, a solid woman, who was clearly able to fend for
herself, attending an international conference, assured them of
what she had seen. She would be in Montreal for the remainder of
the week and, yes, would be available if they had any further
information needs. She had originally understood Montreal to be a
walking city, free from the urban dangers plaguing most others of
similar size. Being a scientist, though, she also intimately
understood the laws of chance and knew such an improbable event
possible anywhere anytime. However, from the grandmotherly lore
with which she had grown up, the ‘lightening can strike twice’
stories still held much weight. She opted for a taxi back to her
hotel.

At the station
the police were not yet quite prepared to relax around Abelard. He
had, after all, been breathtakingly bloody minded in beating back
his attacker. The hospital had him in surgery and they weren’t
fully confident that he would live. To boot, they were more than a
little unsettled by his manifest indifference.

They couldn’t
place his accent when he spoke French and, as to his tainted
English, they stabbed at some remote East European country as its
source. He was a strongly built man, probably a little over six
feet and, if he was insane, where their suspicions were tending,
then they had better be quite careful. He was surrounded by several
of the bigger men in the room as he sat waiting for Felicity to
show up.

They didn’t
seem to believe this apparently able fighter when he said, “I would
have just given him my wallet had I been thinking straight.” And
his credibility was again the main issue when he added, with an
unnatural calm, “I can’t remember very much of what happened, my
mind just went blank and I’m dreadfully sorry if I went too
far.”

They had just
scrummed and concluded that it would be best to keep this madman in
a holding cell until someone more senior made a decision, when in
ran Felicity. He had called her upon his arrival at the station.
Abelard looked at her and felt overcome with affection. She was
more, much more than her apparent beauty.

At present, he
was hopeful that she was in transition. She needed still to discard
all the rubbish about noble savages and good people corrupted by
bad societies. Humans were not like that. He didn’t need to read
Hobbes or have anything to learn from the mushrooming crowd of
neuroscientists. She would also eventually have to stop fighting
the same people he was striving to become. Until she did, though,
he would have to play her game. He was fairly certain he loved her
and also owed her a great deal. Without her he would not have
survived more than a few hours after waking up. There was an
unsettling thought which intruded now and then to rattle his
composure; that perhaps he loved her as she was – someone striving
for an absolute good. This annoyed him to no end. He was, if
nothing else, realistic and her ideas were not.

“Hey! Halloo
in there,” supplemented by a hand on his shoulder, as the detective
tried to get his attention, “Mr. Bush, are you still with us,”
thinking he may have slipped into another murderous minded
delusion, like the one about the savage beating he had administered
having been out of character. “I can’t keep you here, since you
were technically the victim, but if it was up to me I would hold
you for psychiatric assessment,” said the one who identified
himself as lieutenant Sanschagrin. “However, since you did severely
injure someone, I must ask you to be available for further
questioning.”

Abelard
ignored the lieutenant and turned all his attention to Felicity and
the lawyer she had in tow. He detected some mild annoyance in her
unsmiling demeanour. She didn’t have the omni forgiving,
unconditional motherly love expression reserved for favourite sons
– hazy eyes, adoring stare, as though anything he did was only to
be expected. But neither did she crease her brows, nor clench her
fists, displays so rare for her that he would have been quite
alarmed had she done so. She would eventually understand but, for a
little while, she wanted him to know that she was annoyed.

They had
spoken at length about his swift and, for her, all too frequent
recourse to lethal force. He had most solemnly undertaken to
forsake violence for common disputes and to control his excesses
for others. True, the man clinging to life was a scoundrel, but she
is sure Abelard could have mastered the situation without having to
practically dismember him.

Finally, free
to leave Abelard ignored whatever the lawyer was whispering in his
ear, claimed Felicity’s hand, waved, smiled congenially and
completely misunderstood his meaning, as Sanschagrin said, a bit
too loudly, “I’ll be in touch, Mr. Bush.”











*











When things
did not at first work out for her, Felicity was not easily
frustrated. Patient disapproval is what would most fairly describe
Felicity’s sentiments each time Abelard turned to violence as his
only apparent recourse to conflict resolution. She did not like
strong feelings. In her more thoughtful world they interfered with
problem solving and Abelard’s preference for immediate, high impact
solutions was just that, a problem that she must solve. She would
need much fortitude, since the common thread running through all
these episodes was the guidance reliably provided by his most
common memories, ones that everyone, including Felicity, believed
to be entirely made up. And now that he was back in the game he
would need to much more often call upon his dodgy past experience
for trustworthy counsel.

Abelard
considered whether Felicity might one day be a problem? She
certainly appeared altogether too good for the stock from which she
sprang. Perhaps she just hadn’t yet discovered her roots which
were, after all, the same as Milly’s. There was a perfect human.
Abelard had had only fleeting contact with him, but enough for his
own strong instincts to shape an altogether favourable picture of
the man. Milly was highly competitive; he greatly needed to be at
the top and to always have more than others; and nothing that
worked was beyond his call. He understood that loyalty was the
bedrock of a powerful hierarchy and despite his deep mistrust of
everyone he valued it above all else. Abelard hoped, no, strongly
believed that at her core Felicity was also like that. In her he
counted on a reliable partner.
















































































































Chapter
II

The
interview






Earlier in the
day, the interview had gone very well, even if luck had played an
outsized role.

“So, Mr. Bush,
let’s look and see what else might qualify you for a position here
at VBI,” pausing a moment to peer at this strange man, “besides
your claim to be from the distant past.” Abelard couldn’t
immediately reconcile the sustained squeak and the ample person
speaking to him. He had expected something deeper, something that
resonated power.

The
Vice-President, Human Resources was used to this by now. Might as
well have told her he was from another planet. It wouldn’t have
mattered. A relative or close friend of the boss needs a job and
would Alberta be a dear and see if anything could be conjured up.
By her rough reckoning she probably spends a good fifth of her time
dealing with what she likes to call ‘paying her dues’. It’s not as
though Alberta does this useless stuff for free. On occasion she
does cash in her IOU’s. A seat on the company jet, an extended
vacation, questionable expense claims easily approved. All
executives get to buy and sell privileges. The boss of course,
being at the top of the heap, gets the most privileges. One such is
the right to ask Alberta to interview otherwise unemployable
people.

To Abelard,
sitting primed and confident in the straight backed seat he had
chosen over the plush altogether too red leather armchair he was
shown, the scene had quite another perspective. In his world,
filled with complex engagement rules, the social taxonomy begins
with a prey-predator distinction and then branches down through
many finer features – helpful, hindering, good, evil, important,
unimportant, amusing, boring, innocuous, harmful, friend, enemy,
attractive, repelling, and all the other ways in which a person can
be described, once the prey-predator label had been settled upon.
And, to complicate matters, we are all sometimes predators and
sometimes prey.

Although
Abelard knew better, Alberta imagined herself to be the hunter. Her
closely set eyes had covered the field, searching for weaknesses,
of which there were a great many. She had quickly picked one from
the pack. The birth date is what had caught her unwanted
attention.

Alberta was
now working very hard to create an illusion for the benefit of
Abelard Bush. She hunched her considerable bulk over the single
sheet that constituted Abelard’s entire Curriculum Vitae, and
engaged what little body language she possessed to convey to this
applicant that she was deeply interested in finding for him a
future at VBI. She scrunched her eyes in exaggerated concentration,
vigorously shook her head and fluttered her lips, gestures she
expected would impress even this moron that she was actually
reading his crummy little CV. And it was truly tiny, barely
covering half the page.

She had long
ago learned that as a woman she needed to put in that extra effort
to overcome any wrong impressions her appearance could easily leave
with the casual observer. Had she been a man, something she
sometimes mused about, she would not have been seen with enhanced
lips, big hair, florid skin and an altogether too tight and too
short dress – oops, must be at the wrong interview. Little about
her appearance would have mattered.

“Ah, Abe. Do
you mind if I call you Abe?” Alberta didn’t like using full or
formal names. She didn’t want interviewees to feel she might be
predisposed against them. For her, familiarity was meant to breed
comfort and confidence.

“If it’s all
the same to you, I would rather you call me either Abelard or Mr.
Bush.” It also occurred to him that he should have listened to
Felicity and left his birth date off the CV. He automatically put
in the one he remembers most, the one in his false memories. No one
puts it in anymore. Something about age discrimination being
illegal.

“Of course,
that's your name and why shouldn’t you want me to use it,” she
gushed, as solicitously as her growing discomfort would permit. No
one had ever objected. Her annoyance, try as she might, was no more
containable than flesh that might spill over the bounds of
inadequate clothing. She’ll give him another five minutes and then
send him on his way. Even if this jerk is the CEO’s niece’s
boyfriend, there is no way she is going to bring him in to endanger
the cozy culture at VBI. She’s given enough
‘suggestions-from-the-boss’ jobs and has the right to decline now
and then. This would be one of those nows.

“You’ve an MBA
from a fine b-school, but you don’t seem to have much management
experience.” Even discounting his advanced age, which in fairness
she generously ascribed to a typographical error; this would make
him overqualified for an entry level position and under qualified
for anything else. “In your own words, Mr. Bush, what would you
envisage for yourself here at VBI?”

“A job with
power, influence and money,” without the least hint that he was
pulling her visibly nervous leg, the one he could see through the
thick glass desk, pumping with impatience, most of the other she
had somehow managed to tuck out of sight under her sofa sized
chair.

“That’s not
what I meant Mr. Bush,” impatiently folding and unfolding her
surprisingly long, slender fingers. “What I did mean was why should
VBI want to hire you?”

Here Abelard
seemed genuinely stumped. Was he dealing with an imbecile? His next
response was, if nothing else, equally candid. “Because I’m well
connected.”

“Mr. Bush,”
exasperation now increasing the squeaky quality of her voice,
“connectedness has never been a criterion for hiring at VBI,”
except perhaps for the idiot now in marketing, the chairman’s
son-in-law. “What can you contribute to VBI that will make it a
better company?”

“What do you
mean by a better company?”

Alberta
remained silent for a time, trying to regain her composure, trying
to keep from yelling. But she thought better of long explanations
about Company Values, Company Reputation, Company Social
Responsibility and some of the other stuff on the little plastic
coated cards all the employees were supposed to carry around lest
they forgot the VBI core values the folks in Organizational
Development had invented. Keep it simple and get rid of him.
Fast.

“I mean, what
can you do to make VBI more profitable?”

This was easy.
Abelard didn’t take any time at all to answer. He’d prepared for
this question. He’d read up on VBI’s recent transactions, what
analysts were saying and what public perceptions had been forming.
Combined with vivid memories of a violent past, he felt perfectly
matched with the company. “I believe I have exactly what you need.
VBI has traditionally grown through M&A and I have probably
more experience than anyone here in fast, efficient, cost effective
takeovers. Also, if you think VBI has a reputation for giving no
quarter, taking no prisoners, you haven’t seen anything. My own
notoriety for dealing with troublesome competition is really quite
awesome. I would say that I’ve cleared out more competitors than
VBI will ever have, and I did so with very little loss…at low cost
is what I meant.”

Alberta was
now more than just a little perplexed and thinking she might be
dealing with a madman. He couldn’t be more than 30, despite his CV.
Too young for so much experience. “But, Mr. Bush, where did you get
all that experience? None of this is anywhere indicated on your
CV.”

Abelard was
ready for this. He shuffled a bit in his chair and shifted his gaze
to the floor, trying to appear uncomfortable. Had he still been
looking at Alberta he would have seen surprise and more than a
little consternation perk up her jowls as she watched the CEO
quietly slip into her office. The door had been ajar and he’d been
standing at the threshold, intrigued by Abelard’s putative
qualifications. And Abelard knew he was there. He had been
conveniently reflected in the tinted windows behind Alberta. But
before either the CEO or Alberta could stop him he began to
speak.

“You see,
Miss, er, what do I call you?”

“Bertie is
what I like and…” not fast enough. She couldn’t stop him.

“You see,
Bertie, my approach to takeovers and competition is very effective
but it wouldn’t do to talk about it in public. Some people could be
offended even though it’s pretty common practice. You know, values
and all that other stuff you mentioned earlier. I thought it best
to just bring it up informally.”

Now Bertie was
in a pickle. The potential Uncle-in-Law, the CEO, Milford Yonkers
Lord – aka Milly – was an interested party, was her boss’ boss’
boss and was right there. She was going to tell Abelard that she
would be in touch and then simply throw out his file and let time
bury it beyond memory. But now she would have to be more
definitive. Stale dating was one of Milly’s favourite management
strategies, but he didn’t like to see others using it – values and
so on.

“Hey, I like
that,” speaking as he strode into the office, also solving Bertie’s
dilemma. “What’s your name son? Mine’s Milly, Milly Lord. Oh yes,
met you with my niece at the wedding. Told you to call Bertie here.
Bush something? Right? Well I really like your frankness and I get
the sense that you might be someone who truly understands the
jungle.”

He rambled on
a bit more with almost sentences – while Abelard was still
considering the possibility of being transferred to a distant
rainforest – and wouldn’t let go of Abelard’s hand. He was a
strongly built man. Easily as tall as Abelard, but considerably
stockier. Much like a hockey player who’d forgotten to remove all
the padding.

M.Y. Lord had
very plainly taken a liking to Abelard. Well, not really a liking.
M.Y. Lord didn’t like anyone, other than himself, of course. He
found others useless, useful, helpful and very helpful. No one was
necessary or indispensable. Abelard, he guessed would be somewhere
between helpful and very helpful. With a little coaching from him
and his team he guessed Abelard would soon be at the top of the
‘very helpful’ heap. And M.Y. Lord was seldom wrong about these
speculations.

“Bertie,”
who’d been trying to understand the unexpected turn of events, was
momentarily inattentive and did not at once respond. The second
“BERTIE,” did the trick, jiggling her fleshy face to attention.

“I’ve
certainly heard enough to make up my mind about this young man.
What about you?”

Indeed, Bertie
had also made up her mind about young Abelard, a mere 675 years
old, barely a geological blink. But in light of all this new very
reliable input from M.Y. Lord, she was prepared to rethink her
original judgement.

“Yes I have,
sir…, I mean Milly.” M.Y. Lord very much wanted all his executives
to call him Milly. Not that he cared a fig for the name. He
believed that first names like nicknames helped create a family
like atmosphere and, with it, a cocoon of loyalty.

“So, what do
think, start him at the bottom, let him learn the ropes and work
his way to the top, eh? Merit, merit, merit is what guarantees
excellence in our ranks and competitive advantage in the
marketplace.” Shifting his gaze to Abelard, he added, “I’ve a
feeling about you, that you’re like us, that you’ll see in our
culture all the values with which you’ve grown up.” It was to
Abelard as though Milly shared his presumably bogus memories.

“Bertie, what
do you think of putting him into M&A, with Robby? Since that
awkward incident that took Hook from us, Robby’s been desperate for
a new VP.”

“VP sir…, er,
Milly? Are you sure? I thought you wanted an entry level…..I
haven’t even run a background check on him,” all this while Abelard
stood expressionless next to M.Y. Lord. “We also don’t know about
his qualifications. I mean he’s told us what he did and maybe we
could discuss it a little more deeply, even though I’m sure there
shouldn’t be any problem,” she quickly added as a growing scowl
hardened M.Y. Lord’s far from genial features.

“Of course, of
course, you must run a background check, but I’m sure there
wouldn’t be anything we couldn’t fix if need be. And, Bertie, don’t
go worrying about his technical, you know, financial and
statistical modelling skills. We have enough of those nerds.”

M.Y. Lord was
not particularly fond of analysis. ‘Bullshit,’ was pretty much his
usual conclusion to adverse analyses on his investment decisions
and ‘So what, not news to me,’ to those reports validating his
thinking. He was a man of action. He followed his instincts.






*






Abelard had
known men like Milly all his made up life. He knew how to deal with
them. He had to because he wanted to be one of those men. And had
it not been for the incident, which seemed so real it still gave
him phantom pains, he would have been well on his way to becoming
one. But now he had a second chance. Sure, much had changed, but
the most important stuff had remained the same. Humanum est,
thankfully human nature would always be there to guide him.






 Chapter III

Recall






When Abelard
had first arrived for the interview he was immediately drawn to the
wall sized windows at one side of the large lobby area.

The
receptionist didn’t normally look up from his glossy magazines but
did take notice when he heard the familiar bonk, much louder than
usual, like the sound from a giant guitar. The really big guy had
knocked his broad forehead against the cool thermal pane, rather
harder than would have another, as he tried to take in as much as
he could of the vast porch, forty floors below, onto which the
building was disgorging its contents. He only glared at the
receptionist’s disdainful stare, made a mental note to harm him at
the first opportunity and returned to his musings. Only one small
thing, he reflected, made him unlike the tiny people scurrying
about the business of acquiring ever more; he alone had no
apparently useful memories to help him manoeuvre through the
infinite subtleties which layered even the simplest exchanges
between people.

The fluid
crowd evolved into familiar patterns. Those that herded together in
lumpy groups his savvy eye told him were prey. Around these
clusters the predators hovered, always alert to even the smallest
opportunity. His own kind. It’s not that he felt any immediate bond
with the hunters or a sly pleasure that he would have much upon
which to feed. He was merely, without apparent emotion, observing
what was, what he had lived all his life, the one no believed.

He didn’t
spare much thought for the impending interview as he had been
assured it would be a mere formality, which was fortunate as he
didn’t have much in the way of memories to prepare him for such
things. In truth, he didn’t have much in the way of memories to
guide him in most matters since those on which he most relied, he
has been assured, were all pure fabrications. But he knew better,
and would keep in mind the practical truths which had early on been
imparted to him and had very successfully guided him all his
presumably imaginary life.

He was barely
ten when the priest in a moment of spirited honesty confided to
him, “my lad, our partnership, the sacred one negotiated between my
people and your people, is the foundation of our success. There are
but a few simple rules you must unfailingly follow.” The lascivious
agent of Rome, having once been brought to heel by the determined
boy, paused for a moment when he saw consternation darkening his
charge’s stern features and quickly thought to add, “do not fret,
you will find in these prescriptions nothing onerous.” He waited a
moment for the scowl to disappear from the child’s expressive face.
“As long as we keep it that way you can lie with your neighbour’s
wife and covet his ass, you can kill, you can steal and you can be
untruthful, all these transgressions very quickly leading you to
riches and power. As regards honouring your parents, pride and you
know the rest, only if convenient.” But the drunken haze had not
entirely fogged up this stout cleric’s good senses.

He did assure
his by now perceptibly astonished charge that there was still a
God, and in the Almighty’s view he would be deemed a sinner and
even he, his noble lineage notwithstanding, would need the
intercession of the priest’s fine institution to acquire the keys
to paradise. When the time came he would also, like everyone else,
have to expiate for all his earthly and all too human lapses and
generously endow Mother Church. Indeed, the leering ecclesiastic
suggested, when grown to manhood, he should not leave such matters
to the very last moment, given the hazards of the violent life he
would be leading, but take every opportunity to keep his repentance
ledger in good balance. However, for this priest, his clever
attempt to make of himself the indispensable lubricant for Abelard
to pass through the eye of the proverbial needle did not quite work
out.

As it
happened, some years later when Abelard’s career as a captain was
in full flourish, this particular man of the cloth, who had so
shaped his life strategies, did himself become bothersome and had
to be put to the sword. But that was a very long time ago, at least
in Abelard’s false memories. In his own defence he does recall that
this venal servant of God was entirely deserving of his end - a
debaucher, fornicator and, worst of all, a French sympathizer. Odd
as it may seem, in this make-believe world things were attractively
different. Everything had a comfortable certainty, a preordination,
so to speak. Do unto others before they did unto you and be sure to
make peace with the Almighty just before passing on. Follow this
simple formula and a choice spot for Abelard at the court of
eternal joy was practically guaranteed, not to belittle the great
pleasures he would moreover extract while still trapped in his
mortal coil. No matter the butchery, the thievery, even the
blasphemy, a legacy to Mother Church and all would be forgiven. Not
that the basic rules had changed much since then, only the
institutions with which he would be in partnership were now mostly
extra-ecclesiastical.

Tearing his
gaze from the circling creatures in the busy plaza and lifting it
towards the heavens on this limpid, balmy spring noontime, he took
a moment to muse on something that had caught his attention earlier
in the day. It seemed a fine touchstone for his personal situation
and he had put it aside for later mulling. A hornpipe voice had
screamed from his tuner, claiming to represent Moral Society. The
early morning harangue was greatly agitated and spared no
adjectives or found no admonishment too out of place, aiming to
convince the worried listeners that turning the clock back to the
good old days was the only tonic to a suppurating, divine
wrath.

Abelard was
not convinced. Save for the inevitable setbacks and disappointments
the past was a very good place indeed, at least for him it had been
so. But was the past really better? Judging from the limited
experiences to which his mind did have legitimate access, the
wonderful memories from his past notwithstanding, it seems to him
that the present is so much better. In the past the code was
simple, he took what he wanted from the weaker, he meted out swift
justice to those with whom he failed to agree and in the process
handsomely enriched himself. He didn’t, like many of his peers,
expressly seek out violence but brought it to bear with ruthless
determination whenever the need arose and that, he recalled, was
more often than not. But to his mind, despite his brilliant past
successes, there is no contest. Today, yes wonderful, splendid
today, things are hugely superior. The rules are still more or less
the same, not as much direct violence, a little more complicated,
but the spirit is unchanged and the rewards are incomparably
fabulous.

Even for those
destined to be prey, like the little creatures below, huddled
together for safety, the present, he had little doubt, was a hugely
better deal than the past when people like him would regularly
murder the powerless, in very large numbers, as a reliable way to
memo the enemy.

He wasn’t
terribly fussed that The Society was still operating, had already
tried to kill him and would probably make more attempts. Something
to do with his past which, in any event, no one believed. Certainly
connected to the little cross he no longer had about his neck when
he was revived by Felicity and Oliver. He would be on his guard.
Child’s play in contrast to the hazards he endlessly faced in those
false memories.

That humans
had faithfully remained to this day as craven and grasping,
untrustworthy and duplicitous as he recalled did not in the least
mystify him. He had somehow always felt that venality was a human
instinct as permanent as the need to eat and sleep, two things
which seem to have found fertile ground in which to flourish.
Indeed, he suspected, modern man’s demented consumption of food
must surely be driving Mother Church to distraction, what with the
fat, rather than the meek who would soon be inheriting the earth.
The triumph of Sloth and Gluttony, the irresistible handmaidens of
uninhibited self-interest, seemed to him to be complete. He felt
secure that all was as it should be and he had no need to alter how
he had always approached the pursuit of success.

Not everyone
agreed with his world view. That morning, laying out to Felicity
his strategy for the interview, she had shown her usual patience
with his ‘dumb vision’ of human behaviour. “No, my dearest Abelard,
the pursuit of rational self interest is not the norm. How do you
explain with such a simple notion that people do stupid things like
engage in unnecessary violence, self-destruct through envy,
vengeful obsession and pride? Of course, you have no good answer,
because most people are emotional, not rational. And your supposed
experiences during the Hundred Years war are not real. They are
made up. They are there only as a placeholder while you figure out
what happened and who you were before you lost your memory. Good
luck. I have to run.” A passionate embrace and she was gone to fill
another day.

Abelard felt
that these were not at all good objections, but was unable to put
into compelling words what he knew with iron conviction to be basic
human nature. He understood that she was confusing the means
different people used to attain that which they saw serving their
self-interest with the basic motivation to self-interest. Not
everyone was equally skilled in its pursuit. Some still relied on
the always popular quick recourse to violence, while others, like
that clever Machiavelli fellow he had read about, could bring to
bear huge intellectual resources to so much more efficiently
fulfill all that which served their self-interest. He resolved, for
the hundredth time, to avoid this topic with Felicity.

Although the
substance remains as true as ever, Abelard understood that the
wicked priest’s lessons had by now become a bit frayed about the
edges. Eternal rewards and divine retribution can no longer be
counted on. All he’s got now to help him make important decisions
about the future are a handful of probabilities and a growing crowd
of neuroscientists telling him that even his very thoughts are no
more than the ramblings of a machine destined to shut down and
that’s it. Attractive as the simple world he remembers might be, he
could see why this should be better for him. If there is no eternal
afterlife he no longer has the nagging worry about when to repent
and change his ways. He can happily debauch, butcher, thieve and
blaspheme to his very last breath, with no more consequence than if
he were to lead a saintly life, such as the one his therapist has
been trying to treat him into for almost a year now. Poor woman,
she will fail, for Abelard is but human and so impelled to
self-interest, which he knows is best served in a more modern
version of the ways revealed to him by the iniquitous cleric.

Four or five
more sessions with the psychiatrist and his promise to Felicity is
fulfilled. Then he shall be stamped ‘cured’ and be able to shed all
the fantasies which he has been harbouring in place of a real
memory. Only he still doesn’t have even a nanosecond of what are
supposed to be his genuine recollections and he doubts very much
the rubbish that passes for therapy will make the difference when
it does come finally to an end.

He remains as
self-confident of his roots as he had been four years earlier.
Felicity and her experts have utterly failed to convince him that
things are not as they appear. But, no matter. He will easily get
along as he is because, to his good fortune, when he looks about
him at the world as it is he does not see any great difference in
substance from the world he remembers. These are the same human
beings he recalls, only they get around a lot faster than he did,
they keep in touch over much larger distances than he could ever
have imagined and they have devised devilishly clever ways to kill
each other unimaginably quickly and in astoundingly large
numbers.

He must be
patient with Felicity. As soon as he has the resources available he
will be able to prove, once and for all, to himself and to her,
which way lies the past and the future. He had already asked
Felicity, who seems to have an unlimited wherewithal at her
disposal, for help but all he received was a severe admonishment
for clinging to dead end delusions.

For him there
was nothing unusual about his recollections – cruelty, torture,
casual death, the lives of most worth less than a Twinkie bar. He
was little troubled that those close to him would recoil at these
horrors. After all, he didn’t care much for most other human
beings, perhaps for none. This he was not yet sure about. What did
annoy him, though only a little, was that they also pitied him for
his amnesia; a sorely misplaced sentiment. He knew that wherever
might be the truth he would always be one step ahead of the crowd.
It had something to do with his past, something which endowed him
with an intimate feel for man and his insatiable cravings. He was
very good at the games other humans played and he pursued them
always with ardour, despite his muddled memories. He was terribly
grateful for their utter predictability. Whatever he had learned
about the species in his non-existent past seems not to have lost
any of its value.






































































































Chapter
IV

Felicity






It was
Felicity, confident Felicity, mostly choosing principle over
intrigue and endlessly curious who, one fine June morning, under
the blazing Dordogne valley sun, below the gates of Rocamadour,
stumbled upon Abelard.

She couldn’t
quite account for the abject circumstances in which he was found.
She would think about it and eventually come across a perfectly
sensible explanation. Until that happened, ‘unknown causes’ would
have to do. Felicity poorly tolerated those who would fall back on
superstition to pave over current ignorance. Each time the need
arose, and it did so more often than not, she patiently pointed out
to Abelard that there was but the very tiniest chance he had gone
and dozed off for 650 years, so small that it would be best to just
set aside the memories of an active medieval life. They were
filling a void left by his amnesia. She first began to reset his
pendulum, almost four years ago, at the ruined castle. She loved
him deeply but sternly resisted the urge to skate around the truth
and so soften the blow. To her mind if Abelard was ever to remember
his past, this was the only possible way, short sharp pain.

For Abelard it
was not always easy pretending believe that he was not really from
the Fourteenth Century. He very vividly remembers the violent
encounter on the steep, rocky donkey path, but nothing between then
and when he finally awoke in the cave. He also has a perfectly
detailed recall of a full life lived before the attack. Since then,
nothing. He had been unconscious for a very long time. When
revived, his withered body had barely the muscular energy to raise
its eyelids and his mind was still working the deadly brawl.

Much as he
relied upon Felicity’s good judgement, he trusted no one. To be
fair, he trusted no one completely. It was a question of degree.
Some he trusted not all and Felicity more than anyone else. It was
not true that after four years of constant pressure to accept
amnesia as his condition some doubt had dribbled in to weaken his
own self-assurance. He was still firmly convinced otherwise, and
when the time was right he would prove it to all and sundry. He
knew how to go about it, only Felicity he was sure would not be
willing to support him in his quest. The idiot twins, their
erstwhile guides, had believed him, but were no longer around to
support him. He had had to kill them.

The find has
remained a closely kept secret, shared by only three people. Even
if they, Felicity and the good doctor, believed there to be a
perfectly sound story, the peculiar circumstances under which they
discovered Abelard, not to mention the suspicious business since,
meant that it would remain secret, perhaps forever. Felicity was
particularly jealous to preserve their furtive little world. She
seemed to draw sustenance and comfort within its shroud. There was,
of course, The Society, which worried her. It had learned about the
dodgy events and then seized upon an altogether outlandish
explanation, but there was little risk they would reveal it to
anyone, given the nature of their enterprise.
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After an air
crash had claimed her parents Felicity Lord was taken in by her
uncle. She was an only child, seven at the time. Milly undertook,
reluctantly, to ensure her proper upbringing and education. Milly
seemed to instinctively, and conveniently understand that you could
present a menu to children but could not choose the items for them.
He provided whatever resources she might need, but let her decide,
perhaps, more accurately, let her fall into whatever made her
happy. Much of her subsequent uncommon sanguinity in the face of
extraordinary events has much to do with Milly’s opportune
disinterest.

All his
solicitous behaviour notwithstanding, Milly did not actually love
Felicity since he was no more capable of such feelings towards
another human than was a child. He kept a mental tally of where
people ranked in his social ledger. Being genetic kin, she was
automatically near the top of the heap and would less easily be
sacrificed if that need arose than, say, his wife, who shared no
genetic material with him. Milly was perfectly qualified to
bludgeon his way up the food chain; a primordial being, fully
equipped with modern skills, predatory intelligence and resourceful
cunning to most efficiently pursue his fully defined self-interest.
He was a poster boy for the selfish gene notion.

At 24 Felicity
had completed her Ph.D. in medieval archaeology and, four years on,
she was taking up a tenure track position at the University of
Montreal. It was during post-doctoral research for an article on
the Cathar heresy that she found Abelard. It was also then that she
took her distance from friends and family, including her uncle. She
remained in Europe for almost four years, keeping communications to
bare essentials. Milly, as he had done for most of her life, had
let her be, providing anything she wanted with no questions asked.
Such uncharacteristic extravagance had partly to do with his trust
in her good sense and much to do with the great deal of time he
needed to tend to his own needs. Even when she asked him to use his
influence to shoehorn someone he did not know into a well known
b-school, he indulged her.

To the extent
that most people would not turn their heads to take a lingering
look at her, it would be misleading to describe Felicity as a
beautiful woman. Her beauty, like a favourite work of art, only
became apparent with familiarity. She never tampered with her
natural features. No makeup. Her hair was black and her skin not
quite swarthy, and not quite white. She had a broad high forehead
and dark eyes, widely set, like a ruminant rather than a carnivore.
She had a slight overbite, protruding her upper lip with enough
charm to mute the rakish flare of her nostrils. Although she had a
penchant for rich foods, a severe fitness program kept her strong
and agile.

Unlike Milly,
she overtly shunned the visible trappings that wealth could buy,
meeting only her needs, which she deliberately kept at a modest
level. True, during the past four years she had drawn heavily on
her family’s substantial resources, as the care and feeding of a
man who believed he was present at the battle of Poitiers was not
done on a shoestring budget.

It was not
easy, taking from Milly. Businesslike, is the way she might have
described her relationship with Uncle Milly. While she mainly
stayed out of his affairs and so had only a superficial knowledge
of his world, she had no illusions. It was one populated with the
fast, hard people that made her uncomfortable. They lacked what she
could only describe as sincerity. She never got the impression they
actually believed what they said about those they dealt with in the
various corners of the world where VBI had interests. That they
wished they could lower the mortality rates at their mining
operations, offer better terms to the poor through their financial
concerns, make their drugs safer or lament there was so much
poverty, not that they had any hand in that.

Felicity felt
she was a better human being than Milly and his crowd but scoffed
at the suggestion that she was somehow saintly. Although a product
of natural selection, operating within the same bounds as all other
human beings – yearning for status, a predisposition to mistrust, a
trait often hidden in most people by stupid gullibility or advanced
greed, and a propensity to competition - she did, though, like to
think of her own evolutionary baggage as something less shabby than
that of those slithering around Milly’s part of the human
swampland. In fairness, though, there were great differences in
degree. The overt excesses to which much of her uncle’s circle were
driven, to feed a craving for status, found little equivalent in
Felicity. This did not mean that she was not also motivated by a
need to have more than others, only that she found its expression
in other ways. A simple vehicle for transportation was all she
required, but it would be transporting a Ph.D. with a position at a
good university.

Although
Felicity could have access to most anything another with her
resources might wish for, she had learned from watching her uncle
that more was an endless, potholed road, while enough was a
comfortable absolute. It was this rule of happy parsimony that
guided almost all she undertook. It was as close to an exact
regulator of physical and mental equilibrium as could be found.
Without a driving ambition for more, great stress was mostly a
stranger to Felicity.

She did have
one source of uncommon anxiety. Dilemmas that made it difficult to
clearly distinguish between principle and intrigue could throw her
into prolonged, paralyzing periods of self revulsion. And when
doubt would finally disappear she’d soak lavishly in moments of
great personal satisfaction. Balanced objectivity was so dear to
her, she would be dominated by questions of equity to the exclusion
of all else. For those who saw her as fearless, she was at times
stalked by the fear of being unfair.

Felicity was
rarely a fish out of water. She could appear comfortable and
perfectly in place for any circumstance. At receptions for the
really-full-of-self-importance, at which Milly requested her charm
or at fashion events immersed in the vapid small talk of the
incredibly-full-of-self-importance, there was nothing that made
Felicity stand out other than her unstinting and enthusiastic
participation. She may have wished to be elsewhere at these times,
but she did accept her responsibility to deal respectfully with all
the other human beings on her small planet.

It was this
Felicity that became the accidental partner of the enigmatic
Abelard Bush.




















































Chapter
V

The find


Oliver was
appalled at their shabby treatment. They had been looked over like
so much merchandise and obviously found wanting. The snivelling
waiter with the black stare had shown them to a table near the
lavatories, away from the main dining area and no where near any
natural light. And to add to the unpleasantness, he mumbled some
nonsense about nothing else being available when it was plain that
there was not another soul in the restaurant.

“You would be
forgiven if you thought that these people disliked us. They do not
hate you, me or anyone else for that matter,” Felicity tried to
reassure Oliver with yet another apology for the behaviour of the
local folk. “It is that they are very suspicious by nature, and so
behave sometimes with what looks to the entire world like duplicity
but is really only awkward vigilance.” Felicity, always quick to
empathize, tried to view garbage in such a way that it no longer
smelled like the real thing.

They had
arrived for lunch wearing the same clothes in which they had been
rappelling that morning over the cliffs just outside Rocamadour.
Where these were not streaked with the brown clay common to the
area, they were worn and faded. Although Oliver did most of his
schooling in Canada he had been born in the USA and retained some
very American peculiarities; one such being that they did not dress
to go to restaurants. They were customers and they could come as
they liked, as long as they had money. But there was the rub,
Oliver’s pockets were stuffed with lucre and the dignified
treatment he felt his due had not materialized.

As Felicity
explained, the French would be just as happy to take their money as
their lives but they did always want to make sure that the money
was there. Great emphasis was placed on appearances as a singular
signal, and the strongest impression they gave was impecuniousness.
The garcon had clearly put much strategic thought behind the table
he had chosen for them. Not only would these two thoughtlessly
grimy foreigners be invisible to any other patrons who on the very
slim chance might yet show up but, above all, they would not be
able to break for the exit if their intention was only to eat and
run. This waiter knew foreigners were not to be trusted,
particularly the run down variety.

“You see,
Oliver,” Felicity continued, “the French have a long history, way
back even before they were French, to the time of Gaul, of
unspeakable suffering. The last two thousand years have not been a
picnic for these people. If it wasn’t the Romans, then it was the
gangsters disguised as nobles, or the invaders disguised as
liberators, or the tyrants disguised as modernizers that kept the
apocalyptic horsemen well watered and fed. I know you will be
thinking that not near enough time has passed but I am convinced it
was nothing less than natural selection which fortified the extant
lines with those traits most likely to survive the exceptionally
long periods of harshness through which these benighted folk needed
to survive: suspicion, duplicity, callousness and let us not
unfairly forget rampant hypocrisy. They’ll eventually get over it I
suppose, inasmuch as they can remain at peace long enough. Wasn’t
it Henry V who marvelled at the uncanny ability of the French to
squander the best piece of real estate in all of Europe?”

Felicity was
doing post-doctoral work on the Albigensian crusade, incited and
organized by Catholic Rome to stamp out the Cathar heresy that had
taken root during the high medieval period in what is now southern
France. By the thirteenth century Christian domination in Jerusalem
had come to an end, leaving suddenly no shortage of armed men
across Transalpine Europe looking for opportunities to secure for
themselves prime real estate. The remuneration, besides the usual
eternal gratitude of the Almighty, for their diligent pursuit to
keep Rome’s monopoly on Christianity in Western Europe, was
ownership of all and any heretical lands they could seize. In their
motivated zeal these stalwarts of civilized society perpetrated
frightful atrocities and engaged in wholesale massacres that easily
outdid much of what had passed for bad behaviour in the past.
Historians would later record the progress of this crusade with
hyperbolic adjectives to describe the orgy of bloodletting
unleashed in the name of God.

Obscure texts
Felicity had discovered in a remote Cluniac monastery convinced her
that far from being isolated to the southern strip of modern day
France, the heresy had spread further north, up to the winding
Dordogne river. She had rented a small farmhouse in the area and
Oliver, who had recently finished his residency requirements at the
Montreal General Hospital, thought to take his vacation scaling
cliffs and looking into caverns with his closest friend,
Felicity.

Oliver
Littlebridge ached for adventure. He had spent most of his life
either in school or at summer camp. He had prepared to travel to
remote dangerous areas with Doctors without Borders – North
Ossetia, Djibouti, anywhere that might be fertile ground for hero
building. But he could not, at 30, break the strong grip his mother
had on him and his yearnings. She had only agreed to stop
whimpering about being abandoned because she knew Felicity and felt
that France did not pose any imminent danger to her only son.

They were out
again the following day. Their two guides, Benoit and Aubrey
Malvue, with climbing skills and a lifelong knowledge of the area,
had by now led them to most of the grottos and small caves gouged
into the cliff walls around Rocamadour. But Felicity could find
none of the inscriptions she had hoped others would have missed.
This was to be their last attempt, what looked to be an opening
hidden behind a stunted tree growing from some soil in a crack
between two solid sheets of rock. She would not listen to the
guides who tried to explain to her that this was only an illusion
created by the angle, the shading and a discolouration from
underground water seepage. The worst that could happen, she
reasoned, would be a wasted rappel, something she in any event
enjoyed.

The routine
was the same for each attempt. They bounced along in the Malvue
van, more rolling scrap metal than motor vehicle, several times
cited for safety violations, all patched with reliable duct tape,
including a strip which seemed to keep the steering column from
collapsing. There was only one real seat, a metal kitchen chair
welded to the floor with a plywood slat duct taped to the frame.
This, as one might reasonably have expected, was not for the driver
but for Aubrey, the first born, who never drove. The Malvue were
twins, but Aubrey slid down the channel first and so was given a
name beginning with the first letter of the alphabet. The unlucky
Benoit was thus doomed to a life of second best and hand-me-downs.
He, along with the passengers, sat on unattached wooden crates held
loosely in place laterally by the ribbing running along the floor
and mostly by their own weight. Back support was provided by what
looked to be a rusted bed frame cut to size, very aged sofa
cushions tied to the springs, and all welded to the metal floor.
Fully equipped guides were hard to come by at that time of the
year. Besides, the Malvue were her temporary neighbours and
landlords, her rented house on their property.

She had
declined their offer of climbing equipment, having happily brought
her own. Worryingly, she did have to trust them to provide safety
backup when she and Oliver descended the steep cliff faces. It’s
not that they would be deliberately mischievous, although that
thought was always a small nagging presence, only that they were
mostly negligent and needed constant minding. When not actively on
the alert for opportunities to pilfer, they seemed inexorably drawn
to arguing about everything and nothing, paying scant attention to
the safety of their clients.

They were now
running along a particularly devilish piece of road, more of a
large rut with pretensions. Felicity already had several developing
bumps and bruises and tried to avoid looking at Oliver, who was
more than usually alarmed. She often teased, sometimes with
regrettable cruelty, Oliver’s cautious approach to life, but this
would not be a good time for such indulgence. Oliver worshipped
her. Not as an object of sexual desire, although Felicity would
certainly have qualified, but as a model of desirable behaviour. He
often felt loathing at his own frailties and he aspired to the ease
and serenity which Felicity brought to most any circumstance.
Felicity was a leader. She was courageous and she was fair,
seemingly untouched by base subjectivity. She was, for Oliver the
quintessentially moral person.

Then a jarring
stop as Benoit engaged at once the foot and hand brakes, figuring
at least one set would still be in working order. Running off the
pretend road and up the embankment was more like insurance than
necessity, on most occasions. By this time Felicity and Oliver were
flirting with heat stroke, the unrelenting sun having baked what
little air remained inside the dark van. They were also soaked
through. The worst they had to endure, by far, was the acrid smell
freely emanating from the twins’ vast stores of aging, caked
perspiration. Oliver was the first to burst from the van, having
lost some precious breathing time to disentangle the coat hanger
which kept the doors from sliding open. Felicity was marginally
more restrained, as befitted her character, and left the death trap
as slowly as she thought dignity demanded, jealously gulping fresh
outside air as soon as she had put a safe distance between her and
the brothers’ malignant odour.

Felicity and
Oliver hauled their equipment from the van. She wouldn’t accept the
brothers’ help. She didn’t quite trust their inattention to common
decency. She didn’t like to use extravagant language, but crooked
is what most came to mind when thinking about the twins. They had
been known to steal unattended articles when and wherever they came
across them and she didn’t want to find a crucial clip, or worse,
missing when hanging too many meters above the hard ground.

It was now
past mid-morning, very much later than Felicity would have liked
for their very first descent. The Malvue boys had had some chores
to complete before beginning their guide work and when all was
ready to depart their very early model Renault would not respond to
either insult or injury and did not budge until given a shot of
petrol. Without a working gauge, it had all been guesswork as to
what ailed the long expired use-before-this-date machine.

The spot from
which they would have to rappel to reach the cave, about two thirds
of the way down, was overgrown with wild roses and their
handmaidens, long sharp thorns. This meant heavier protective
clothing if they didn’t want to be tending to multiple puncture
wounds. Neither was there any respite from the pitiless heat as the
sun approached its noonday zenith. Their ropes were anchored to two
sturdy trees and the Frenchmen were at their positions. Felicity
was to go first, to be followed by Oliver once she safely alighted
in the cave.

“Nothing,
barely a toehold,” a frustrated voice echoed up the valley, telling
Oliver that he needn’t bother. “There’s a little donkey path about
20 meters below. I’ll slip down there and walk to the road where
you can pick me up,” wanting to shorten as much as possible the
time she would need to spend in close proximity to the malodorous
Malvue boys. Each time she touched the cliff wall the pulleys would
momentarily stop squeaking only to begin again as she kicked off in
a predictable rhythm of squeaking-silence-squeaking until the
comforting pattern was abruptly broken. Instead, Oliver and the
twins heard a last pattern of silence-squeaking-elongated
squeaking-silence. Something had happened. Less than the 20 meters
of rope, she would have needed to reach bottom, had played out.

Oliver looped
the rope attached to the tree around his arm and leaned his long
body over the edge far enough to see the small path to which
Felicity had been heading. There was only a terrible emptiness. His
disquiet grew when he was finally able to make out the rope, which
seemed to end somewhere just above that path. A small cloud of dust
hung defiantly in the still air just where it disappeared from
view.

Oliver had
very little French and could only make himself understood by
manhandling Benoit – he wouldn’t dare touch Aubrey, the first born
– towards the van and pointing over the cliff. It was probably due
to his greater age that Aubrey was first to understand that Oliver
wanted them to drive him down to the roadway below, from which he
could easily reach the narrow donkey path. Once in the van, to show
he fully appreciated the urgency of the matter, Aubrey pushed
Benoit to heretofore unattained speeds – that they were heading
downhill helped a great deal.

At the sharp
angle where the roadway met the donkey path Oliver jumped from the
van and ran to the spot above which he could see the rope. From his
vantage it seemed to have been sucked into the cliff wall. He
looked in vain for a way to climb the three meters up to where the
rope end was lost to view, but it may as well have been three
hundred meters for the lack of any visible hand holds. The van, he
would need the van. The donkey track looked to be at least a couple
of centimeters wider than the wreck. He would get them to drive to
just under the rope and from there he should easily be able to get
to it from the roof.

Aubrey
immediately understood the plan but hesitated, gently caressing his
faded treasure, while flashing the remainder of his crooked tobacco
stained teeth. Oliver being American was baffled by such sign
language; Aubrey would need to be much less subtle. He tried
rubbing his thumb against his index and middle fingers with one
hand and with the other he gestured first at the van and then at
the donkey path; still to no avail. Oliver was by now overwrought
with worry and took matters into his own hands. He ran to the
truck. The surprised Aubrey did not move, as tough nailed to his
spot, frozen halfway into one of his obscene gestures. Oliver
leaped in and began maneuvering to drive up the donkey path. The
brothers only just avoided being run down.

Oliver’s
reckoning had been only slightly off, the van being marginally
larger than the path. He would have to run close to the cliff wall,
stripping at least one layer of rust from the vehicle. The greedy
twins were close behind, but were helpless to stop him. When Oliver
finally braked below the spot he needed to reach the boys opened
the back doors, leaped in and made for him. Too late, he had
already clambered out the door and onto the roof. From there he
could make out a small opening in the cliff wall into which the
rope had disappeared, with a lower ledge just within reach. The
livid siblings were almost upon him when he gave a final tug and
hoisted himself through the opening and over the rubble heap at the
entrance. He then fell about a meter onto a gravel strewn
surface.

The transition
from brilliant sunlight to the still dusty and very dark
surroundings inside the hole left him totally blinded. As he was
adjusting his eyes to the intense darkness he detected a low
pitched sound, towards which he very carefully groped his way. As
he got closer to the source his eyes were quickly fine-tuning to
the low light and he began to make out shapes, one of which
coalesced into a body. It was Felicity. She was obviously alive,
propped on one elbow, but Oliver could not tell how badly she may
have been hurt. She quickly assured him that she had painless
mobility in all her limbs. Nothing broken, nothing severed. He
examined her head. No bumps or blood. All very encouraging. She
appeared only to be shaken from her unexpected jolt. She sat up and
took several deep breaths.

“Putain de
bordel de merde, espèce de con,” and other meaningful
communications were freely flowing from two very red faced
Frenchmen. Until they saw Felicity. This placed these simple people
in a pickle. Perhaps the American was justified in taking
extraordinary measures, the lady needed to be rescued. They did not
know and so did not want to just yet take any big chances. They
would have plenty of time to exact retribution at a more propitious
moment. They chose a low risk hovering strategy, just shuffling in
the background.

Felicity was
soon on her feet, examining the new hole through which she had
fallen. Where there had been only dust and dried rock, there was
now a good deal of moisture. The solid barrier at this level seemed
to have been weakened by underground water and it took no more than
a hard thump for it to give way. She had stumbled upon a hidden
cave. Her earlier disappointment at finding no proof for her theory
about the northward migration of the Cathar heresy momentarily gave
way to guarded optimism. She splashed the dark enclosure with
electric light and scanned for any tell tale graffiti. As she moved
closer to the far wall, opposite the entrance, intensely absorbed
by every bump and indentation, lest they be purposefully made, she
didn’t notice the smooth black surface
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