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1
            I

         

         Helm doesn’t know when Helm was born.

         Or brewed.

         Conjured or conceived.

         First formed above the highest mountain. First blown into the valley.

         Long before humankind – that brief, busy interlude.

         
            Time happens all at once for Helm, more or less, relative to longevity. A blink of the eye, universally. (Warning: Helm loves clichés, typical for English weather.) Something of a disorder, some would say.

            Of what fantastical, phenomenal and calculable things Helm is made! Maleficence and data and lore. Atmospheric principles and folktales, spirit and substance, opposites and inversions. So many identities and personalities; it makes Helm’s heads spin.

            In the beginning, there was no Helm. Boring for the world, obviously. There were aeons before Helm arrived. The necessary arrangements had to be made, on the planet, and in the sky. It would take Ages for Helm to be recognised, let alone named. During which Helm suffered loneliness, inconsequence and ignorance – an original and terrible fugue state. Or Helm didn’t care; Helm was just on standby.

            But in the beginning nothing else had a name either, or a pronoun, or a preference. There was no godly language. There was no creative designer or clerical administrator. No titler of the things. It was all serious planetary business. A tremendous collision making Earth 2and its moon. Sun shrinking and getting hotter; everything bilious, oxygenless, not great for living. Earth was hot and cold, hot and cold, et cetera, for billennia. Fevers and chills, blah blah.

            Huge continental arguments occurred, with fire and grinding, geological upheaval, smashing, subsidence, seas and lost seas; it was very dynamic. In amongst this, a little island was produced, with a forced-up, folded-together, eroded-down spine – a ridge of cross-bedded, water-laid, glacier-carved stones. The Pennine mountains were formed, across which forests and grassland, aurochs and wolves, Neanderthals, Normans, glampers and ramblers could come and go. Note: the biggest fell, its gradient and shape – geological cuvette, to be accurate – is most important in this scenario.

         

         Or. Fossils are the devil’s trick; some benign deity sneezed to make the world.

         Or. Artisanal aliens left their play-dough behind. Or. Balancing act – elephants and turtles.

         Or. Any other creation theory – hollow Earth, flat Earth, mud collection, hanging cord, corpse reuse, dreamtime, biosphere as gemstone in the ring of a galactic giant, please insert alternative here.

         Helm doesn’t care which story is true. So long as there is Helm.

         Also, Earth’s atmosphere had to stop fucking around and calm down. Stratospheric forecastable order obtained – that is a climate. One was needed with a narrow temperature range; in Helm’s case, inglorious British maritime. In brief – Atlantic thermal capacities, a Gulf Stream, six stable air masses, including (something of a future issue) polar. Wet and dry fronts, prevailing winds, moisture and vapour, meeting, as luck would have it, exactly at the top of that big mountain on the little island. 3

         
             

         

         Cue, a wind-appropriate domain.

         Cue, at some point, Helm.

         
            Cue, afterwards, lots of identity politics, superstitions, bonkers rituals and boffin theories about Helm. All of which please Helm. Helm is nothing if not solipsistic, narcissistic even. Fear, devotion, inquisition, obsession, admiration – all attention is good attention.

            A poetic birth moment would be nice. Perhaps, curled inside the turbulent virginal atmosphere, Helm dreams of being a storm, has a prophetic vision of destruction, feels a natural calling. The foetal beat of air beats all around Helm like a beating heart (must elegantly variate). Or the sky, a bit bloated, lets one off. Helm loves a fart joke.

            The top of the mountain, also as yet unnamed, is the perfect spot from which to observe evolution. It’s all kicking off below. Lavic displays and dramatic columns of ash. The rearrangement of rivers and lakes. Meltwater. Spores. Vegetation. Creatures crawling out of gunk, their legs extending, their toe-webs rescinding, amoebic eyes getting harder. Fast-forward to: creatures becoming other creatures, eggs, bugs, pedes and pods. Lovely greenery sprouting. Mixed oak woods, pine and birch, upland rowan. For a while there are big, lugging animals, impervious to the sky and its inhabitants as they hunt and graze. Everything is without self-consciousness, and adapts and adapts, and just is.

            Meanwhile, Helm practises Helm’s skills. Studying the topography. Reading the mood of the incoming sky. Orientating on the mountain. Helm gets ready inside the big dome of cloud (let’s call it the Helm cloud), waiting for an instinctive, brave, enabled feeling. Ready, steady, blow! Tries a first flight from the escarpment, a learner breeze across the valley, and realises – wow! – Helm has abilities. Helm has or is a second cloud too, on the other side of the valley, an exciting 4rotoring one (the Bar). Tricky to explain/visualise; additional info to follow, stay tuned. For now, imagine a skater launching off a quarter pipe two thousand feet high, then somersaulting. Again. And again. And again.

            It’s a crazy coming of age. Helm enjoys the feeling, of agency, of urgency, so plays with Helmself to arouse the feeling: desire for great, wreaking, havoc-making release, surging from a sky orifice, down the mountain and – yes, yes, oh yes, there’s Helm … Flooding the valley with noise and velocity, making an impressive mess – smash-up of trees, shrubbery, and unballasted creatures. Or, it’s uncontrollably random.

            Still no witnesses, though, which is a shame. Also, the Helm-show is transitory. Only when Helm manifests does Helm really exist, and afterwards Helm isn’t anymore. The dumb, lumbering beasts don’t care: they fold their ridiculous necks, shelter behind each other’s armoured rumps, and the airborne ones fly away, alighting in the dense canopy, drawing creepy, bloodless lids over their eyes. Helm’s a little envious – these beasts are a bit duh, but at least they’re always embodied, able to kill and eat and rut each other until they die.

            So begins the inevitable existential dilemma of who/what/why am I? Heavy, especially for one so aerial.

            Between manifesting, Helm sees stuff happen, or not happen. Sometimes a tree falls. Sometimes lightning hits the mountainside and splits or burns a tree. Big animal eats a tree, poops. Small animal eats the poop. Helm’s valley, though it is being grazed by herds, hunted across by packs and stooped upon from above, seems a bit – dull. More aeons.

            Comet, ash cloud, mass extinction, redo. 5

            Helm waits around for the skies to clear. The remaining animals have a changing phase, becoming slightly different, then very different: swimmers, flyers, crawlers, runners, hoppers. This is bloody and chaotic, and reasonably interesting. But still, it’s like, hello? The birds – nearest similar entity – don’t hang out with Helm; every time Helm wants to play they leave. Sometimes hawks rise above Helm’s whirling bar cloud – opportunists. River life is inaccessible, a closed world, the flicker of silver fin, a plopping frog. Helm can’t see into the growling squawking forest to know what’s occurring in there. The aurochs are quite nice, right below Helm on the mountainside, their coats riffling in the wind, their horns jewelled with ice in winter: dark, pretty eyes with long curling lashes. They turn towards the wind, acknowledging, but not really comprehending.

            Then – boom!

            It is when humans evolve that things become interesting. Because humans become interested in Helm.

            Helm sees smoke rising on the other side of the forest, without lightning or lava’s arson. Helm rises too, goes as high as possible, gets a little giddy (there are upper limits to Helm’s domain). Far away, across the tops of the trees, is a group of dark-bodied, long-haired up-monkeys. They are scavenging along the shore of a big, shimmering bay. They are picking molluscs from between rocks, sucking the shells clean. Humans, organised and habitual – they go to the same places, nuzzle their favourite others, hold grudges if one finds a bigger crustacean and doesn’t share. More promisingly, they act in accordance with the weather, retreating in the rain, sheltering under leaf umbrellas, sheltering the orange embers they use to start fires. They look up at the sky, have feelings related to its condition.

            Smoke rises oftener, closer to Helm’s mountain. They are burning 6away forest, making inroads. Helm catches glimpses of the humans. Flickering flames. Deer being dragged. Bears dragging them. Skin tents. Badly fitting pelts. Bums, and two types of frontage (in-y, out-y). Have they seen Helm?

            They make flint factories nearby. They bind flints to sticks, make tools, spears, toothpicks. They swap sharpened stone heads for antlers, seeds and – trinkets.

            Trinkets!

            Helm is enchanted. Trinkets are either very helpful or very pointless. Trinkets are desirable and valuable; they mean something that Helm cannot understand; they are items Helm cannot hold.

            The forest smokes closer. Noise of trees crackling and sap hissing, branches thumping down, timber being dragged and chopped. Sounds of loud trilling shouts after silent hunts, and singing. They are definitely coming, across the hills and bogs and the willow-filled broadlands, over waterways on canoes; they lay stones in the shallows for others to cross, bridges – clever. They cook meats and smoulder herbs. Oh! Heavenly. Cue, predilection: Helm’s love of smoke – campfires and coppicing, rushlights and paraffin, wacky baccy.

            Then one, two, three of them step out from the arboreal shadows, into a clearing in the valley. Number one carries a child (four) slinged against her breast. Two has grey paws across his shoulders: he’s inside a wolf. Three is bent and gnarly (could be either an in-y or out-y) and holds the fire-making equipment wrapped in moss. Eyes not on the sides of their heads, and a quick, macular gaze that isn’t like other animals’. It’s computerish, has guile, and some other quality Helm can’t quite fathom yet. The old, wrinkled one looks up at Helm’s mountain, at the sky above its summit. He/she points, draws an 7outline around nothing, circles his/her hands over each other, sucks in scarred cheeks and blows hard, shaking a head.

            Here it is! Identification!

            For Helm: elation. Helm is understood to be a feature, a concept. Today, absent. Tomorrow, possible. Returning. Powerful. Patterned. (And lo, meteorology is born.)

            For the humans: error, danger, proximity to a bad oogabooga. They disappear into the forest. Cue, Helm’s first rejection, abandonment, difficult emotions. Ouch. Helm smashes some trees and things.

            But they do come back, cautiously, in little volleys, and with what can quickly be ascertained are tendencies. Skirmishing, partying, carving cups, draping themselves in fur, making smart headgear. Reproducing, carking it, burying their dead with vessels and trinkets, as if they will continue to drink and dress up underground (confusing: Helm blows away the grave soil. Nope, dead).

            They speak, complicated babbles registering somewhere between a mammoth and a mouse. Helm learns some of their sounds. No, milk, go, hurts. They have words to differentiate things; to individuate selves. They grunt and moan when their different bits join together; watching this is strange, exciting, makes Helm feel—

            Very cold, violent weather arrives. It renders Helm sluggish and unable to do business for a while. The valley floods and freezes. The humans leave. Lots of the animals leave as well, or perish, or evolve to be whiter.

            Solitude and boredom again. 8

            When the humans return, there are only a handful, better clothed, hair braided and combed, new fashions. They come with a proper survival kit: some cows that are less aurochsy, and a lot more trinkets. This mob seem serious about staying in the valley, regardless of Helm. They make settlements, piling up middens, using latrines. They are very influential. They consume the forest and deer and boar and fish. They gain dominion over predators using spears, torches, collectives and friendship – they convert wolves into dogs, neat trick! Grass grows, and there’s pollen everywhere; it blooms through Helm’s air. They dig over plots of land, plant grain; they build homes from stones, thatch the roofs with ferns. Their trinkets are elaborate, crafted. In spring and autumn they leave trinkets at the foot of the big mountain, or hang them from branches, and Helm makes them tinkle and rattle. Is this – a relationship?

            These humans are very entertaining. They entertain each other. They ferment drinks that make them silly and aggressive and lusty; they biff and boff and booze. Fantastic theatre.

            Helm demolishes their shelters, kills one or two of them, not on purpose, but they seem to take it personally. They soon learn about Helm. Underneath Helm’s base and rotor clouds, it is safe, calm: a feather can be dropped and will float softly to the ground. Between Helm’s clouds is a ruinous, wrathful force where everything is cunted. They begin to treat Helm as a deity, like the sun, or the river. If Helm blows thunderstorms away and keeps the valley lightning-proof, they thank Helm. They kneel. They hold their arms up towards the mountain, which is very pleasing.

            Helm begins to have favourite humans – the ones who pay particular attention, the ones with Helm-related opinions and ambitions, even oppositions. They want to define Helm. They make pictures: shape and substance like cloud and wind. Not quite right – Helm does 9not have jug ears like that. Then other ideas. Spirit. Attributes that are magical, abstract, woo-woo. Still not quite right, though understandable. Later: numbers, energies, bit reductive, but whatever. It’s a problem of qualia, really. Show me me, Helm thinks. My whole.

            Still, they’re aware. They’re contributing.

            The settlers begin work on an impressive structure in the valley. Massive stones, rolled, dragged and shunted in; it takes them ages (not by Helm’s standards, by theirs). It is actually indestructible, which is disarming for one so destructing. What is it for? A gift, maybe, a gewgaw, a puzzle? Wonderful, thank you. They congregate there, many more of them than Helm thought there were. Hmm.

            Their making improves. Furnaces. Farms. Roads. Medicines to heal wounds and sadness and the shits. Baths. Wheels. Helm topples trees, uproots crops, overturns feed stacks, steals loose blankets. They rebuild, reweave, reknot, renail: better designs, stronger glue, neater stones (Romans, very anal).

            Metals. A whole new range of shiny trinkets! Coins, bracelets, cutting devices for manicures and butchery, projectiles. Tombs, anvils, boats, villages, guns, portraits, fiddle toys. So many things, dropped and lost and mislaid, twinkling all over the place like a museum/junkyard.

            Everything human complicates. Behaviours. Ceremonies. Personalities. Jokes. Sex … Confession: Helm really likes watching sex. The touching and mouthing. The fitting of parts together. Strange breathiness. A process that seems both mindless and physical, loving and animal. This voyeurism will later be held against Helm during the puritanical trend (big misunderstanding). 10

            Human-fucking-beings. They are so fun and terribly worrying. When they cooperate, they can learn, improve, create extremely nice things. At worst, they’re ruinous, dumb as mud, making mistakes over and over again. Lives as fast as fireworks too. Crackle, fizz, pop, extinguished. Curious model.

            The humans change constantly, but want permanence, evidence of being and having been, it seems. Their language mimics the essence of things, evocations of items and experiences. River, tree, sorry, adder, stink, future, plughole. They name Helm’s mountain. That name is forgotten and they name it again. That name is wrong and they name it again. The valley – after some Christian–Pagan bunfighting – is Eden. Seriously? OK, it is quite pretty.

            More to the point, they have names for Helm, and those change too. Fine, Helm can be whatever they want Helm to be, so long as there is Helm. Until, in and around an unspecified aeon, approximately between longship and flea-plague eras, one name gets reused – stability, suitability, memory or legacy, doesn’t matter, it sticks. Enough of them keep saying the same word, a title that is spoken, spoken, spoken, spoken, spoken, spoken, spoken, spoken, spoken, written down.

            Got it. Helm.

         

      

   


   
      
         
11
            II

         

         
            
[image: ]Medieval woodcut

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
12
            III

         

         NaNay from the herding tribe is an old woman now. She has three scars on her chest. She has mushroom-grey hair down to her calves, twisted and braided into columns, and threaded with polished stones from the river shore. The people say her anma is as strong as the Halron. But they did not always listen to her.

         
            NaNay stands between the gateway stones of Magsca with a long bast rope and a sharp wooden stake. This winter, on the smallest day, she will measure and mark the place where the magstone will stand, once it has been found. The ground is white and hard under her skin boots. Above, teal-blue sky like a fisher-bird; cloudless. The sun is weak, flying low and tired towards the horizon. Soon it will fall between the standing stones and go into the other world. She waits for the moment.

            All NaNay’s life, the people have been building Magsca, with its immense earthworks, pillars and stadium of mountains. Each stone has been hauled to the gathering place and raised. It has taken many generations. The forest people and the herders and the nomads from the caves all stripped the turf with bone shovels and dug the ditches. They sledded the slabs to the plateau from the quarries, across glades and around dense woodland, slowly uphill. Orox were roped to help pull each stone upright against frames, and the ground around filled with rubble. The stones live half above and half below worlds. The two largest form the gateway, through which the people and the anmas come and go. When the Halron enters Magsca, the stones haw and moan, like a great beast preparing its throat to bellow, or a powerful instrument. 13

            NaNay stands still as a heron and waits. She has observed the solstice here forty-four times. In her seventh winter she did not come; she was sweating and shaking and vomiting from sick-meat, and she could not stand up or leave the hut to worship and dance with the others. Irla said to NaNay’s Second Mother, The child will die, let the cold make death quicker. But Second Mother did not drag NaNay from the bed and leave her in the snow. She brought NaNay water from the rain container and dripped it slowly from her beaker. NaNay’s stomach spouted it back; her body could not hold any moisture. The skin around her eyes was like dry grey moss, and slapping her arm brought no blue veins to the surface. Second Mother wrapped NaNay inside furs and blankets, and placed hot embers around her bed. She burned three woods above NaNay’s head and blew smoke into her mouth.

            Finally, Second Mother gave NaNay half-fin fungus to reject the poison. The fungus tasted bitter and faecal; it turned NaNay violently inside out until the vomit was colourless and streaked with blood. It killed her and it saved her.

            In the delirium of half-fin, NaNay saw the magstone. She went beyond unconsciousness. She went beyond dreaming. Her anma left her body in search of the other world and rose above the valley. It saw the great observable land as the Halron could from the top of its mountain: orox in caravans grazing below, the smoking huts and kists, and the herders moving tiny as bark lice. There was a rushing sound. NaNay heard fast water or a storm wind, and wailing, which was Second Mother singing and calling over her because her body was dying. Her anma moved on a current that was a river of bright sparks or stars. She floated past many people, more people than the valley contained, people of different times, before and after NaNay. Then she stopped moving and everything became still, and unlit as the deepest cave. She saw the magstone. It came out of the darkness. It was red and huge. It had a face halfway down its body and a long, 14thin head. The face was sorrel and where its eye should be there was no eye, only smooth blank rock, yet it was crying. Dark-red tears, the colour of blood let out after death. The mouth was closed and sorrowful and it did not speak. Around the magstone was a black orb, the sun in the other world.

            NaNay woke. She blinked and Second Mother knew she was alive.

            She was too weak to move, so Second Mother dripped water into her mouth from a beaker again and her stomach held it. Second Mother told NaNay her chest had been silent, her skin had cooled, as if her anma had been released. They had let her go to the other world and were preparing clay for her burial mask.

         

         When she could sit up and speak, NaNay told Second Mother about the magstone. It was sacred. It was a vision of time. Knowledge had been given like a gift to her searching anma. She must discover its location in her lifetime and then the people must bring it to Magsca. It would stand beyond the circle and accept the sun at the weakest moment and in this way they would know winter was retreating, and life returning.

         I will not see it standing in Magsca, she said, but I will find it.

         Do not speak of this to Irla, Second Mother said. He will not understand.

         
            But the vision was too important, and at the next meeting, after the trading and the death and birth counts, she did speak of it. There was silence and the people looked at the girl, then at Irla. Before Irla could do anything, Second Mother stood up beside NaNay. She told the people that because of the strength of the meat sickness and the half-fin, because NaNay had survived two poisons, like a scorpion’s claws and its sting, she was now a seer. NaNay had travelled almost to the other world and back again, with nothing in her belly, with the 15stamina of a wolf. What she’d seen was intended. The magstone should be searched for and brought to Magsca.

            They sat down. The people talked loudly. They were confused that NaNay had survived death. They were afraid that she had returned without her anma. A vision so powerful could not be given to one so young, and it was dangerous, and its meaning was not clear. Other gathering places did not have a magstone. Time could not be measured in the way she spoke of. They knew NaNay was a last-born, death-exchanged: her mother had not released NaNay’s join-sac completely and had bled and died, and it was Second Mother’s milk that had nourished her. The leaders of the estuary and forest tribes told Irla he must decide what to do.

            The next day, NaNay was brought into the smoke hut. On the fire, sage was smouldering. Irla told NaNay she must not speak of the magstone again. NaNay refused. She stood and stared at him defiantly. Second Mother argued with Irla when he said NaNay would be expelled from the village. Choose another punishment, she said. So Irla beat NaNay until she lay still on the ground and oozing from the splits in her skin. After she recovered, Irla beat her again, pulled out her hair; he told everyone in the settlement that she had no true wisdom and should start her knowledge again. NaNay was sent to collect acorns and elm leaves at the edge of the forest with the littlest ones. She was full of anger. She thought of the black sun that her anma had seen – it would have terrified anyone in the tribe but she had not been afraid.

            She sharpened a tusk knife on the whetstone and she cut two deep lines across her chest for twice having a chance to die and not dying. She washed her chest in the river and it stung but she did not cry. She rubbed charcoal and stainberry into the wounds so that when her breasts finished growing the marks would still be seen. 16

            The following winter, NaNay stood between the gateway stones on the smallest day and watched the sun moving low and faint behind a thin cloud, a reddish thumbprint in the sky. She knew the vision of the magstone was real and that there was a place for it alongside the circle. She would make the people listen and understand.

            When the grassland melted and green shoots were released, she took her tusk and some smokemeat and went away from the huts, into the wildest part of the forest. She denned under the roots of a leaning tree, pulled broadleaves across to keep her dry and safe. Her body smelled in its crevices so she rubbed mud there and wrapped her food in docks and became invisible to hunters. After the smokemeat was gone, she collected dried hips, star weed, nettle and horn fungus. She was hungry but not hungry enough to return to the settlement. She saw slim bears moving through the trees, their wide black noses quivering, and she was not attacked. In the branches, cryptic animals moved between patches of their colour and hid again.

            The women, led by Second Mother, looked for her in the forest and the forest tribe looked for her, but they did not find NaNay; their leather boots trod through the undergrowth, inches from her head. In the darkness, there was forest music. Nightbirds called: Tie-tie-tie and Noowip. There was screeching and barking and the boughs above her rubbed and creaked. Overhead, stars clustered in their milks. The fish stars swam slowly past, diving into deep space. A comet with two metastatic tails shone brightly towards morning.

            After several days, a great stillness arrived within the leaves and she knew this was an indicator. The interior was vividly lit by shafts of sunlight. The forest silence went inside NaNay’s head and told her not to be there anymore: she must not hide but go and search for her third mark somewhere else. 17

            So NaNay left her den and began walking towards the mountains. She waded through the river and the glades. On the plain, where bushes had been burned, there were bright-green ferns and saplings and beds of bracken. She moved swiftly, looking in every direction to see if she was being stalked, but there was only a herd of orox in the distance and two herders with poles beside the animals. She crossed the low marshland on its loose islands of sprung moss, and when she reached the foot of the Halron’s mountain she began to climb upwards. The Halron was the most dangerous thing she knew, its anma was seeable and fierce, and if it did not kill her, it would give her a third mark.
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            IV

         

         Helm doesn’t know from which direction Michael Lang rides into the Vale of Eden.

         
            North, perhaps. Michael’s not an Englishman by birth, though he was a Durham Cathedral scholar before becoming astrologer to kings and noblemen. Could be he rides across the Solway: he knows the shallow waths along the estuary, avoids ambush by shoreline bandits. None would dare – they’d recognise the glinting sallet. He can command Olwen out of sinking sand where other ponies paw and froth – Aram, aram – the back-step, an Arabic trick. Or he might come through the ruined borders, over the abandoned vallum and a collapsing mile-fort on the great wall – its heavy, uniform blocks being cannibalised for other buildings now.

            Or from the east, possibly – favoured route of the early saints. Past the tall, ornate crosses of Northumberland, Michael swinging his leg over the saddle and dismounting, chipping away the sacred ash trees and Lokis, while the servant, Isa, his convert and companion, holds the reins. Far east, even, where Christ’s birth-star always burns and holy wars are available; where he has exchanged mathematics with academics and acquired this beautiful, dark-skinned boy.

            Not west. The west is impassable after a winter such as this one past, the year of the Great Charter. The vapours of the Celtic Sea bring back nightmares, scents of disease, blood, spice and cattle on the deserting Scandinavian ships, telltale notes wafting over the crags and peaks. West is Helm’s cinema, and Michael wants the element of surprise. 19

            South is most likely. He journeys by way of the remotest Premonstratensian abbey, with its failed tower and wild, productive territories, hunkered in the uplands beside the fast beck at Hepp. The white canons will host him humbly and with considerable discomfort: Abbot Redman knowing full well Michael Lang’s reputation. The wizard priest. Rumours of rivers changing course under his duress, of consecrated bodies dug up. His infamous, awful helmet. Last time Lang was in the region he helped King John kill five hundred hinds. He exhumed a tomb under Carlisle Castle – the grisly contents of which won some argument – and petrified a coven of witches in Salkeld, encircling them in stone for dancing on the sabbath. Sixty-seven, sixty-eight, sixty-nine: counting them off after violating them, magicking their imprisonment. Redman doubts the latter tale; the stone daughters are weathered, already ancient. But the rapes – one cannot be sure. Myth serves the cause.

            South, then.

            Michael comes fresh from some unsavoury business in Lancaster, or some convention to debate Fibonacci, octaval doctrine, the mass of hellish substances. Past the prison and the drenched Lune, up and across the corpse-road pass. From here, he can see the devil’s brown spine, raised north-east, and its highest point, the lair. Beyond is the vast royal hunting forest of Inglewood – the hunting tally, to be accurate, was two stags, four hundred and eighty-seven hinds. Fiend’s Fell has blue, untrustworthy skies above it. May well you hide, lar, he thinks.

            Michael is as his name, a long traveller, preferring stout centurion-bred ponies for both himself and Isa. There’s no side mule for the boy; the white-robed canons at the fishery note it at their approach across the moors. A low sun haloes Michael’s head. The helmet gleams. He has passed around – no, through – the black upland mires. The legs of the ponies are filthy, their backs lathered with sweat. Not a large man, 20but thick-haunched, with compacted brawn in the chest. Strangely apparelled – neither soldier’s full armour nor nobleman’s cloak; he is not robed as a holy man or scholar might be, but wears an ensemble of hood, fox fur and split tunic. Chimerical. The canons look down; Michael says nothing as he passes. The boy stares at the smoked trout, hanging tail-to-tail from the poles.

            The abbey is rich by the austere standards of the order, cultivated beyond its high walls. Water has been directed from the heath to the ponds; its sheep are fat and trained to the fellside, and the hives and orchards well managed. Word reached them only last week about the visitor: there’s been little time for preparation. Enough time for whispers and speculation, of course. Why is the oath-binder coming?

            Michael enters through the gatehouse by the half-built tower, with Isa clopping behind him, and the abbot, jaundiced but otherwise hale, sees that the legend is true: half the man’s head is made of iron. The skullcap, so heavy and tight-fitting, has bitten into and become the flesh; it glimmers under its patina, like corroded bone. Never removed – not for prayers or penitence, not even for sleep. Michael Lang has foreseen his own death: a strike to the temple, some foul missile meant to end him before God’s work is complete; rock, arrow, a cantering hoof on the battlefield, the cloven hoof of Satan.

         

         He dismounts and calls out, to no one in particular, least of all the abbot who is waiting with customary hospitality, arms tucked into his woollen sleeves.

         I am not, as you can see, one hundred years old.

         The eyes are mirthless, austere as slate. No detectable humour to the words, though it may be some manner of jape designed to stir the solemnity of the place. Michael glances about, professionally, like a general surveilling camp. Redman comes forward, thumbs tucked, and nods. 21

         Deo gratias, Brother Lang.

         Michael nods also, issues instructions for the ponies: Olwen is not to be touched by anyone except Isa. The abbot winces. At Hepp, every man works and none has a servant, but the request seems not in concordance with their rule, more a brand of arrogance.

         
            So, he has arrived. The great Michael Lang.

            It is Lent. It is spring, just and so, after a brutal, frigid season, a season of lewd solicitous fox calls and eagled carcasses. As yet the branches are bare, or larval, buds like the tips of miniver brushes. The fist of winter is loosening; streams have begun to drool and trickle, and the pope’s exorcist has appeared like thrax from the melted core. Abbot Redman admonishes himself for the thought, and Michael notes his recourse as a falcon would the vole’s swerve along the banks. Here, amid the white canons, is a learned Vatican-sanctioned man, cleanser of the worst corruption and sin, a true son of Solomon. His pony carries across its flanks fine Persian saddlebags containing items of such powerful ordnance one should not even approach them. He doesn’t want them handled or broken. Here is a man who has crossed continents, who has mastered Latin, Hebrew, Arabic, and can expel any demon from any occupied body, be it heathen, Saracen or Christian.

            Michael Lang has been dispatched by high order, or has come of his own accord. Alarming though his presence is, he must be honoured as any pilgrim. He is kissed by the abbot and brought inside. A chamber is readied for him, an alcove for the boy. In the refectory, he is given good barley bread and the last of the apples, roast mutton. Such food seems profligate before Easter, but the Hepp canons are blessed, the previous harvest has given ample. Lang is known to enjoy feasts.

         

         The boy waits to be instructed, then he eats, with the right hand. He does not touch the meat. An unearthly boy, angelic almost. The canons 22note this too, disquieted. For as raw and scarred as Michael is – what sore mess must be smothered under that sallet – the servant is fine. Honey skin. Dark and oily eyes. Blackish, curling lamb’s hair. Michael’s is patchy and thin, or gone, killed by its hard covering. He catches the abbot’s staring. He tears the bread crust, feeds pellets into his mouth.

         I notice your keen interest in Isa, Abbot Redman. His family was slaughtered – every last one. I cannot say every last soul, for they were faithless. How many years ago, Isa?

         The boy swallows, and swallows again, ensures his mouth is clear, as if about to speak. He looks at the abbot. He holds up five fingers of one hand, one finger on the other. Palms soft, unlined; whatever menial duties he performs for his master are not especially callusing. Is he mute?

         Yes. Six years ago. That is when he became mine. He was old enough to remember the horror – within formation, as you brothers would say.

         Praise the Lord for his salvation, says Abbot Redman. But the mine is troubling.

         Michael nods.

         Indeed. I also notice your interest in physiognomy. The way you are searching about my countenance. Tell me, Abbot. What is my relation? Not the lion, surely. My father’s nose was narrow and I am his beneficiary. High forehead, were it exposed, though I will assist you immediately – I care not for the arts, it is often as not devil’s sport. Have you noticed another detail yet?

         He pauses, permits the abbot a moment of excruciated observation; he leans across the table, stares unblinking. Abbot Redman flushes red above his fleece, shakes his head.

         No? Very well. I suffer from fixed pupils: they cannot dilate nor contract. Light is therefore often uncomfortable for me. Now. Can you interpret my nature?

         The abbot stammers.

         I, I have no skill in such a practice. I would not judge a man based on his face. 23

         Ah. You think it not a suitable method, then? But is there no exhibition of the true self in a fellow’s expression, his structure, in his colouring and composite?

         
             

         

         It is a test, of course, some form of modern dogma. The abbot inflects, tells Michael that the white canons, while they were based at Blindbeck in Kendal, preached to an enclave of lepers, many of whom had purer souls than the misfortune of their disfigurements suggested. Michael chews the bread, seems disappointed. There are, now the abbot is looking properly, black, immovable nailheads hammered into Michael’s irises. His mouth elongates – a smile?

         Rest easy, Brother, I am quite used to being observed. The one I am here to confront is likely watching now, from nearby or from afar; I cannot yet say.

         
            *

         

         A week of unease passes in the abbey. The white canons pray not to be Michael’s accused as they go about their chores. Between services, they tend to the abbey’s work and their pastoral duties. The two guests seem unnaturally lodged, spelks in the body of St Magdalene’s. They do not attend high or votive masses to honour the Virgin. Michael reads on the cloister bench where the light is good, parchments which should not be removed from the library, modest though the library is. The boy strokes and whispers to the ponies as he feeds them. He receives daily lectures from Michael and is shown manuscripts. Andronicus, the abbot overhears Michael say, good, that is correct, though the boy is not, is never, heard to speak. Every day, they walk up the high moors, taking with them a glass looking-device and a copper weathervane.

         
            At table in the refectory, Redman stares at the tarnished helmet, faintly sickened. He waits to be told something. Michael tells him 24nothing. The abbot will feel it all the more keenly, he knows, auditing the accounts late into the night, sifting through possible breaches of rule, monies, taxes – the order’s French legacy has strained relations with the Crown, and this, of course, is beneficial to their tormentor, if irrelevant. Hugo of Leicester came to St Magdalene’s disgraced last year; Michael is aware of the transgression, and the bastard child, but Hugo is not interrogated.

         

         During his stay, he dispels some of the Langian myths, reinforces others. He did not uncover the plot to murder King John, but has travelled with him to France, and advised on judicial administration. He does carry an anatomic relic – a section of the rib of Christ, in a silver gilt box made by Anglian smiths. This is not displayed, but is verified as they tour the abbey and discuss equipment. The abbot boasts about their wonderful bronze-headed plough, exceptional in the rough northern terrain.

         Tools will civilise Cumberland, he says, before the word of the Lord.

         Curiosity gets the better of him.

         How came you by your holy item? I have heard that it radiates, as the body of the son of God did in ascension.

         Michael places a firm hand on Redman’s shoulder. The heat of the appendage, like boiled ham.

         Aye, it shines with hallowed light, he concedes, but is kept in darkness, where it cannot blind.

         Were this relic to be unboxed, would the abbot see its terrible, occult nature, spliced as it is with horn – from which ungodly creature? – and bound rudely with animal hair? Perhaps.

         
             

         

         The wizard priest carries other weaponry: a mirror wrapped in Galilean linen, holy water, a book, which also cannot be shown, containing Psellus’s diabolical itemisation and Michael’s own doctored versions.

         Such a document would be catastrophic in the wrongs hands, Abbot. 25

         A manual beyond the ken and capacity of backwater pastors, then; no need to infer further, Redman understands perfectly well.

         
             

         

         When Michael speaks, it is absolutely, with unquestionable conviction. Lessons on the demonic, warnings. Down table, the canons listen attentively, transfixed, appalled. Invisible servitors of malevolence are as common as flocks of geese or shoals of perch, he informs them, inhabiting every elemental sphere: marine, subterranean, aerial.

         Shape-shifters. Infiltrators. Aerial monsters are invoked by sorcery, and create at every opportunity natural disasters. What they want, Brothers, is to be as close as possible to the human body, to enter it and be garnished by its blood. They borrow our form, they harness us. And I shall tell you what they enjoy most: obscenity. They penetrate the lewd and slippery ports of desire. They crawl into the openings of wanton women, into the mouths and rectums of fools in farces.

         
            Here is their clue, though it passes them by.

            Isa sits in the alcove behind his master, still and neat; a trained sparrow, other than his unusual blue shawl, pinned at the shoulder. He has been baptised, and renamed, but God sees what moves under titles, as magma courses under Earth’s crust. His salvation seems apocryphal. Found in a burning stable, uncharred: the only survivor. Isa listens to his own story being told. Those black, immaculate eyes, tethered to Michael. Redman glances between the pair, no doubt trying to fathom what the arrangement is, whether it is sinful. For the boy is an overmake – is being taught Greek, and a dialect of Cumbric, perhaps even the necromantic texts. He is unnecessarily beautiful.

            And Michael? Yes, at every moment, Michael is as formidable as his reputation, and doesn’t exhaust himself. As if a hawk has perched on the coops, the abbey shuffles and clucks. The canons stoop when he passes in the dim corridors, as though their guts feel softer, plumper. 26Redman continues to host as graciously as he can. He guides Lang through the gardens. In the kitchen, he gives Michael a small wooden bowl containing honey from the indigenous bees in the woods. He jabbers about the Lord’s bounty, its exceptional taste and medical properties. The wax is rendered into balm, used to dress wounds. Michael tastes without visible pleasure, teeth viscous. It’s like feeding nectar to a crocodile. There are patches of abraded, scabrous flesh around the hemisphere of the skullcap. Such perverse discipline, the bending of predestined law. He lets honey drizzle off the spoon, back into the bowl, and watches the abbot’s nerves fraying.

            The abbey is being cooked in a slow stew of ignorance; it is being self-indicted. They all know the rules. Where there are exorcists, there is foulness, actual or imagined, revealed or fabricated. He could tell them of his interest in the high moorland above Hepp, which doesn’t include the Herdwicks, the bricks of peat or barrels of elm leaves. He could explain why he walks past the enclosures every day, up onto the tops, where there’s nothing but wind and rain and the odd imperial hare, to a discreet lookout point. But it is so enjoyable, watching men squirm.

         

         Finally, Redman plucks up his courage.

         I hope you find that we at St Magdalene’s are, as our robes would have us, the humble, devoted servants of our Lord and pilgrims?

         Silence. The click of a tongue unsticking from the mouth’s roof. Michael places the honey spoon on the table. He stares at the abbot, his blue, unresponsive eyes impossible to look away from, then moves to kiss him on both cheeks. Redman roots himself to the ground.

         I do, certainly. All is commendable and righteous in your house.

         The abbot’s throat slackens. He finds he can breathe. So, all he had to do to be saved from the oath-binder’s vice was break, and be seen to break.

         Might we then assist you in your clandestine mission here? 27

         Michael releases the abbot.

         You cannot, which is unfortunate. Tomorrow we will leave you. This is unquestionably the best honey I have tasted. I would take some of your product of the comb, if there is sufficient.

         
            *

         

         On their departure, the abbot presents his guests with bread, sheep’s cheese and a jar of bee balm. Isa fetches the ponies. Michael bids Redman farewell. The white canons close the gate, and peace is restored.

         
            From the abbey, the travellers ride across rolling country, to the fortified town of Appleby, thinned of personnel and pitted with graves from plague and endless border raids. They ride up a wide avenue of limes to the castle, where the baron is absent, his wife and daughters cower at the window, and mastiffs slather and strain against their ropes. Another Scottish dispute is under way, beacon fires flaring in the night sky; the slaughter can almost be heard echoing down from the city of Carlisle. Appleby has a bad smell, raddled livestock, cesspools; its residents are gaunt-eyed, starving and embattled, unable to cultivate the fields or make proper arrangements for the dead. They are not flattered or terrified by Michael’s banner, nor his machined head: they are beyond such feelings. All around is the chaos of hell. He might simply be the fourth horseman, heralding a merciful end.

            There are shoddy barricades around the moat, over which Olwen tramples, snorting. Michael pounds the studded oak door, demands entry, but he is not here to war with his original kinsmen, or with any man. Inside the fortified hall there’s rindless bacon, hoarded silverware and huge debt to the king. The women are ghosts beside the tapestries, of no more substance than thread. Use of a longhouse is agreed. 28

            They stay a night only, to rest and water the ponies, to take their bearings, then they move on. Up along the brisk, unferried river, towards Blencarn and Salkeld, the place of witches and giants, the foothills. Towards the unholiest of all English mountains – Golgotha reborn in the north. Now they raise their hoods, woollen and furred; two anonymous riders in the vale of the demonic Helm.
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            V

         

         So come the best and shiniest trinkets of all – trains!

         
             

         

         The railway, from Settle to Carlisle. Into Eden, foot by Silurian foot, inch by igneous inch, it is blasted and hammered, raised across becks and moors, hoisted through the air on great Romanesque piers. Across backwaters the tracks are laid, riveted, soldered, bent and bolted, in the greatest engineering feat of the age. Twenty-one viaducts over mires and ravines, fourteen tunnels pounded through granite and lime; immortalised by scope, by collateral damage, by their own beautiful names.

         
            
               Dent Head.

               Arten Gill.

               Long Meg.

               Crosby Garrett.

               Crowdundle.

               Sheriff Brow.

               Blea Moor.

            

         

         Helm Tunnel: 571 yards of reinforced subterranean wall, directly in the eponymous bore, thus foiling vainglorious attempts to cowp the locomotive.

         
            But queen of all the constructions at Batty Moss swamp is the colossal Ribblehead Viaduct. Twenty-four magnificent arches, a hundred and four feet high – a thing so tall and long and extraordinary it will sponsor the expansion of local graveyards as more and more men die building it. 30

            So come the freight cars, rapidly and rhythmically, clanking through the valley, carrying sago, mutton, coppice-wood, charcoal, woollen quilts, spice, swill baskets, gunpowder. So come the passengers, on their way to business in Glasgow and Edinburgh; mill merchants, stockbrokers, agriculturalists, tourists.

            But wait. Hold up. Reverse.

         

         Before the crates of lamb and grain, the antimacassar headrests and tepid tea urns, before the ladies in long walking skirts, and Jocks and Southerners, first come the surveyors and engineers from the Midland Railway Company, arguing about topography and expenses.

         Are you off your rocker, Peabody says to Crossley, looking out across the bleak North Yorkshire terrain. This area cannot be drained, nor spanned. It’s a quagmire, a veritable sinkhole; it is quite simply terra horribilis.

         Untrue. This is the age of can-do, of unstoppable industry; another Steam Mania, the newspapers say. It is the age of poverty and transitory labour; one man will do what the last could not, or did until his untimely demise, for only a shilling or two. Crossley is known for his lengthy stride and a frozen smile, his brushed mustachio and tenacity.

         Certainly it can, my good chap. We will double the depth of the piers, and we will add six more arches. Indeed, Ribblehead can be done, and is, but not without moral compromise and excessive coffers.

         
            So comes the Act of Parliament, and the moolah – lots to be spent and lots made between England and Scotland – and the blueprints for stations, the contracts for stationmasters, for boiler smiths, signalmen, stokers; opportunities for sandwich stalls and posy sellers on the platforms, penny-benders, et cetera.

            Then come the railway workers. Navvies. In their hundreds: a marauding invasion of Helmland. On foot like the undead, riding scrub ponies 31and hanging off carts, they come down the unmade roads – packs, clans, families, whole and transient communities. Welsh, Irish, English, Eastern European, unnamed, unnumbered, criminal, extremely good at their work. Each crew has a leader, two degrees cleverer and two degrees lazier. Lester Blunt. Wheeler Jones. Joe the Red. Peg; just Peg, because everyone knows Peg, with her gold tooth and her pinch box, her quiet Goliath boys; everyone knows not to cross Peg. It is said Peg removed the hand of a man who’d paid her a ha’penny short. How? A machete. She never! God’s honour! The whole sorry lot of them are ready to kill each other, for the sake of nationhood, vendetta, navvy law, if dynamite and disease don’t kill them first.

            Also in tow come their wives. Their sick, unschooled children. Their tents and their musical instruments, their brandy stills and bake kilns, their shoddy boots – tied together, toeless, nailed at the heel, mended, resurrected, stolen, resoled – their pickaxes and shovels, the incredible capitalised machinery of their muscles. And in come the side economies: prostitutes and pote sellers, cockpits and canteens, tin chapels, the old, tired sot of a doctor servicing too many patients – Christ in a Hole, what vile act has he perpetrated to end up here; which war has desecrated him sufficiently for this position? – not to mention the under-politicians herding the rabble, inciting the crews to push harder for a mere pound more.

            So come one thousand horses. Woah, there! Work ponies, dray mares. Hulking, feather-footed Clydesdales and Shires – draught breeds all called Samson, Mammoth, Titan and Brawny. In the plains beneath the Pennine range there’s a herd so large it’s as if the wild prehistorics have returned. Helm straightens their manes, lifts their tails, incites stampedes.

            Up go the shanty towns, mushrooming along the rivers and heaths, under the stretches of air where viaducts will be raised. Batty Moss 32Hole. Belgravia. Jericho. Gallows humour to their names, but it’s no joke to go there. Nor is anyone invited to, because there are already teachers, of a sort, preachers conducting fast masses and funerals, vigilantes with truncheons. Though, what is education in a labour camp, what’s law and order and morality after a pittance in pay and one rest day a year (Christmas)? Betterment? Civility? Fuck the Lord and the Lords of Industry. Fuck the books and the Hornies. Here instead are amputations, disfigurements, poison. Open wounds, infections. Venereal pus, septicaemia, gangrene.

            Old Doctor Rot tries to make his patients lie down, but they get up, limp off, cauterised, half-blind, for they must work, they must work, they must work. Back to where the next cutting is being hewn out of shale and rock. Back to the lethal, towering skeleton of Ribblehead. They cannot imagine a tramway through the hills or across the gullies, but will swing at it, shovel rubble and haul the hods away, rag their ears when the fuses are lit. Doc plugs and stitches their gashes closed, removes fingers after a shot of whiteout brandy – one shot for him, one for the victim. He burns the severed body parts and bloody swabs, sends pathological gifts downriver to Carlisle. He yanks teeth, fashions prosthetics with leather pads and buckles, jerry-rigged legs, plaster-cast hands.

            He tries to suggest, occasionally and quietly, Fellas, should there not be a union … But how to unite the fighting nations or the nationless, workers who will be replaced lickety-split by others if they down tools?

         

         He tends the feral children, with their bent and stunted bones, their fevers and impetigos. He rounds them up off the moors where they are collecting puffballs to cook, or snails, or vetch, or nipple-cap mushrooms which they scoff by the handful, then sit dilated for hours watching the silly, jinking stars. They show him their favourite trick – the gunpowder cuff – pinches stolen from the supply store, 33worth getting beaten for if caught, worth the burn sores. He anoints them, smiles, chastises.

         Johnny Leck, I do not want to see you here on my table with a singed arm again.

         He hears the kiddies coughing all night long, whoop-whoop, choke. That damn wind makes them worse, whooshing down the slopes, congesting their chests, sending them loopy. Another cheap wooden cross goes up every week – every other day, it seems. Van. McMaster. Evans. Szabo. Unknown Woman (whore). So ragged in the bitter winter are the inhabitants of the camps, vomiting up phlegm, boiling leather and cabbages in cauldrons of soup. Then sweating in the North African sand-dusted heat of summer, in the terrible seasons of Ribblehead.

         
            Underneath the stone beast is Batty Moss Hole, where the wives make rabbit stew. They make tallow candles and fur booties. They make ale and shinny. The braziers always glow – fires to dry their men’s clothes. They construct turf-and-timber huts like the First People, but they don’t make gifts for Helm; oh no, too busy, too rankled. They knit socks, darn britches, they feed the horses; mend, muck out, maintenance fuck. Doc Rot sorts their itching crotches and pustules, their burning piss, their pre-eclampsia; he lets them hold their stillborns longer than he should. Begged by a woman Peg knows, he performs a useless mastectomy. The tit hole is a wet red nest; he stitches the flap closed but it will not heal. The patient whispers on her pallet bed: Thankyou thankyou thankyou thankyou. Thanking who? Him for trying to save her? This scrape of life off her shoe? Or the green-winged creature waiting for her in the corner? Sepsis takes her. Peg clears her bunk – bits of enamelware, a carthen, the single coin in the mothy purse, thank you.

            The doctor, drunk and burning sick inside himself, thinks, enough. He walks into the river by the Eamont Viaduct foundation, drowns, and floats downstream, his black coat winging like ray-fish. 34

         

         It is all so antic.

         It is all so tragic.

         This beguiling soap opera, the unexalted congregation worshipping below Helm’s mountain.

         
            The line pushes north. Work does not stop, day and night, night and day, the tink-tonk of metal on rock, the rumble and patter of landscape rived apart and raining down, hiss of gas lamps, the endless cursing and song of men indentured, as if they are in church, or on ships, or at the matches. Glory and filth; filth and glory.

            Only snow stops the labour, for a day or two; spate floods, or frozen ground. Helm stops the work with some big spring mischief. A black, ten-day Helm – one of the tallest clouds ever seen. The tents flap savagely in Jericho. Timberwork at the south portal of Helm Tunnel clatters down, stuns a stray cow; she’s minced in camp before the farmer can collect the carcass; no one saw a thing. But the great brick arches of the viaducts remain, immovable as those off Segovia and Nîmes as wind moans and flutes and bassoons beneath their massive gussets. And who is to say Helm will not lift the damn locomotive off the track if Helm wants to?

            Settle to Carlisle. Seven years to complete the line, with the slick, greasy efficiency of cash and the British class system.

            On the inaugural journey, twenty-four miles an hour is recorded. Racing speed. A man sets his champion greyhound loose beside the passing engine. It’s neck and neck, until Pinpoint Sally is distracted by a hare and veers away. Approaching Ribblehead, the locomotive brakes and slows. The engine driver sees the viaduct coming; not a matter of faith, but he finds himself gripping the cab rail. Steady, steady, we are iron-clad. His darling flies safely over. Soon the crossing is gone, the track curves and the driver looks behind: there are 35Ribblehead’s hefty thighs and proudly elevated back, spanning the impassable swamp, certainly.

            Service is begun, timetables written, a complaints office opened. Clinker and lead are carried on flatbeds. Cud-chewers. Turnips. Whisky. Adventurers in velvet-seated carriages. Mornings, afternoons, evenings: same times every day, give or take a few peevish minutes, toot-toot, chuff-chuff, that lovely coaly firebox smoke fills the valley. Helm knows when they are due, watches them pass through – the Duke of Cumberland, the Royal Scot, the Bluebell, the Little Quaker. Helm becomes – ahem – a trainspotter.

            The last part of the northern railway dial is finished; travellers can circumnavigate Cumberland and Westmorland in a day, and penetrate its interior. (Already the line is in to Windermere, the lake only a short walk from the platform. Wordsworth would shit a farthing!) Now Eden is accessible too, with its lesser-known attractions, its verdant clefts and moonscapes, its wind-pummelled citizens and long-reigning tyrant.

            So here they come: the industrialists, the aproneers, the Romantic inheritors.

            Here, too, with his trunks of equipment – barometers and wind roses and boyhood correspondence from Admiral Beaufort – comes our man from the Royal Meteorological Society. Newly chartered. Queen Victoria herself has shaken his hand, wanly and black-gloved, and the hands of his fellow members, all lined up in a genuflecting, besuited row. I do so enjoy our weather, she commented drolly, whereupon our man bowed and replied: As do I, Your Majesty.
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