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​Chapter 1. The Plantagenet Tavern.
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It has been a queer sort of autumn, I dare say, wildly eccentric weather.  For a few days it was sultry and tropical, hellish really, but for the last few weeks now the north of England has been as icy as Siberia.  The glorious warmth and golden glow of what had been a delightful lingering summer first degenerated into suffocating heat, and now there’s this wretched, interminable polar hell.  The change from hot to cold came so suddenly that it gives one hope, perhaps not unjustifiably, that the tropical heat will return just as suddenly.

Something else changed rather abruptly.  My freedom.  Sir Hugh Menzies is the name.  I spent a decade in the Secret Service reserves where I didn’t have to risk my neck at all, not once that I can remember.  But all that has now changed with my called-up to active duty.  Received the mobilization order just over a week ago.  A young corporal called at my estate in Northumberland to deliver in person my marching orders.  I was handed a slip of paper which told me to report to army HQ in York.  9 days ago was my final day as free man.  And now perhaps years of toil, danger and drudgery await me as a soldier under orders in this medieval militaristic system which now prevails over England.

Yes, Sir Hugh Menzies, 47, bachelor, a colonel in Her Majesty’s secret service, am once again on the front lines.  Let me give you a little review of what’s unfolding here.  First, there was a brief meeting in York with my commanding officer, Sir Tobias Norbert-Jones.  Nothing of terribly great import was discussed, aside from the fact that I was ordered to move south, ordered to be in London as soon as possible.

Well, roughly a week elapsed before I actually arrived in London.  Why the delay?  Let’s see, first off, I was set upon by a gang of bloodthirsty brigands.  I escaped the killers, providentially and just barely, after a perilous ride over the moors.  My poor horse, sad to report, had a heart attack and expired after giving his supreme effort in the flight from the brigands.  I then had to scramble on foot through the brush and brambles and over some hillocks in my own supreme effort to escape the cut-throats.  Fortune smiled upon me, as I panted and sweated, as I threw myself into the concealing cover of a midlands forest.  Rather like the young man who would become King Charles II., when he took refuge in an oak tree while fleeing Cromwell’s army, I scrambled up the low hanging boughs of a maple and hid amid white snow covering a blaze of orange and gold autumnal color.  The hounds had lost the fox.  Sir Hugh held on to his life, lived to fight another day, and also held on to his wallet stuffed with money.  I might have bought myself another horse, but rumors abounded – I dined in taverns at least once a day - all I heard was hear no end of gossip saying the highways were infested with thieves and murderers - so-and-so was robbed here, someone else was robbed and murdered over yonder etc.  Can’t really didn’t see the wisdom of traveling on roads infested with outlaws.  Why risk it?  I needed to take the slow safe route.  Besides, I wasn’t given a precise definite deadline ordering me to be in London by or before a specific date and time.

Anyway, I disguised myself as a day-labourer, sported the typical dusty outfit, unkempt hair, boots well-bespattered with rustic mire.  Wasn’t too hard to look impoverished as I struck out cross-country, horseless and on foot, venturing over the fields, forests and meadows of England, travelling during the daylight hours and sleeping at night under the stars, with just a fire and some wool blankets for warmth.

Reaching the northern suburbs of London at last I was astonished by the reek of it all, by the stench of horse and cattle and pig manure.  Of course, for a few decades now, central London has been rather like a huge version of Venice, what with the inundation of the North Sea into the Thames valley.  In recent years Her Majesty’s government has had many big nuclear reactors running in Antarctica, big reactors which are generating the energy required to run the pumps which are lifting billions of gallons of seawater every minute, lifting them thousands of meters vertically, and pushing them hundreds of kilometers horizontally, spilling billions of gallons of seawater every minute over the frigid interior of Antarctica.  Huge ice mountains and vast frozen saltwater plateaus have been built for the last 50 years in Antarctica, built by the British, the Germans, the French, the Italians, the Chinese, the Japanese, the South Koreans, the Muricans, the Canadians, the Brazilians, the Argentines etc.  Of course other parts of the Antarctic ice cap, the parts hard by the almost tropical waters of the Southern Ocean, are still melting away at a prodigious rate.  Nevertheless, the sea level is now being lowered at a rate of 1 meter per century, albeit large sections of London are still 2 meters below sea level.  But progress of any sort is nothing to sneer at.  The gondoliers’ guilds are of course angry about the retreating waters, angry in London, New York, Miami, Seattle, San Francisco, Quebec, Montreal, Los Angeles, Buenos Aires, Rio, Mumbai, Singapore, Shanghai, Perth, Sydney, Gold Coast, Barcelona, Stockholm, Hamburg etc., etc., but those negative Nancys and Debbie downers, like everyone else, will just have to either adapt or die.

The strange thing is that the Global Warming / Climate Change doctrines pushed by George Monbiot, Greta Thunberg, Peter Jackson, AOC, Leonardo DiCaprio, Joe Biden etc., etc., 2 centuries ago, were debunked as soon as they were formulated.  But these huge ice mountains were built anyway, queer thing that.  And now the earth’s orbit is all out of whack what with, over the last fifty years, the construction of these huge ice mountains in Antarctica, each one hundred thousand of feet high, each having a mass of many gazillions of gigatons.  London had lately been oscillating, every 7.367 months, between 89.974 degrees north latitude and 11.423 degrees north latitude, but things change so quickly these numbers are now woefully obsolete.

It was Queen Juanita’s great-grandfather’s decision, made one century ago, to ban all cars, trains, lorries, buses, planes, airliners etc., to rely upon horses and oxen and bicycles, his decision to ban the burning of fossil fuels altogether.  This decree basically forced everyone in the UK to live in 18th century conditions.   An earlier Queen had driven the hordes of Islamic gang-rape battalions out of the UK in the late 21st century, and this heroic action put an end to all of the factions in the UK which had been clamouring for the monarchy be abolished altogether.  The ubiquitous cry of  “Death to the Windsors!” was no longer heard night and day in the towns and cities of the United Kingdom.  The Restoration of the Crown was a great benefit to UK society in many ways.  A Golden Age descended upon the United Kingdom for a few years at least.  But soon brigandage sprang up everywhere because of weak and effeminate kings.  Queen Juanita’s father and grandfather refused to drive the highwaymen into extinction, and they were even said to have accepted bribes from the same.  And so the evil grew by slow degrees over the decades of the 22nd century.  Feudalism was soon enough revived under rapacious robber barons. The calamitous criminality eventually reached medieval proportions and no sign of any sort of enlightened Renaissance Age could be seen on the horizon.

It’s true that a few thousand dignitaries and government VIPS were permitted to fly jets and autos.  But tens of millions of loyal subjects of the Crown felt the full effects of the anti-CO2 austerity measures.  Many millions descended into poverty and destitution; outright starvation was rare and yet many millions lived only slightly better than did the brute beasts of the field in this post-modern recrudescence of the Dark Ages.  A freezing peasant could expect to be drawn and quartered by the brigands – who were of course the paid henchmen of the nobles - if the peasant was apprehended chopping down a tree to feed to a fire to keep his family from freezing to death on a winter’s night, or on a summer’s night for that matter, given the wild fluctuations in the weather.

The other big news to report on my adventure south was that I met two vivacious girls - young women I should say - who gave me the correct passwords, thus signifying they were my comrades in secret service to the Crown.  We met while climbing aboard a meat wagon.  They had their orders to find me and find out why I was so dreadfully late in arriving in London.  I told them about the brigands and my dead horse.  About this meat wagon, it was really just a standard bus drawn by 12 huge work horses, Percherons, I believe is the name of the breed, but these sorts of buses were always crammed with hordes of unwashed passengers and so they became known as meat-wagons.  No classified information was exchanged of course between myself and the women, just small talk after the passwords, mind you.  I couldn’t help but wonder what our exact mission would be.  For a time, for half a century in fact, the Irish banned the burning of fossil fuels.  But now, with the sea level being lowered, the Irish government had lifted its ban on the burning of fossil fuels in the Emerald Isle.  This of course enraged various factions within both Ireland and the UK, as well as round the world.  So, perhaps the women and myself were about to be sent on a mission to sabotage some oil refineries in Ireland.  Really, what else could be more logical and more expected than that?  Of course, it was all idle speculation until we received specific orders.  But, all the same, common sense still insisted that we would be sent on a mission to blow up some oil refineries in Ireland.

The girls, I mean the young women, invited me to join them for dinner later this evening.  And now I’m just outside the hotel where we rendezvous.  The girls are young, glamorous, beautiful, not too stuck up, mind you.  Just a first impression, that.  All the same, I think I know a few things about first impressions.  I know their ins and outs, their intricacies, their idiosyncrasies, their subtle and not so conspicuous nuances.

Well now, proceeding with the details of the big romantic reunion, I had some difficulty finding the place, this Plantagenet Hotel, what with all the crowds and the driving rain, but with perseverance I found the Plant and took a room. Tossed my bags on a table, took a shower, had a shave, collapsed on the bed for a quick nap, no more than an hour, needed that refresher sleep rather badly.  It was either grab some sleep or pop a couple Benzedrine to wake up a weary bloke.  I wouldn’t say I’m a great friend of Benny but we are acquainted.  So, moving right along, I made myself presentable and descended to the hotel bar round about 8:00 pm, just the time the girls and I had planned.  There was some preliminary chitchat with a pretty barmaid.  Pleasant enough girl, that one.  We chatted about nothing in particular, just conversed on why she wasn’t married and why guys found her so beautiful but also so aloof, talked about why she is both so glamorous and yet so down-to-earth and approachable.  No, no, I wasn’t asking her any personal questions.  I wasn’t giving her the 3rd degree and prying into why she was still unmarried, and asking when she was going to give her old mum some grandchildren, and when she was going to do something with her life, career-wise.  I’m not that type.  I like to keep the conversation with strangers on a banal level, quite trite, very trite even.  You start probing people on sensitive subjects, and then, in my experience anyway, they tend to get touchy or hostile.  Yeah, you don’t want to be too glaringly obvious or obnoxious in digging for info on people’s private lives.  So, I’m thinking to myself, now here’s a lovely young woman, this here barmaid, but if I go telling her that she’s stuck in a dead end job and if I start advising her that she needs to go to night school or day school or she needs to start a self-study program by hitting the books and by applying herself in learning computer programming, or learning herself some accounting principles and practices, or by saying that she needs to get some books at the library which will teach her how to become a bounty hunter, or a private detective, or a film director, or a movie star, to help get herself out of this dead end waitressing job she’s wallowing in, to get her out of this big huge enormous mudhole she’s stuck in, then she’s just going to get chilly with me, or perhaps angry and hostile, get nasty with me for trying to run her life for her, when I’m just talking sound sense really, just trying to get her out of her dead-end dreary dismal existence, you know?  No, trust me on this one, you don’t want to see your most well-intentioned intentions go astray.  You don’t want people to misconstrue your great intentions so that you end up hurting their feelings.  People are so touchy, so easy to antagonize.  Just keep it banal.  Trite and Polite.  Trite and Polite.  Trite and Polite.  That’s the ticket.  Safer that way.  Better all round for everyone.  I was thinking of telling her that I drink Newcastles when I’m away from Newcastle but not just when I’m away from Newcastle, but that sounded a wee bit too trite, so I asked her about the food at this Plantagenet place and she says the beef stew and the prime rib are first-rate, and then she says the lobster is nothing a connoisseur would touch but if I’m not one of those I might try it.
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