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Prologue

The Heart of the World


Prague Castle,
 Bohemia, 1585
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Emperor Rudolf II - Ruler of the World, Aficionado of Alchemy, Collector of Curiosities - shifted in his throne. The din of his retinue of astrologers and astronomers, physicians and philosophers was driving him mad. He could bear it no longer. Rudolf raised his hands to his head, opened his mouth and released an almighty roar. It echoed through the castle’s maze of halls and corridors. It infiltrated its innermost chambers. It could even be heard by the prisoners held in Daliborka Tower.

The hall bristled with tension. Rudolf’s eyes bulged red with rage. His attendants fell silent. None dared look at him. Tycho Brahe, the silver-nosed astronomer, examined his watch. Oswald Croll, the physician, scratched the mole on his chin. Michael Sendiv, the Polish chemist, stared at his shoes. After what felt like an eternity, the roar diminished to a growl and the Emperor heaved himself from his throne. He needed to be alone.

Rudolf went outside to the cold calm of the castle  courtyards which formed a city within a city. A castle and a city whose towers and spires touched the stars, whose cellars and dungeons dug deep into the clay-rich soil.

The stars and the soil. The heavens and the earth. Rudolf had pondered the mysteries of the world and the universe since he was a boy. To him, the strange celestial events that had occurred throughout his life were no coincidence. But what did it mean that, in the year he turned six, there was a solar eclipse, two lunar eclipses, the passage of a comet and a mysterious conjunction of Jupiter and Mars? What did it mean that the death of his father and his coronation as King of Hungary coincided with the coming of a burning blue supernova?

Rudolf crunched through snow across Powder Bridge, over Stag Moat and towards the Royal Gardens. Dressed, as always, in the sombre black of the Spanish Court, his bulbous nose, plump lips and jutting jaw were typical of his lineage. His body was bloated by excessive banqueting, his eyes watery and loose-lidded. He stood not tall and confident like the world ruler he was, but with shoulders burdened by history. He’d never just been himself. Even as a child he was always known as the heir of Maximilian II, Emperor-in-waiting. First Hungary, then Bohemia, then ruler of an entire empire by the age of twenty-five, constantly preyed upon by the threat of invasion from without and revolt from within.

What if he hadn’t been one of the Hapsburgs, destined to rule the world, at risk of succumbing to the sickness that had afflicted his family for generations? It had claimed the life of his grandmother, a woman now remembered as Joanna the Mad. He’d already seen signs of it in his eldest son, and he felt it in himself too. The itch of insanity that had led him to retreat into a world inhabited not by humans, but by oddities; his Cabinet of Curiosities. A series of chambers in Prague  Castle exhibiting his collection, the world’s greatest natural and manmade marvels, everything from ancient relics to ostrich egg goblets and automated music machines.

Along with astronomy and alchemy, collecting was what made Rudolf happy. He mistrusted people. He could hear them now. Whispering voices. Murmuring in the walls. Rustling through leaves. He heard them everywhere he went. Everywhere, that is, except within the confines of his private chambers. Here the voices fell silent. He felt comfortable surrounded by his curiosities, for objects can’t answer back. Objects can’t betray.

Rudolf’s craze for collecting included a zoo, in Lion’s Court, just the other side of Powder Bridge. Among the menagerie of bears, wolves, wildcats and birds of paradise was the lion the Sultan of Turkey had presented to him. A symbol of sovereignty, the sun, and alchemy, this majestic beast was Rudolf’s most cherished animal. Some years previously his chief astrologer had declared that since Rudolf and the beast shared the same horoscope they would share the same fate. And from that day forth the Emperor’s lion ate only the finest meat, drank only the purest water and its enclosure was permanently heated.

An hour walking through the bitterly cold night froze his rage. Up here, high on one of Prague’s seven hills, Rudolf had the world at his feet. He turned, looked back at the spindly gothic spire of St Vitus’s Cathedral, where his father’s body lay. He had many connections with this city. He knew it as a place of miraculous transformations. A place where chemists work to covert dirt into gold. A place where, locked away in their towers and caverns, alchemists seek to conquer death by developing an elixir of life. A place where practitioners of Natural Magick strive to decipher ancient symbols, harness the forces of nature and make the inanimate animate. A place,  where, in short, the fantastical might be made real.

Rudolf stopped at the Singing Fountain, so named because of the musical ringing that sounded when its jets of water struck the bronze basin. He looked up and saw that the sky was clear, that the moon glowed silver above his observatory on the first floor of the palace. For once the signs seemed good.


Yes, he thought, I will return the seat of Imperial power to Prague. will make her the heart of the Empire, as she is ruler of my heart.


But nothing is as it seems.

Rudolf knew the brilliant white snow shrouding the bridges and palaces of the Lesser Quarter hid deception and disease. He was aware that many of those who came to impress him with their displays of magic were charlatans. He knew something must be done to halt the spread of the plague in Prague’s Ghetto district. And he knew that he would never escape the burdens of his birthright.
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THE FIRST CHAMBER

Naturalia
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Chapter One

In the House of the Seven Stars

Vienna Austria
 6th January 1583
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Several hundred miles away from Prague, in a tall thin house in the centre of Vienna, someone else had come to a decision. Doctor Gustav Grausam had decided to make his nephew his apprentice.

“Jan’s been crippled by grief for too long,” Gustav announced to his wife, Greta, after dinner. “He needs something to occupy his mind. It’s time he learned the arts of alchemy and anatomy.”

“Is he old enough?” she asked. “Is he capable? After all, you’ve never allowed me to ...”

“Without a doubt. He’s more than ready,” Gustav replied, stroking his well-kept moustache. “And I need an assistant. Fresh blood to invigorate my work.

“I may be healthy,” he continued, “but it can’t be denied that I’m over halfway through my life. If I’m to realise the potential of my investigations I must have help. Together we could the transform the scientific world.”
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“Stir yourself,” called Gustav as he swept into his nephew’s room next morning.

Jan turned to the wall, drew the bedclothes over his head. “It’s still dark,” he grumbled. “What time is it?”

“Time to start work,” said Gustav, setting down a candle on the bedside table. “Scientists don’t wait for the sun to come up. We rise before it, we work to understand how and why it behaves as it does. Besides, it will be light soon, so get up. I’ve decided to make you my apprentice.”

Jan sat bolt upright.

“Hurry. I’ll meet you in the cellar.”

Jan didn’t need to be told again. He jumped out of bed, pulled on his shirt and trousers, went to the dressing table. He caught sight of himself in the mirror. It was true what they said; he did have his mother’s eyes. Violet as juniper berries. It was as if she were watching him now. He could hardly believe so much time had passed since she and his father had died. Nine months already. He missed them so much. His aunt and uncle were good to him but Jan often felt lonely. Uncle Gustav was always locked away in his cellar and Aunt Greta hardly left her rooms at the top of the house so he spent his days reading or exploring the city.


But perhaps things are changing, he thought, splashing his face with cold water.

While Jan had hoped he might learn more about his uncle’s work, he hadn’t dared imagine he’d become his  apprentice. Minutes later, he was standing outside the laboratory.

“Come in, come in.” Gustav waved him over the threshold. “Welcome to my Cellar of Science!”

Jan turned around slowly, trying to take it all in. First he noticed the black and white chequered floor, spread out like a gigantic chess board. Next he noticed the rows of dead  birds hanging from the rafters, some preserved with their feathers resplendent, others stripped back to their skeletons. He looked to his right and saw a series of meticulously detailed charts of leaves, roots and flowers and anatomical drawings, among them a diagram of the human skull and musculatory system.
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The remaining wall space was filled from floor to ceiling with shelves and drawers. A mass of stuffed mammals lined the top. Most were familiar to Jan - long-eared hares, foxes, squirrels, badgers, a bear cub - but there were also more unusual creatures; a blue-faced monkey, the head of a black-and-white striped beast that resembled a horse.

The shelf below displayed jars of preserved embryos. It was hard to tell from their undeveloped state but Jan thought they might be mice. Then came the reptilia, all manner of lizards and snakes organised according to size and species. The lower shelves were labelled with words whose meaning Jan could only guess at, like conchiliata, which exhibited various types of shell, and lapides, a collection of stones, rocks and gems. There were countless cabinets containing botanical samples - dried leaves, flowers, seeds and nuts. There were drawers of teeth, bones, horns and fur, and glass caskets bearing bizarre insects that had been varnished to protect their colours from fading. There was a corner devoted to mariana, things of the sea, like pieces of coral and hollowed out crustaceans, sea stars and turtles, and a cabinet filled with eggs, some so large and exotic-looking that Jan supposed they must have been laid by rare birds from far-flung lands. His jaw dropped.
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“Well?” asked Gustav. “What do you think?”

“I don’t know what to say,” Jan replied, shaking his head. “All these strange creatures. I know this is a wolf’s head, and this a boar tusk and this an ibex horn,” he said, pointing to the animal parts mounted above Gustav’s head, “but I hardly recognise some of these. There must be more specimens here than in the city museum.”

“Perhaps,” said Gustav. “It represents a lifetime’s work, but unlike the Imperial Library here in Vienna, or the royal Cabinets of Wonders of Ambras Palace, this isn’t a museum for the dead. My interest is in the living. See for yourself,” he said, pointing to a doorway in a far corner of the room. “Go through. But mind where you tread, no sudden movements and be sure to close the door behind you.”

Jan did as his uncle asked and found himself in an enclosed garden. It should have felt cold - the pale winter sun was barely visible through the frost-covered glass roof- but it was as warm as a summer’s day, as if the plants and flowers housed here were releasing heat through their lush leaves and uncommonly bright petals. A cluster of fruit flies circled his head, their bodies glistening like droplets of fresh blood. And as Jan waved them away, he thought of the long summers he’d spent in his father’s orchard.

He hadn’t really known Gustav then, but he’d always loved hearing tales of his uncle’s life in the city. He was the only one of his family to leave their remote village for good, the only one who’d made a name for himself in the wider world and Jan had always quietly hoped to do the same one day.

It seemed a talent for medicine and science ran in the family. Jan’s mother had been the village healer, entrusted with delivering babies and administering herbal medicine.  How cruel it was she’d lost her life through her work. She’d been poisoned by the plague while nursing a patient in the advanced stages of the disease. It seemed to Jan that it had come like an ogre. Grotesque and greedy, it had stomped into their cottage and infected his parents with its filth. They were dead and buried within days. The villagers had thought it a miracle that Jan was spared. And sometimes, on those days when his loss was too much to bear, when all he saw was the grassy path to his old home fading behind him and a stony track stretching before him, when all he felt was an ache in his heart, Jan almost wished the ogre had taken him too.

He loosened his ruffled collar and moved deeper into the garden. Dozens of dazzlingly plumaged birds darted through the tangle of leaves and flowers. A host of butterflies - some striped, others spotted, some that seemed to sparkle - alighted on his chest and shoulders until he’d all but vanished beneath their fluttering wings.

Jan jumped as a screech like the cry of a newborn infant rang through the garden. He felt a rustling at his feet and, all at once, an azure-bodied bird emerged from the undergrowth. It unfurled its train to reveal a shimmering fan of feathers. Its markings reminded Jan of lidless blue eyes, set in iridescent bronze and green rings. Jan had seen paintings of peacocks. He’d heard they were proud creatures, revered in ancient legends and kept by kings, but he’d never imagined he’d encounter one in real life, let alone in his uncle’s house.
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The Queen of the Gods and Her Hundred-Eyed Bird

Many years ago in Ancient Greece there lived a goddess named Hera. She was the queen of the gods and the heavens and of women and marriage.

When people thought of Hera they thought also of peacocks and cows and pomegranates, for these were her sacred symbols. Her wagon was drawn by a host of peacocks. Cows symbolised her role as mother, and the pomegranates represented a woman’s love for her husband.

Hera’s life was one of danger and drama, especially in matters concerning her family. For example, when she rejected one of her sons for being ugly, he made her a golden throne which, when she sat on it, held her prisoner with its invisible fetters. Here she remained until she promised to make beautiful Aphrodite his wife.

And Zeus, Hera’s husband, the lord of the heavens and king of the gods, also brought great tempests to her family. He was a hot-tempered man, given to infidelity and so Hera employed a hundred-eyed giant to spy on him.

One day, the giant discovered Zeus with another woman. To escape Hera’s wrath, Zeus transformed the woman into a cow. But Hera saw through his trick and asked for the cow as a gift. Since this animal was sacred to her Zeus couldn’t refuse, and Hera kept the woman-turned-cow captive in a cave and ordered her giant to guard it day and night so Zeus had no opportunity to return the beast to its original womanly form.

Determined not to be outwitted, Zeus sent Hermes, messenger of the gods and lord of thieves and trickery, to recover the cow. Knowing it would be impossible to escape detection from the giant’s eyes, Hermes played a mesmerising tune on his flute. One by one, the giant’s eyes closed. As soon as the hundredth eye had closed, Hermes took an axe and chopped off the giant’s head.

When Hera found her giant, all bloody and beheaded outside the cave, she removed each of his eyes and placed them on the tail of her beloved peacock so, wherever she went, she was protected by the hundred-eyed gaze of her favourite bird. And from that day on all peacocks have been blessed with these unique markings.



“I see you’ve found my gift for Greta. A beauty, isn’t she?”

Jan stooped to examine the bird. Standing still as a statue, the creature fixed its shiny black eyes on him. Jan moved away, alarmed by the intensity of its stare. “Where did it come from? And how big will it grow?”

“No bigger than it is. It’s the first of its kind, a new miniature subspecies I’ve created.”

“You created it?” asked Jan. “How?”

“I knew you’d have an aptitude for this,” Gustav said, smiling. “Curiosity breeds discovery. It began about seven years ago when a scholar I’d allowed to use my library thanked me with a clutch of eggs laid by an Indian Blue peahen. The eggs weren’t much to look at, but I knew this belied the beauty of the beasts they contained. I took care of them until they hatched and grew into handsome birds, which in turn laid more eggs. I found myself enchanted by them, and wondered if it might be possible to make them even more magnificent, in the way certain species of dogs have been bred to sit at the feet of kings, or warm the beds of princes. I fed them nothing but the finest seeds and succulent grubs, and kept them in cosy pens. After tending several generations, I realised I’d created a new kind of peafowl, a diminutive subspecies in which both the male and female display these majestic markings. Usually only male peafowl - peacocks - bear this extravagant plumage but this is female, a peahen.”

“But why did you want to make them smaller?” asked Jan.

“Sometimes scientists do things simply because they can, to see what might happen. Accidents can yield great discoveries,” Gustav explained. “I didn’t know what the outcome would be but, when it happened, I realised this bird was relevant to the rest of my work, which is all about growth and life and transformation.”
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“I see,” said Jan, still not sure he really did. “But what exactly does this bird have to do with that?”

“The scholar believed that since they’re of the air, birds are mediators between the earth and the heavens.” Gustav raised his arms. “He claimed they facilitate alchemical transformations.We’ll give this one to your aunt this evening. Perhaps it will cheer her.”

“But what’s everything else for? The butterflies, the plants, the birds. Why do you need them?”

“It will all become clear,” Gustav promised, ushering Jan into the building and securing the door to the garden. “Follow me.” He led Jan back through the laboratory to his library.

“So many books,” Jan gasped. “I can’t wait to read them all.”
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He knew he was lucky his mother had taught him to read; few people in his village had been able to. Books were costly; precious objects to be treasured, so he’d always looked forward to the parcels that had come from Vienna every birthday since he’d turned eight. He still had them - the bestiary illustrated with creatures from legend, encyclopaedias of astrology and ancient history, collections of myths from around the world - each volume carefully chosen by Gustav and always inscribed with the same dedication,  “For my nephew,Jan, that he might go forth into the world furnished with knowledge, aglow with the wonder of words.”


Jan hadn’t forgotten that delicious moment between unwrapping the package and discovering what was inside, or the smell of the ink and paper that prickled his nostrils as he turned the first page. Then he’d savour it slowly, relishing every sentence, every illustration, every piece of wisdom. His mother used to joke that as long as he had a book for nourishment, Jan would never go hungry. He scanned the shelves, reached out and ran a finger across their spines, all the while thinking he would never be starved here.

“Have you read all these?” he asked.

“Of course, several times over, and many more besides, and you will too,” replied Gustav, as though all that reading could  be done in the blink of an eye.

Jan watched his uncle stride through the library, pulling books from shelves and adding them to the already towering piles stacked around the desk. Down here, in his laboratory, dressed in his billowing black robes, Gustav was master of the kingdom he’d created. Here he was transformed from Uncle Gustav into Doctor Grausam, renowned Anatomist, Natural Scientist and Creator of Zoological Curiosities.

“Lesson one,” Gustav announced, sitting down at his desk. “Arthropods, in particular the anatomy of insects and Lepidoptera.”

“Lepi ... Lepidoptera,” Jan repeated, nervous he’d never learn all these new words. “What does that mean?”

“Butterflies and moths. Don’t worry, in a few weeks you’ll be well on your way to fluency in the language of science.”

Some hours later, Gustav placed an arm across Jan’s shoulders. “That’s enough of that for one day,” he said, closing the book they’d been studying.

“What next?” asked Jan, trying hard to stifle a yawn.

“Something you’ll find more interesting, I hope.”

Jan’s cheeks burned radish-red. “I am interested, really. It’s just we started so early and ...”

“Lesson two,” Gustav interrupted. “The Conversion of Poisons.”

He led Jan to a case of caterpillars. Jan watched them squirm, mesmerised by the rippling thin black-and-yellow stripes along their bodies.

“These may be small, but they can be deadly. They’re from the New World. Every stage of their metamorphosis is dependent on a poisonous plant called milkweed. Their eggs hatch on milkweed, they feed on milkweed, as pupae they attach themselves to milkweed and eventually emerge as Milkweed Monarch butterflies.”

“I’ve been working to transform their poison into something that could be used as medicine. This possibility was first discovered by Paracelsus, an alchemist I had the good fortune to study with. According to him, ‘All things are poison and nothing is without poison. Only the dose determines whether something is poisonous or not.’” Gustav raised an eyebrow. “What do you think he meant by that?” he asked.

Jan thought for a moment, determined not to disappoint his uncle. His left eyelid twitched, as it always did when he was concentrating hard. “Does it mean that anything could be poisonous? It just depends how much you have.”

“Exactly. In small doses, even lethal substances can be harmless. And the reverse is also true; too much of something as pure as water could kill you.”

Gustav handed Jan a pair of gloves. “For protection. These butterflies are still toxic. Use the tongs to remove the specimen from the top compartment of that glass cabinet. Mind you don’t damage it. That’s it. You’ve a steady hand. Lay it on the dish and bring it here.”

Jan looked at its markings; the brilliant orange wings, veined with black lines and tipped with white spots. “I’d no idea these could be dangerous. Back home, in summertime, the meadows are full of butterflies that look like these.”

“Jan,” Gustav said gently, “I know your aunt and I are no substitute for your parents, and nor can we ever be, but this is your home now. Don’t forget that.”

“I won’t,” said Jan quietly.

Gustav looked into the magnifying apparatus on his workbench and adjusted the settings. “And never forget that some of nature’s most glorious-looking creatures and plants are also the most dangerous,” he continued. “Don’t be deceived by beauty. Now, place the butterfly beneath the lens  and tell me what you see.”

Wondering why he was being asked such a simply question, Jan pressed his eye to the rim of the viewing cylinder. “It’s a dead butterfly”

“Dead.Yes, it’s quite dead,” Gustav agreed. He took a bottle from a drawer beneath the bench and dispensed a droplet of the fluid it contained onto the butterfly. “Keep watching and tell me if you notice any change.”

Jan stared hard. “No. Nothing.”

“Concentrate. Do you not see the hint of a flutter in the wings? A twitch of life?”

“Wait a minute ...Yes! You’re right, it is moving. Look!” Jan stepped aside.

“Indeed it is,” Gustav affirmed. “Or rather it was. It’s fallen still again. The serum must need some modification. Only minor, I’m sure.”

“Do you mean that tiny drop of liquid brought the butterfly back to life?” asked Jan. “How? What’s it made from?”

“It’s a concoction of processed plant and animal matter,” Gustav explained. “It’s what alchemists call Dancing Water, the Elixir of Life.”

Jan couldn’t believe his uncle’s matter-of-factness. This was incredible, but from the way he spoke you’d never know Gustav had created a potion that could revive the dead! “But Uncle ...”

Gustav pressed a finger to his lips. “But nothing. Have patience. Do you think I learned everything in a single day?”

He put the stopper back in the bottle, returned it to its drawer then pressed something into Jan’s hand. “This is for you. A key to our Cellar of Science.”
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Chapter Two

Her Beauty and his Beast
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While Gustav had established his kingdom in the depths of the house, among the earth and roots, Greta Grausam’s domain was in the eaves, some five storeys above the ground, closer to the clouds and stars. She’d become attuned to the rhythms of the sky-dwellers that rested the other side of her walls. By day cooing doves soothed her as she read or embroidered, and at night the flutter of bats’ wings lulled her to sleep.

As dusk descended, Greta sat alone in her bedchamber before a mirror flanked by two flickering candles. She loved to be surrounded by opulence. Her rooms were furnished with silks, intricate tapestries and ornaments that sparkled. And each was suffused with the sweet musky scent of the rosewater she used to keep her skin soft.

Greta laid down her ivory hairbrush, raised a hand to her throat. She was paler than the choker of pearls displayed there. Gustav had given her the necklace on their wedding day, for her name meant ‘pearl’.

She smoothed her arched eyebrows. She re-powdered her forehead and chin. She daubed her lips and cheeks crimson. Finally she glazed her face with egg white, fixing the powder and rouge, completing the magical transformation of skin and bone into a smooth shell-like mask.


Formula for ceruse, also known as Spirits of Saturn, to achieve a white complexion

Heat lead and ground marble in a furnace for three days, and mix the resulting ashes with green figs and distilled vinegar.

Formula for fucus facepaint to enjoy radiantly red cheeks and lips

Mix cochineal insects with the white of hard-boiled eggs, the milk of green figs plume alum asbestos and sap from the acacia tree.



Greta stared into her grey eyes. They darted keenly - birdlike – from forehead to chin, from ear to ear, as she scrutinised her reflection. She knew most women would be more than satisfied with everything she had; a respected husband, a large house in the heart of Vienna, all the dresses and jewels she could wish for. But it made no difference. She couldn’t shake the feeling that life was passing her by, that nothing she did really mattered. And more so now than ever, for while Jan had been made Gustav’s apprentice, she remained outside his world, a world from which she’d long felt excluded, and she feared this would never change.
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