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To Kitty, my inspiration and Saviour

—A.S.

For Courtney and Piers

—M.S.








I’d very much like to thank the band of brothers who helped make this journey with Dr. John Dee possible.

To the prime movers of the project, Michael P. Scott and Bill Fawcett, I owe everything. Michael’s writing talent, hard work, and wicked wit inspired me during the course of our collaboration. He spurred me on to do better and think deeper. He discovered Dee in the history books and presented him to me. I am creatively forever in his debt. Bill, the godfather of this project, matched Michael and me perfectly and allowed me to fulfill a lifelong dream. He is the alpha and omega of the project. It was his decision to make a literary figure out of a Ferengi bartender.

I want to extend thanks to our secondaries as well. To my good friend Peter Jurasik, God bless you. To Craig Shapiro, my agent at Innovative Artists, who looked after the details. He did a great job. And to America Online, who dutifully delivered most of the pages.

To all, heartfelt thanks—take a bow.

—Armin Shimerman








In my long and often colorful life, I have been many things: magus and mathematician, alchemist and spymaster, a reluctant warrior, a competent assassin. I have been often a rogue and always a villain.

I am all of these . . . and none of them. They are a part of my character, but they are not the whole of it. In my heart, I am a merchant, a dealer in whatever makes a profit.

I am Dr. John Dee. . . .

—Mysteriorum liber primus, 1582

Extract from the Day Booke of John Dee, Doctor






PROLOGUE

SKIN, DRIED TO BRITTLE hardness in the artificial atmosphere of the tiny craft, cracked and wept thin ichor as the creature unfolded itself from the protective webbing. There was a single instant of disorientation as its squat limbs adjusted to the gravity of the larger ship; then it straightened and stepped out into the perpetual crimson gloom that approximated the light of its homeworld. Slit-pupiled eyes flared. Nostrils opened to breathe in the rich lush soup of its homeland. Then it seemed to remember that although the dripping hallways looked empty, its every movement was under observation. It straightened and hurried down the corridor.

Rahu paused outside the circular door, waiting while the scanners ensured that he carried no weapons or explosives, and that he carried no filthy bacteria from the vile world he had just left behind. A tracery of blue lights danced over his body, then strobed through a score of colors while the examination continued for what seemed like an unusually long time. Almost unconsciously the creature’s eyes sought out the tiny scar on the floor where the last ill-fated messenger had stood. There were rumors that it had been infected by something from the planet below, other rumors that it had carried an Earth weapon in an attempt to assassinate the Overlord. Whatever the truth, the messenger hadn’t got past the door: the ragged remains of its hoof hooked between the floor plates were the only evidence that it had ever existed.

The dancing lights changed to a warm crimson and the doors hissed open. Masking his relief, Rahu stepped through into the dank twilight of the Overlord’s quarters. Folding into the Posture of Obeisance, forehead to the wet floor, tail curled tightly around his legs, elbows tucked in against his chest, no talons or spurs showing, he waited.

Cloth hissed as the Xifo, Overlord of the Clan, approached.

Rahu’s nostrils flared, reading the bittersweet odors of power, sensing his master’s impatience and arrogance. Aware that the Xifo was standing directly over him, Rahu remained still and unmoving. A single twitch could be interpreted as a threat.

“I called you here because I did not want to entrust your report to the comms,” the Xifo said abruptly, then turned and moved away, leaving Rahu crouched on the floor. “How goes our progress?”

Rahu remained motionless.

“You may speak,” the Xifo added.

“I have followed your instructions, Overlord. I have chosen a human agent.” Rahu concentrated on breathing evenly, but every breath was now an effort, as the Posture of Obeisance constricted his chest and closed off his gills. Even thinking was difficult.

“And you have contacted him?” As the Xifo approached the wall, the circular port irised open. Beyond the protective screen of asteroids that concealed the enormous ship, the planets were brilliant points of color strung out across the perpetual night. Try as he might, he could not pick out the planet he meant to conquer.

“Not directly, Overlord.”

“Not directly . . . ” There was a dangerous edge to the Xifo’s voice.

“I have control of the communications and computer terminals of his servants and chattels. I have allowed them to discover certain pieces of information which will bring the project to a more speedy fruition.”

“But you have not contacted the principal. Why?”

“This is a creature of arrogance and ignorance: he has little enough dealings with his own kind. He would not deal with us.”

“Why feed the data in pieces to a servant? Why not simply give the master all that he needs?” the Xifo demanded.

“I gave the servants enough to get started,” Rahu gasped, breathless. “The rest will be provided in time. My observations indicate that the humans feel more strongly about something they create themselves, rather than something they have been given. However, the Overlord is indeed wise. Of late, the master has become impatient with the slow progress; I have considered approaching him anonymously, presenting him with information which he can disseminate to his servants. If I judge his character correctly, it will appeal to his arrogance.”

“But you said he would not deal with us . . . ”

“He would not know we were his benefactors,” Rahu hissed. “With your permission, I will contact him.”

“Do it!” the Xifo snapped, turning away. “You are to be commended.”

“My lord is generous in his praise.” The Posture of Obeisance was killing him and Rahu knew he had less than eight hundred heartbeats of life left before the pressure of his ribs on his small lungs crushed them.

“So, how much longer will it take him to create the device?”

“As the humans measure time, two years, perhaps three.”

“So fast?” The Xifo sounded genuinely surprised. “By the Gods, the Collegium should fall on their knees and thank us for what we are about to do. If we do not intervene now and stop them, then one day soon, these barbaric creatures will rise up and destroy us.”
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VENICE, 1575


“ISAW THE WAY she measured you, Master.” Fear stripped away the carefully cultivated French accent that years of travel had perfected, revealing the Irish brogue. “You have made a bitter enemy.”

Dr. John Dee touched the edge of the quill to the ink block, then deliberately etched a graceful looping curl to the end of the paragraph. “I am well used to women taking my measure,” he said absently. He dotted an i with a flourish, then dropped the pen to the table. Rubbing his hands briskly together, the spymaster broke off a piece of Venetian cheese from the wedge on the table before him. Its milky aroma filled his nostrils with delight, and he devoted his entire concentration to it as he savored the first bite. Then he sipped from the goblet of young Venetian wine. It was sour and tart, but once it was laid down for a couple of years, it would be very passable indeed. Dee nibbled some more cheese. It was said that the Old Ones, who had walked this world in the days following the Creation, dined only on cheese and wine. At that moment, he believed it was true.

“Master,” Edward Kelly said evenly, “this be not some kitchen wench making eyes at you. This be one of the great Medici women.”

“Be she the pretty one with the copper tresses?” Dee asked, his voice muffled and full of the soft runny cheese.

“No, Master,” Kelly sighed, “the ember-haired one was her maid. The hook-nosed one was Marie, niece of the Grand Duke of Venice. His favorite niece,” Edward Kelly added significantly.

The English ambassador licked the last vestiges of his lunch from his ink-stained fingers and returned to his writing table to finish his writing, then tapped his teeth with the end of the quill. “Ugly girl with unfortunate eyes?”

“I didn’t notice her eyes,” the big Irishman said. “I was too busy watching the way the Medici kept fingering her dago dagger. But I grant you, she was ugly,” he added with a toothy grin. “God’s blood, but was she ugly! What did you say to her to put her so out of her humor?”

John Dee carefully penned his signature mark and then rolled his governmental report into a hollow wooden tube whistle and tossed it to Kelly. Within the week it would reach the court at London, where it would no doubt be read and discussed by no less a personage than the Queen herself. Unfortunately he had little to add to his earlier reports, or at least nothing he wished his monarch to know about. Dee might be doing his duty by Her Majesty, but that did not prevent him from turning a small profit for himself. Business should never get in the way of trade. Dee folded away his writing box and began to clean his quill; then he suddenly smiled, his dark eyes dancing with amusement. Kelly caught the look and groaned. The last time he had seen that expression, they had barely escaped a French mob outside of Chenonceaux in the Val-de-Loire while attending one of Catherine the Florentine’s grand fetes champetres.

“You remember now,” Kelly demanded of the small man.

“She may have proffered an offer,” Dee said mildly, “that I was unwilling to accept.” He blew on the nib of the pen. The sound was a low lewd whistle.

Edward Kelly immediately turned away and began to pack a few items into a leather satchel, mumbling that if they left now, they might be out of Venice before the vengeance of the Medici descended on them. “Did she, or didn’t she, make you an offer?” he demanded.

Dee came to his feet, pressing his hands into the small of his back, arching his spine, and stretched toward a low-hung ceiling he could never expect to reach. Kelly’s orange-red hair brushed the filthy rafters, but even with the oversized heels of his boots, Dee barely stood five feet. Lifting a candle from the bedside table, he held it high and turned to examine his distorted reflection in the clumsy mirror. He was proud of what he saw there. At eight and forty—a respectable, even a venerable age—he still had a full head of hair. It was iron-gray now, of course, but he felt it lent his rather sharp features a measure of distinction, and emphasized his bright blue eyes.

“Master?” Kelly persisted. “What did that witch ask of you?”

“She made me an offer.” The small man shrugged. “She was intrigued by my size. She added that she had never been serviced by a man so small and mayhap it might make a merry divertissement.”

“And your reply?”

“I pointed out that I had eyed many a midget at court and that it was unlikely that they were all eunuchs.”

Kelly groaned aloud.

“I protested her flouting my size. Though I am slight of stature, I am perfectly formed. Wouldn’t you say so?” he asked Kelly.

“Yea, verily,” Kelly muttered.

“I moreover cited that I was an alchemist and a mathematician, and as such, almost priestlike in my celibacy.”

“And she believed you?” Kelly asked in astonishment.

“Nay,” Dee sighed. “She had heard rumor out of London.”

“Which rumor?” Dee was the subject of many of the most bizarre rumors that circulated in London society. Dee suspected that Kelly knew the good doctor was himself the source of many of the stories. Only last season, an extraordinary tale had gone the rounds of society that he was more than friendly with the Virgin Queen.

“Tittle-tattle about me and the Queen,” Dee muttered. “Utter madness.”

“Oh. That rumor,” the big man whispered, and crossed himself quickly. That rumor had almost had them killed, first by Elizabeth’s supporters, then later by those friendly to the dead Scottish queen. Lifting the bag off the bed, he turned to the shuttered window, unlatched it, and eased it open. Venice, washed bloodred in the late-evening twilight, spread about before them, slender towers silhouetted against the sky. The effect was marred by the pall of gritty smoke that blanketed the city and obscured the top floors of some of the taller residences, and the silence was disturbed by the shrieks of pigeons soaring in and out of St. Mark’s Square. Leaning out, he looked down. Ten feet below, filthy, foul-smelling, begrimed canal water lapped directly beneath their window.

Dee joined him and peered down, wrinkling his nose, nauseated at the stench. “The rankest compound of villainous smell that ever offended nostril,” he muttered. “Can you swim?”

“Why?” Kelly asked.

“Because I cannot. So you will have to jump in, swim to yonder boat, row it back here, then keep it steady while I descend.”

Kelly shook his head quickly. “That’s a foolish waste of time. It would be more provident if we both jumped in and swam to the next walkway. I could keep you afloat.” An enormous black rat crawled across a clotted mess of refuse and dropped into the oily water.

“I would rather bed Marie de’ Medici,” Dr. John Dee said simply. “Now, mind your master and fetch that boat. I shall scribble de’ Medici a note of gramercy.”

“As you wish, Master.” Handing the leather satchel to Dee, Kelly tugged off his worn boots and climbed onto the window frame, turned so that he was facing into the room, and lowered himself into the water. He sank beneath the surface, the coagulated water barely registering a ripple. When his head broke the surface it was streaked with filth, his red hair and beard plastered to his skull and matted with rotten fruit and bird droppings.

Dee jerked his head back so that Kelly would not see the look of disgust and amusement on his face. He held him in too much esteem. He laid the satchel on the open window ledge and was reaching for a poncet of civet to take the stench of the water from his nostrils when the door cracked and splintered inward, and a score of guardsmen, wearing the distinctive blue livery of the Medici, burst into the room.

Instantly, Dee caught the worried eye of his manservant, Kelly, and then swiftly turned to face his intruders. As the soldiers advanced into the chamber facing the blinding sunset, they could not see what was directly behind the man at the window. Dee deftly elbowed the out-of-sight satchel over the window’s ledge and out into the water. Although he was listening for a splash, he heard nothing and could only hope that Kelly had caught it. Folding his arms across his chest, he faced the soldiers with an arrogance that belied his height. Behind a barrier of lowered spears, he watched two of the guards professionally rip apart his room, scattering Dee’s personal items and heaving Kelly’s boots into a corner alongside the stinking chamber pot. There was a shout outside the door and the soldiers straightened imperceptibly as a very theatrical Marie de’ Medici strode into the room, light running silver and rose-red off the naked blade of the assassin dagger in her hands. Elbowing past the soldiers, she stopped before Dee.

“Spy,” she spat in his face. Lifting the knife, the buxom walleyed woman placed it against Dee’s cheek. The point almost touched his left eye. He felt its heavy coldness, knew from its feather-light touch against his skin that it was razor sharp. When he had occasion to do bloody-handed work himself, he favored the Medici-style dagger, though he had never once considered that it would be used on him. The irony amused him and he was unable to prevent his lips from twitching in a smile. “You stand accused of spying for the Virgin Queen of England, of plotting against the Medici and Venice. What say you?”

Before he could respond, one of the soldiers brought over the wooden flute Kelly had left on the bed and handed it to the big woman. Smiling as she slowly withdrew her dagger’s threat from Dee’s face and sheathed it, Marie de’ Medici snapped the instrument in half and pulled out the thin small sheet of parchment. She stared at it for a moment and frowned, bushy eyebrows meeting above her nose in a straight line as she scanned the lines of meaningless symbols inked onto the thin paper. Her unmasked anger was palpable.

Majesty, your humble servant begs to bring you the latest news from Italy. The line was in Enochian script.

“This is in code!”

“Is it?” Dee asked mildly.

“But this name here is clear enough, Dr. John Dee. What do you have to say, spy?” she hissed. “What do you have to say to me now?”

“Alas, make assay, my lady Urinal. Someday you will meet a midget without a sense of smell.”
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“WE HAVE A PROBLEM.”

“I don’t want to hear about it.” Dyckon ab-ack na Khar touched the screen, freezing the image. Was the character wearing the costume of the Second Dynasty, second period, or Second Dynasty, third period?

“A serious problem.”

“I don’t want to hear about it,” Dyckon hissed. Second Dynasty, second period.

“You will want to hear about this.”

“I doubt it.” Without moving his body, the Roc swiveled his head to look at his fellow student. And, although they had spent four full cycles aboard the survey ship, Dyckon still hadn’t bothered to remember the other’s name. Fawg set-ut, perhaps? Set-set? He deliberately allowed his lips to peel back from his fangs in a calculated insult of the third degree. Tiny spots of purple appeared on the smaller Roc’s bald skull, and the sacs beneath the red eyes darkened and filled with liquid. “What could be so important that it would drag me away from my work?”

Now it was Fawg set-ut’s teeth that appeared, the insult even more deliberate and calculated. “Your pet is in trouble.”

Dyckon looked at him blankly.

“Your Humani. He transgressed some incomprehensible rule and was instantly placed in a sealed cage without sustenance. Remarkably quick creatures,” Fawg continued, turning away. “Everything they do is done at such speed. Decisions, birth, growth, achievement, punishment, and then they die. Do you know,” he added, “that my studies have shown that these Humani have no resistance, no reserves? They can expire in a matter of their days if deprived of sustenance and liquid.”

“Your studies!” Dyckon snarled. “You mean you snatched some and conducted experiments. Forbidden experiments.”

“In the name of science,” Fawg said insolently.

“I’ve spoken to you before about using them like this.” Catching the smaller Roc, Dyckon spun him around, slamming him against the curving walls of the survey ship. Fawg’s leathery hide slit, leaking yellow viscous fluid against the smooth metal. “Enough riddles. Tell me what you’re talking about.”

“Your pet Humani, Dee, will die. That is all there is to say.”


Contact with the human race was strictly prohibited. But not unknown. Theirs was an extraordinary culture. Their development progressed at such a highly accelerated rate as to be almost incomprehensible to the older races that dominated the Core Worlds that made up the Collegium. They had been discovered very early on in their evolution by a lost Roc trading ship. The humans then had been little more than thoughtless apes, and the tall, attenuated Roc, with their vestigial horns, serpentine tails, and retractable wings, had entered the locals’ primitive mythology, as had some of the other races who had scouted the newly discovered planet at the edge of the galaxy. Once it had been logged and mapped, the area had then been sealed and the primitives allowed the necessary time to begin their growth and development. However, because of the extraordinary nature and progress of the primitives, the scholarly Roc had been granted the privilege of studying them. Generations of the long-lived Roc who had established their academic reputations based upon their studies of primitive races now turned their attention to the Humani. Much could be learned from these primitive races, data which the older races had long since forgotten. The prime tenet of the Roc was to observe, but never interfere. Interference with the species of an experiment invalidated the results.

It had been a tenet Dyckon chose to ignore.

Despite the swiftness of the Humani’s lives, the Roc was impatient. Whereas he was fully conscious of the honor of being one of the six chosen to lead the ongoing observation of the Humani, he chafed at the restrictions of life aboard the modified shuttlecar, which had been embedded into a crater on the moon overlooking the planet. The shuttlecar observatory was now several Roc generations old, made when the primitives were still climbing down from the trees. Facilities were basic and, because the Humani were beginning to develop rudimentary lenses capable of looking at their nearest heavenly neighbor, the Collegium had banned all unnecessary traffic on and around the planet. Only essential supplies of food and equipment were permitted. In the last few decades conditions had deteriorated aboard the craft. Determined to make his report as quickly as possible and thereby get home all the sooner, Dyckon decided on an audacious plan: he would make contact with one of the Humani, observe him at very close hand, manipulate and maneuver him and note his reactions. The Roc would then be able to accomplish within the dazzlingly short lifetime of a single primitive what would normally take four or five generations of careful observation. The acclamation he would receive when he returned home with his results would be well worth the risk he took in defying the interference tenet. But for the experiment to succeed, Dyckon needed an extraordinary subject.

And, in an age of extraordinary Humani, Dyckon chose one of the most extraordinary, Dr. John Dee, alchemist and astrologer, mathematician and magician to the court of Elizabeth, the Virgin Queen of England. The man was a genius—a rogue and a villain too—and he was the key to Dyckon’s advancement. If he allowed his pet to die, he would have to start all over again.
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OFTEN, WHILE EXPERIMENTING with the age-old mystery of raising the dead, Dee contemplated what his own death might be. Elizabeth might arbitrarily find fault with him, as had been her wont with others, and he might feel the dull, cold steel of the axman. But somehow he thought it unlikely; Elizabeth needed him, or at least he liked to think that she needed him. Why, had he not prepared her horoscope on three separate occasions, and been spectacularly correct each time? Had he not chosen the most auspicious day of her coronation? No, Good Queen Bess, despite her learning—or perhaps because of it—held him and his arcane arts in respect. The manner of his death would most likely be poison or treachery, though he had always secretly harbored the fantasy of dying as an old man surrounded by children, grandchildren, and his dogs. The servants would be hushed and somewhere an old woman would be keening. Then, from without, there would be the jingle of harness, and the assembled family would part to reveal the august presence of Her Majesty, who would have made the supreme effort of traveling from London to Mortlake to pay her last respects to one of the grand old men of England. It would be a grand death, worthy of a masque, or an epic poem perhaps. Once on a blissful occasion the fantasy had so overpowered him that he had spent the entire month of April composing an elegy in iambic pentameter to be read over his grave. He had committed it to the fire when he realized that he did not want to be remembered as a maudlin second-class poet, but rather as a first-class mathematician and magician.

But he had never imagined himself walled up in a damp, black reeking tower, starving to death in godforsaken Venice. It was numbingly cold. His tattered raiment provided no respite for the arthritic iciness that lapped his curled body. He needed to move or he would cramp. The small man moved stiffly. Every bone, every sinew, every muscle was aflame with pain, but he welcomed the pain: it meant he still lived. He mentally tested each fragment of himself as it came into play as he forced himself to stand erect. Pressing his hands flat against his rib cage, he traced the curl and line of each bone with sensitive fingers, checking for broken bones or cracked ribs. Every breath was a gasp and a groan of effort, but when he achieved his full height, he found he could breathe deeply. He was bruised, but his ribs were mercifully unbroken.

Even in pain, he chortled, “These Medici torturers are amateurs,” and then the smile faded. Or perhaps they were under instructions not to seriously injure him. No doubt Elizabeth would have his bones returned to England; she would want to see that each was intact and unbroken. Perhaps these Medici were not amateurs after all. Damn their eyes! Pressing the palm of his hand against the rough stones, he scraped off the moisture and pressed it to his cracked and chapped lips. In the pitch black of the sealed room, a creature skittered across the straw and Dee felt his stomach rumble. It burned with enforced abstinence. Yet, strangely, he had no desire for food. He had been here three days—or was it four? Moving as a blind man, hands stretched before him, he felt around the wall until he touched the fresh stone and damp mortar where the Medici artisans had walled up the portal. To the left of the door, his long, narrow fingers traced four vertical lines. Four days then. Four tollings of St. Mark’s announcing Matins prayers. He wondered how many Matins he could survive.


In the shabby attic room at the southern edge of St. Mark’s Square, Edward Kelly carefully worked a mixture of soot and ink into a paste and applied it to his bright red hair and beard. The authorities were on the lookout for the red-haired Irishman, and his coloring was unusual enough to make him stand out among these swarthy Mediterraneans. Through the tiny slit window he could see the smoke from the fires of the dungeon where his master, John Dee, had been originally taken. Venice was agog with the story, and tales of Dee’s torture were growing with every telling. It was said that first the branding irons had been unable to mar his skin, and subsequently that his bones hadn’t broken on the rack, but rather that the rack itself had been torn apart. All they could do was to wall him up in the Western Tower and wait for his magic to diminish, for everyone knew that if the demons did not practice their evil art, then they became less powerful and vulnerable to human weapons. It was whispered that all Angleterres were in league with Beelzebub, that their queen was the Witch of Endor, that Dee was a magician, a sorcerer, a devil, or worse.

Kelly knew that Dee was nothing more than a man, a brilliant man, an extraordinary man, but a man nonetheless, human and all too frail, with an inordinate fondness for honey and fresh milk, and who lavished more love on his dogs than on any human. The big Irishman had seen his master weep publicly at the death of Hector, one of his favorite hounds—and had seen him order an assassination without a second thought. The very idea of John Dee broken on the rack angered and sickened Kelly. He itched for vengeance, but he was also a practical man. There was nothing he could do alone without risking himself. His duty now was to carry out Dee’s last orders. He would return to the court of the Virgin Queen, deliver the coded message, and report to her what had happened. Perhaps she would declare war on Venice—but somehow Kelly doubted it. She wouldn’t risk losing a frigate from her expensive navy. She would need it to fight the growing Spanish Armada if it ever came to that. No, Elizabeth was far too practical. She would probably order the assassination of a handful of the Medici and seize some of their holdings in London. It seemed a small enough price for the life of such an extraordinary man. Perhaps the Queen would instruct him to assassinate one of the Medici, but even if she didn’t, then in a year or two, Kelly would return to Venice and exact a fitting price for his master’s death. He would start with that ugly Medici bitch! Revenge should be cold and unexpected, Dee had been fond of saying. Curiosity had got him into this situation. Prayer and remorse would have to get him out.


Dee carefully etched another notch in the door, scraping the line with a sliver of stone. He had always been curious. In a lesser man the curiosity would have led to trouble, but Dee had been able to temper it with education, and had then used that education to direct his curiosity into areas that were dangerous and prohibited. Mathematics and astrology had always interested him, the extraordinary power of numbers and the obvious influence of the stars on the lives of humans. It was only logical that he would be drawn to the related arts of magic and alchemy—and the rather more practical world of espionage. He had successfully served both Mary Tudor and Elizabeth—one of the few men to survive the bloody transition with head and reputation intact—and had nominated the most propitious day for the Virgin Queen’s coronation. He stood high in her esteem for that, and as long as she and her land were prosperous, she considered him her lucky charm. Sometimes, when she was maudlin, she called him her Merlin. Dee was unsure whether to be pleased or not.

Another rat squeaked in the corner and for an instant Dee thought he saw red eyes gleaming in the absolute blackness. He knew the creatures were getting bolder, and he wondered how long it would be before they swarmed over him while he slept. How often in Mortlake, where he lived, had he attended to villagers who had been attacked by rats while they slept, and lost fingers or toes or portions of their ears to the starving rodents. Sinking slowly to the damp, befouled, straw-covered ground, he rested his head against the cold stone wall. He felt moisture on his cheek and brushed angrily at it—then brought his fingertips to his lips, tasting the salt. ’Sblood! This was not how a man should die. Not in some foul hellhole, eaten alive by Medici rats. “Probably the best meal they’ll ever have,” he said aloud, startled by the cracked sound of his own voice. Then he laughed, the sound high-pitched and cackling.

The Medici guards standing on the outside of the sealed room crossed themselves at the sound and moved a little farther from the door.
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WHEN HE’D BEEN LITTLE more than a hatchling, Dyckon had found a talon lizard. It had lost a wing and a hind leg and was unable to fly or crawl, and though he knew it was cruel, he had kept the tiny iridescent creature, nurturing it with fresh fruit and flesh and tiny droplets of his own pale ichor.

When it had grown to the length of his arm, he had lost interest in the creature. It was too big now to keep in a cage, and too dangerous to allow to run about the den loose, so Dyckon had brought it out to the sand pits that bordered the Roc warrens and released it to its destiny. He had taken perhaps a dozen steps when he heard its high-pitched, anguished whining. The lizard had slid between two very tall and deep slabs of solidified salt and become lodged in the middle. Missing its powerful hind leg, it couldn’t push its way out, and the gap was too narrow for Dyckon to reach in and dislodge it. And to Dyckon’s great surprise, he hadn’t the stomach to kill it or, worse, to forget it. What happened next both amazed and shamed him. It was a basic tenet of the Roc faith to accept the whims of fate that occurred to lesser creatures . . . which effectively meant all those creatures that had not been blessed by being born Roc.

Rocs were not to interfere with the mystery of Life; merely to observe and record and remember. To change the direction of a single creature in a microcosm was sure to destroy the direction of the Way of the macrocosm. It would have been merciful to kill the creature. But his upbringing and religion forbade that. He was forced to remember. So every day he returned to the warren’s edge and attempted to feed the lizard. But to no avail; it was too far out of reach, and every day its cries of entrapment and hunger grew weaker and weaker, until the morning of the fourth day he had returned to find the talon lizard still and unmoving in the crevice. Only its eyes were bright with the last remnant of its life—and tiny fire spiders were already feasting off its still-living flesh. The lizard’s half-dead lidless eyes held Dyckon accountable. Never to be forgiven.

He’d taken an oath then never to keep pets. Hunched in a scarred chair in his quarters, Dyckon sat silent and brooding as he watched the solid-seeming holo image of Dee curled in a position of huddled repose in his living tomb. How much longer had he left? Dyckon knew that there was research to be done, that he should ignore the petty creature and move on about his business, but he could not take his thoughts away from the tableau that was being staged before him. The emotions that twisted within him were strange, bittersweet; looking at the Humani, he kept seeing the accusing gaze of the long-dead but never forgotten talon lizard. There was no doubt about it—he felt sympathy for the man. But how was that possible?

The Humani was nothing, a worm, a fly, an amoeba. How was it possible to have feelings for an amoeba? With a sudden slash, his deeply curved talons passed through the shivering figure of Dr. John Dee that sat so lifelike on the small circular table before him. Dyckon cursed himself for the feelings he had. These feelings were unworthy of him, unworthy of any Roc.

When had his relationship with the Humani changed? Dee was a primitive, as far below the Roc as the Humani was above the Earth ape of the trees, but there was something about John, something wild and delightful and worthy of respect. He was intelligent, quick and curious—insatiably curious. He was vain about his studies and boasted to the Roc of his pitifully small powers of observation. He was ridiculous in his appreciation of himself.

Dyckon’s mouth gaped, showing his teeth in a gesture he had learned from the Humani. Maybe that was what had attracted him to the Humani: Dee possessed all the qualities of a good Roc. And whereas, without exception, the other Humani had run screaming from any appearance by the Roc, Dee had accepted Dyckon’s first appearance—a misty shape in a fly-spotted mirror—with a barely surprised gasp and a thousand questions.

However, Dyckon had taken the precaution of projecting the image of a white-haired androgynous Humani onto the mirror’s surface; on the rare occasions when the Roc came down to Earth, their physical appearance had reduced the Humani observers to gibbering fools. And every race, in every time, had a name for what they had seen; they called them demons. The good doctor had been hunting after gods and devils, angels and demons all his life; why then should he be surprised when the image of an angel suddenly manifested itself in his shaving mirror one cold December morning?

Without blinking, his razor poised over his cheek, Dee had bowed slightly, said, “I welcome you, Spirit of the Air,” and then asked, “Why me?”

The angel in the mirror smiled, its eyes golden, its face serene. “Because you are an exceptional man, Dr. John Dee. You are a man of learning, of knowledge, and position. You have access to the great and the lowly and are accepted by both. And you are a man of infinite curiosity. That curiosity has led you down many paths, places your fellow Humani have not traveled, but it has taught you much about the nature of the Humani. And that is something I wish to learn. I have many questions about your people, and you may ask of me what you will. We will trade, you and I, story for story, tale for tale. You will satisfy my curiosity, and I will satisfy yours. But, be aware, Dr. John Dee, that what I tell you no one will believe!”

Dyckon was constantly surprised by the small man. They had been communicating for less than half a solar year, when the magician mastered a smattering of rhe’enoch, the official language of the Roc, and, quaintly, had attempted to present his reports to Dyckon in the Roc’s own language.

“Mathematics,” Dee had explained, when Dyckon had complimented him upon the achievement. “I have spent my life designing codes and ciphers; I found your language to be no different.”

Perhaps it was then that Dyckon’s own feelings had gotten the better of him. This Humani so desperately wanted to learn, to understand, to partake in the mysteries of the unknown. His thirst for knowledge was incredible, insatiable. There was an ancient Roc song cycle, sung by the Mothers to all fledglings, entitled “The Fledgling of Ten Thousand Questions.” Listening to Dee make his report in halting rhe’enoch, and then follow it with question tumbled upon question, Dyckon was reminded of the lilting songs, and of his birth mother. He had not thought of her for millennia. The memory was pleasant.

The relationship changed as time went by. They became—Dyckon’s mouth shaped the alien word—friends. Soon, Dyckon was telling Dee far more than the doctor was reporting back, and in order to facilitate communication, he had presented the Humani with a primitive communication device: a T-class flat screen, whose liquid technology had faded almost to the point of invisibility. Dee out of his ignorance had simply christened this Roc communicator an enchanted mirror, and had immediately constructed an elaborate series of magical rituals around its use. The Roc had observed the ceremonies and noted in an official Collegium thesis how all Humani cloaked everything they did not yet understand with rites and called it religion. And while on an abstract level the Roc understood the Humani concept of gods and devils, he could not, at first, comprehend the Humani psychological need for them. Like most of the advanced civilizations, the Roc had long ago lost the fascination for gods.

And yet looking at the Humani, Dyckon began to understand that it was this very need to worship, to pay homage to a greater being, that enabled and allowed many of the Humani to achieve great things. “They drive themselves nearly to madness with striving to grasp the as yet unknown. They do it in order to pierce the veil of their God’s domain. This they do in the name of their God, who ironically asks absolutely nothing of them but to love one another.” It was obvious the Humani consciousness preferred stress over bliss.

When Dee was at home at Mortlake, on the island kingdom known as England, he would report every night at midnight, staring intently into the silvery black surface of the viewing screen of his magical mirror and starting their communications by mumbling non sequiturs from the moribund Latin. Dyckon had originally found himself openly laughing at the little man’s mysticism but then found himself looking forward to the witty and insightful reports on the court of Elizabeth, her courtiers, and the common people.

Dyckon was particularly interested in this period of history; instinctively he knew that this was a tremendously exciting time for the Humani race. For the first time since the fall of the Ancient Civilizations of Hyborea, Greece, Atlantis, and Aegypt, the world was awakening again, stretching out, discovering and re-discovering new lands. New continents were being mapped, and almost every tide brought a ship laden with new fruits and vegetables, exotic animals, and even more exotic human races to England. For the first time in endless generations, the Humani saw their world as a wondrous place. Their imaginations took flight, and they felt nothing was beyond their aspirations.

When had he become fond of Dee? At what moment had he stopped thinking of him as a pet and started to think of him as a friend? What was the cause that had made him realize just how much he looked forward to communicating with the Humani? When he had begun to become bored with the rest of his work, perhaps?

There were times when his contact with Dee was the only thing that made this never-ending mission bearable. John Dee’s wit, his cunning, his zest for life, had excited something in the Roc. And Dee made him laugh. It had been a long time since he had laughed. And now his friend was walled up alive, condemned to a maddening, wasting, and agonizing death. On the planet far below, the holo image looked up, seeming to stare straight into Dyckon’s slit-pupiled eyes. Dee would surely be dead within a day, perhaps two. Already the Roc could see the deterioration of Dee’s physical presence. John’s flesh was a sickly yellowish blue hue, deep black rings encircled his rheum-en-crusted eyes, and his mane of hair hung limp and sticky wet. His always neatly maintained beard was now a haven for spittle, grease, and secretions. In the last few hours, the prisoner had developed a constant habit of biting at it while he feverishly scratched at the vermin that now openly crawled through it. Tufts of it scattered on Dee’s shoulders and about his feet. The wounds from the rack were filled with white pus and oozed, and soon maggots would hatch and crawl in the cuts.

Dyckon sat back into the chair, high shoulders digging deep into the faded metallic cloth, the worn material parting and hissing foul gases. The Roc brought his hooked talon to his mouth, needlelike teeth unconsciously nibbling on the hooked spurs. A nictitating white membrane slid across his eyes over and over again. He was a study in concentration. And once again he was a hatchling, listening to his pet lizard scream in agony. Dee hadn’t cried out.

Not yet anyway.

He had all the pride of the Humani; he would not allow Catherine de’ Medici that particular pleasure. But Dyckon knew that even if Dee denied her that wish, the Humani would still die in agony. Dyckon fought desperately to regain his equanimity. Regain his emotional control. He was Roc. A proud member of one of the oldest, most powerful races in the Collegium of Worlds. He must forget the amoeba and move on. Every tenet of his philosophy thundered that. But this was no longer philosophy. This was no longer theoretical. Dyckon watched the screen, which showed Dee in the Medici tower. Dyckon found himself staring into the doctor’s gray eyes. The eyes. There was so much pain there. Dyckon had seen those gray eyes bright with curiosity, alive with humor. Now they burned with pain, and soon they would grow dull and glassy and the light would go out of them. Could he allow that? To make any contact with the Humani was strictly forbidden. The Roc’s savage teeth bared in a smile. Hadn’t he broken that rule already? The Roc High Council and the Collegium were a timeless vastness away. Who would ever know? Could he get away with it? The punishment for such disobedience was unthinkable. It would be the ruination not only of himself but of his family as well. The Roc sat forward and stared intently at the holo image of his friend on the planet far below. Dee was now slumped forward, panting from the wet cold, arms tightly wrapped around his shins trying to conserve body heat, a once proud head, weary of its own weight, resting on his withering knees. And in the corners of the room, the rats were gathering.

Dyckon remembered the fire spiders eating the still-living flesh of his trapped pet. He remembered the look of silent horror in its eyes.

In the walled-up chamber below, the rats crept closer.
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THE OLD VENETIAN STRODE down the shadowy corridor, arthritic hip snapping with every step he took, the iron ferrule of his thick walking stick beating a tattoo on the smooth pavement flags, which echoed back off the bare walls. His every gesture radiated rage, and a high color had flushed his normally pallid cheeks.

“You are a fool,” Cosimo de’ Medici spat without turning his head. “An unthinking fool.”

Francesco de’ Medici chewed on his bottom lip and said nothing. His father had just broken the first rule of the Medici hierarchy: never to speak ill of another family member in the presence of an outsider. The hatchet-faced man glanced sidelong at the Turkish guards who accompanied his aged father everywhere. He was sure he could see the contempt and amusement in their eyes. He knew they would never speak what they had just heard; neither possessed a tongue, but he knew that they would never forget—nor would he. Taking a deep breath, Francesco controlled his rage, comforting himself with the thought that his father was an old man and would not live to see another year. Neither would his infidel servants. He, personally, would reinstitute the Egyptian custom of burying the slaves with the master.

“This man Dee is a spy,” he said evenly, “and he improperly propositioned Marie.”

Cosimo’s laugh was harsh, without humor. “Your daughter’s reputation has reached me in Tuscany; even the muckrakers talk of her. It is said that she could put Messalina to shame.”

“Dee is a spy of the English Queen,” Francesco continued evenly, ignoring the barb. “He was caught, tried, and punished accordingly.”

The old man paused before he began the long climb up the stairs, and rounded on his son. “I don’t care if you caught him with the keys to the treasury, having just swived your daughter on the steps of the cathedral. Release him before it is too late. You jeopardize us all. This is no common man. This is Dr. John Dee; he is a respected man of learning, education, and science. Moreover, he is friend not only to the English Queen, but to half the monarchs in Europe.” He started his climb up the stair by placing his stick on the next highest step and pulling himself up. The Turks, like obedient hounds, waited patiently, expecting a summons to assist the Patriarch. But it never came. They knew then that he was in foul humor indeed. Someone would suffer and die this day. The elder Medici whirled in place and, with a look of dread Francesco had never seen, added bitterly, “He is also a powerful alchemist and magician. My own sources tell me that he has raised the dead and that he talks to angels in his scrying mirror. This is not a man to have as an enemy.”

This time Francesco allowed the sneer to show openly on his face. “He is nothing more than a charlatan.”

Cosimo stopped. He was standing two steps above his son. Without looking at either of the guards, he said, “Walk away. Do not look back.”

The Turks climbed three steps, then stood with their back to the old man, heads bent, hands on their curved scimitars.

Francesco watched them with alarm. He could feel the pressure of the dagger he wore strapped to his forearm, hidden by his long sleeve, but knew it would be little use against the two bodyguards.

Cosimo stared at his son. His lip twitched, peeling back to show rotten teeth, and then, without warning, he cracked his hand across his son’s face, leaving the impression of his fingers clearly delineated against the dark skin. “Never question me,” he hissed, “never doubt me.” Turning away, he strode past the guards, who obediently fell into step behind him. “Your stupidity is intolerable. I fear for the survival of this family when I am gone.”

Rubbing his face, Francesco mounted the stairs to follow. While the two guards had not witnessed his humiliation, they knew of it; he wondered if he could risk having them killed before they left with his father for Tuscany.

Cosimo tapped and wheezed his way up the stairs. “Whose idea was it to put him in the tower anyway?” he muttered. He glanced quickly over his shoulder. “We cannot afford a war with the English. We cannot afford to have them cannoning our fleet.”

“We would crush them.”

“Perhaps. But war with the English bitch would be costly in craft and men. Elizabeth has spent much to create a powerful fleet and she has gifted mariners to call upon. We can match her with neither.” Cosimo’s breath was beginning to come in great heaving gasps as he climbed the stairs.

“Would England risk it all for this one man?”

Francesco had heard the rumors, and while he personally doubted the stories about Dee, the Church preached the existence of demons and devils and angels, so there might be truth to the story.

“There was a princeling in the French court, a fop with the manners of a swine,” Cosimo said. “He insulted this man Dee, called him, as you have, a charlatan, mocked him openly at court. Dee played the saint, smiled, and said nothing, but his right hand was said to have gesticulated as if with the palsy. The movement might have gone unnoticed, but this was Dr. John Dee, remember, and people remarked upon the sudden movement. The following day the princeling vanished. He had gone to his bedchamber and fastened the door as was his wont. On the morrow, when the servants eventually broke into his room, it was found to be empty except for a single heavenly white dove that fluttered wildly about the ceiling.” Cosimo paused on the top step to glance over his shoulder at his son. “And, lest you doubt this tale, let me add that I was at the French court when this happened. I myself examined the room. It was locked from the inside, and there was a sheer drop to the courtyard below. There was no human way in or out of that room. This man is not to be trifled with.”

Francesco coughed gently, pressing his left hand to his mouth, and surreptitiously pressing his lips to the ornate ring on his thumb. The ring contained a tiny fragment of the True Cross and was a powerful relic. “But if Dee be an intimate of Heaven,” he said, as they came out onto the landing, “why then does he languish in his cell?”

“Why indeed?” Cosimo wheezed. He stood, leaning on his walking stick, staring at the new plaster and ornate brickwork that filled the doorway of the tower room where it had been walled up. He fixed the eldest of the four guards who were gathered in front of the door with his grim and baleful stare. “Report,” he commanded.

The man hesitated. “There is naught to report, sir.”

The youngest guard, who did not know how much danger he was putting himself into by speaking to the Grand Duke without first being addressed, pushed forward. “On the first day, we heard the Englishman talk and laugh and once he seemed to be praying. Twice we thought he was in conversation, but we could hear no replies to his questions. For the last two days we have heard nothing.”

“No other noises? No sounds of demons, no smells?”

“No screams, no cries of Jesu, no pleadings at the door?” snickered Francesco.

“Nothing, sirs, perhaps he has . . . ” the young man began, and then stopped, head tilted to one side, listening.

“What is it?” Cosimo snapped, tilting his head to listen, but his ears were not as keen as they had once been and he heard nothing.

Rock scraped, mortar trickled and ran.

“What . . . ?” Cosimo asked again, watching the guards press back from the door. He was aware that something was happening, that they could hear something from within. He was about to demand an explanation when he stopped.

Dust was spiraling down from above, drifting across his eyes, gathering on his long, infamous, and much-mocked nose. There was a crack—the sound of a stone being split in half—and suddenly the entire building shuddered. Spiderwebs of cracks raced across the ceiling, chunks of it snapping off to hail down into the corridor amid a fine powdery snow of plaster. The eldest guard squealed with terror and turned to run, brushing past Cosimo, who recoiled with disgust. He was immediately cut down by one of the Turks.

“Break it down,” Cosimo croaked, white spittle gathered at the corners of his mouth. “Break it down. Break down the door.” Stepping forward, he rammed the end of his walking stick against the new bricks, but the sound was lost in a terrible rending as if the entire city were being brought down.
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