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Prologue



FROM THE DAY BOOKE of John Dee, Doctor, in the Year of Our Lord 2101:

 

I have heard and also seen it set forth in divers printed books that after the passing of certain persons, which in their lives were of great distinction, tales were misconceived to cause these honest men untoward calumny and eternal slander. Therefore I deem it fitting that I should now in my leisure here in this future realm reveal to you, the reader, some part of the proceedings of my ascending and descending curious estate. It is my fondest hope that the world might learn of what peril it was in and how my cohorts and I averted it. My tale, despite its giddy events that may trouble the minds of men of wisdom and discretion, I vow is not fantasized but is as true as the testimony that will be reported of me when I stand in judgement on the final day of reckoning.

I am old, but let this not upset you. As of this 18th day of February 2101, I am possessed of 574 years, having come into this world on July the 13th day of 1527, just outside the northern wall of London, the astrological coordinates being 4h2’ P.M. Lat. 51° 32’. I thank God that I was born in England and was once of Elizabeth Regina’s court, a philosopher, scholar, mathematician, and dabbler in the arcane arts of mysticism, whereby I aimed by rational processes mathematical and astronomical to seek the influences of celestial objects on sublunar lives. I vehemently bent to study the new learning that was to be had from Pythagoras, Erasmus, Frisius, the scholars of Arabia, and others of like-mindedness. For this upright and commendable study, I became greatly renowned both as practitioner and teacher and oft was sent for by Her Grace to her screened-off apartment, there in matters of astronomy, geometry, cryptography, mathematics, and such like faculties, and sometimes of her worldly affaires to sit and confer with her. There made I the acquaintance of her trusty and wise royal Principal Secretary, Sir Francis Walsingham, who with Her Grace’s blessing, thought me sufficient to be put in authority and trust to perform acts of embassy whereto I should also endeavor to uncover divers secret acts of intelligencing so as to procure weighty secrets of State. The very word “secret” sounded in my being like a clarion call to battle and I never wavered from the challenge nor dwelt on personal safety but like a good hound was tireless after my prey. Oft for my Queen, I entered into this enterprise and oft found the means to gather intelligence though many was the time it chanced that my dagger and quick wit served me in better stead than my eloquence.

Proceeding thus in Fortune’s blissfulness, which every man knows is but a turn of the wheel, it chanced that I was dispatched to Venice to seek out what perils that State and her abundantly perfumed prince, Francesco Foscari, had conceived for our blessed England. There neither my wit nor luck nor blade nor England’s authority prevailed and I was walled up for my transgressions and left with neither nourishment nor light to perish as if encased in my coffin. I assayed to do all I could to free myself from this living death but in no ways could find a means of escape, so cut off from all help was I. In the end, I accepted all the terrors and deprivations that were mine and made my peace with God while awaiting the moment of His eternal grace.

But I was in grievous error and such is the power and mystery of the Supreme Good, that I was rescued by that which at first I conceived to be the very devil himself, for such was his form and girth that I could not believe but that all my hopes of Heaven were dashed and I was in the presence of a monstrous messenger from Hell. My saving angel streamed through the tower wall as unobstructed and undeterred as might a river through a feeble dam and, within scarce a breathing while, seized me as an eagle does a mouse and lofted us both up into the heavens upon his leathery grey back and wings. The height was perilous, but there beneath a cloud sat the creature’s vessel which welcomed us both into its hold. There was I treated as a guest and given healthful nourishment and there I mended and slept.

Masters, by my honor, it is no lie I tell you that I slumbered undisturbed for five centuries, when I awoke to find myself yet aboard this alien vessel of the air whose mission to our world now had concluded and was eager to journey back to its home port. This argosy was crewed by creatures entitled Rocs and their captain was the self-same basilisk that had been my grotesque saviour in Venice. His name was Dyckon and he was but a stripling of three thousand years. The embassage of captain and retinue had been secretly to chronicle our world’s history and make report of us back to the center of their league of worlds, a place an endless count of suns beyond our sun that they entitled the Collegium of Worlds.

It harrowed my brain to think what sophists my generation and those before me had been and of the error and ignorance of the ethereal upper spheres that we had magnified a hundredfold, not knowing God’s limitless glory and accomplishments. To these foreign scriveners, I was but a bit of ballast to be jettisoned ere they departed and left with me the news that our planet was soon to be trampled by a barbaric horde of other-worldly heathens that would leave us all ensnared and enslaved leaving this goodly orb to be a field of Golgotha. Rather the sun should burn all and leave not a rack behind ere such a calamitous undoing should ever come to pass. I pleaded with mine governor for some stratagem, some rescue, with a plague of woeful sighing and lamentation, but cold comfort gave me none and I fell into an unwholesome desolation. At last, taking some pity on me and imparting unto me gifts of an implanted device that translated all the languages of the Earth in mine ear and an alchemical marvel that could transmute the divers ores of the world into gold, the creature-captain left me to return to my world—albeit in as strange and godforsaken a place as fancy could surmise—to remedy what I could with the knowledge he had bestowed upon me.

For a year I panted after success exceedingly helped by the sudden untold wealth my alien gifts achieved for me and in the process discovered a pretty pair of stalwarts of honor and of courage who allied their stout spirits with mine own. For your understanding know you that my chief comforter and lieutenant is a great blackamoor named Morgan d’Winter and as worthy a friend and military man as can be found in the histories of Homer. I love the watchful villain. But, my heart belongs to his comrade, Kelly Edwards, a woman of infinite grace and mental fierceness. Her hair is a cascade of curling red love-locks that tumble down to shoulders the whiteness of Dover. She has a skillful cunning for matters technological and is an adept at many a modern weapon. I was truly blessed in both their acquaintances. Together we triumphed in squashing the bug that threatened our existence only to be re-visited by my guardian demon, Dyckon, and informed of a greater controversy. That of a disobedient Roc, one Fawg by name, who aspired to be sole emperor of our world. Like Satan, the supreme lie, he had the magic to assume what form he so desired and chose to present himself as our beloved Saviour, Jesus Christ, nee Yeshua Ben David, and in this infernal godhead enacted divers miracles to seduce and sway. One mortal touch by this scurrilous miscreant and the virus he carried would overmaster a man’s will, and this same leprosy would strip the infected of what rein they held over their outward manifestation and change their appearance.

My friends and I, with the help of an army of rodent-like men (O wondrous Nature that can make vile things precious), overthrew this impious demon in the hills of Angel City and sent him to the flames of Hell whereto he belonged. But as I pen this, we have but scotched the virus—not killed it—as there be other Rocs, menials of this Fawg, who likewise threaten us all with this altering contagion.

Though I would fain rest here in the city of my birth from our travails, yet occasion enforces us to obey necessity and so we continue on in our pursuit. But, by my eternal soul, it is not only the virus and its carriers we seek, but also a means to carry me back to my times where I may be reunited once more with my proper chapter of History. I am sick at heart at the loss of it and like a courtier out of Regina’s favor, I will do all to be reinstated. Dyckon of the Rocs has sworn that by finding the source of the plague I shall land upon the other and so I seek them both and pray continually for our success.

For the nonce, the world knows little of me and nothing of their peril. For the death of Fawg, though first heralded throughout the world by the queerly named Strategy Brooks, has been covered hugger-mugger by the world’s High Sheriff, an international authority known as NTSA. It likes not the idea of a general panic infecting the ear of the world should the rumor of the Roc be proven true, moreover everyday I eschew their vigilance as they hunt for any who carries not their universally required identity chip which serves as key and password for many a closed door. Being not of this time, perforce I want not the device and rely on the good offices of my stalwarts d’Winter and Edwards to make my way through this much-changed world.

Who lists to read and consider with an indifferent eye my unvarnished testimony may behold the wondrous permutations of Fortune and the piteous case in which we all partook.
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UNHAPPY, JOHN DEE SAT in his straight-backed wooden chair on a terrace of his upper-floor bedroom. He marveled at the view: a vast panorama of Metropolitan London. The city was unrecognizable to him. It had grown so tall and so uninviting. The sun turned the clouds the color of diseased fruit, and the pall the light cast over the smoking expanse of buildings was enough to sour anyone. That, Dee supposed, included him. He had stayed in his hilltop aerie at St. Albans for three months, but he knew that he was not accomplishing half of what he had set out to do. He needed to find the other Roc to put an end to any threat of worldwide plague. The Roc might also be the key to Dee’s going home. Back to a time when London was manageable. He ached to go home. The village of Mortlake was only six kilometers away, but it was no longer a village and it was no longer home.

“Doctor,” called Kelly Edwards from the kitchen. “Do you want some lunch?” Under the guise of providing him protection, she had shared living quarters with him since he had arrived in London, and their relationship was developing into something more than either of them had expected—not a romance so much as a fond symbiosis.

“What are you offering?” he asked as he came in off the enclosed terrace, one brow raised suggestively. The terrace was shielded by spiderglass; it was impenetrable.

“Sprouts and technomeat in basil sauce,” she said, smiling at him. She was dressed in a neat jumpsuit with three weapons clipped to the belt. A year ago, Dee would have found this military mien unfeminine and off-putting, but now he saw her as attractive and wholly female. His redheaded Brünnhilde. He came up to her and kissed her cheek. “What’s news from d’Winter?”

“Nothing today. He’s still looking for the Roc you think must still be here,” she said. “But even though Rocs work in groups, isn’t it possible that the Yeshua Roc was some kind of loner?”

“Dyckon was not of that mind,” said Dee. “He is as certain as I that an attendant Roc must be in hiding on this planet. Waiting.” Dee remarked as he took the plate and sat down on the kitchen stool in front of the counter. “Is there naught to drink?”

“Tea and wine. The wine’s Romanian.” She had gotten down glasses. “I’m having the wine.”

“As shall I,” declared Dee, and accepted a glass filled with a pinot noir. He lifted this in toast to her and began to eat.

Kelly took the stool opposite his and launched into her lunch. “Anything planned for this morning?”

“I am to be engaged in diverse research,” he said obliquely.

“Can I help you with it?” She waited a moment, then added, “I’ll have to stay with you, in any case. You might as well keep me busy.”

“Marry, then,” said Dee. “You will needs come with me to the British Museum at its Montague Street entrance. The museum guard will bar your coming unless you accompany me. I am possessed of a research pass which will grant admittance to me and my assistant, but only if we arrive at the scholars’ door at the same time.”

“I’m your bodyguard, Doctor,” Kelly pointed out as she took a sip of her wine. “I have to remain with you.”

“For which I praise my stars and am grateful.” He paused. The visit to the museum reminded him of lost opportunities. “I would have greatly desired to have had so majestic a collection in my time. It is the eighth wonder of the world.” Dee swirled the wine and watched the liquid languidly slide down the curved glass. “I made petition to the court of Elizabeth to give me leave and a royal grant to pursue just such a scholarly enterprise. To gather the lost works of scientific antiquity. “The Doctor grew more wistful, “Such a preservation of monuments and antique writers would have made England the envy of the world. But alas, it was not to be.” He shook his head resignedly. After the reckless post-Reformation looting of Catholic property, he had been forced to spend years of time and much of his own money to gather books of ancient learning that had been foolishly discarded by an angry populous. Doctor Dee was reputed to have once had the largest library in Britain. Scholars from all of Europe and Asia came to stand in awe and admire his wealth of mathematics, astronomy, and the mystical occult. “Acquistion of knowledge was my quest and true understanding my prize. Burghley and Elizabeth never saw the country’s need.”

“The First,” said Kelly conscientiously.

“Aye, the First,” Dee chuckled, and added, “I am still at pains to think of her that way.”

“I would be too, in your shoes,” said Kelly with a burst of sympathy that made him feel awkward. Continually, he strived to seem informed on the six centuries of history he had missed. To his surprise, he found that only the world changed, not the passions of men.

“By my soul, although I would with all my heart return to her realm, I should miss you, and the creature comforts of this time.” Dee busied himself with his food for the next ten minutes. “How long before you’ll be ready to set forth?”

“That depends on you, Doctor,” said Kelly. “What kind of protection do you need for the museum?”

“As is my wont,” said Dee. “You or Callaghan, light arms you’re licensed to carry, as we’ve done before. I have my suit.”

“This is Callaghan’s day off,” Kelly reminded him.

“So ’tis,” said Dee. “Perchance he has returned to Limerick for the day?”

“He has,” said Kelly. “He’s getting worn out, you know. Ever since we brought him on ten weeks ago, he’s only had four days off. That’s barely legal, and really expensive.”

“Oft have I desired you to employ another sentry while d’Winter’s abroad, if you deem it wise,” said Dee. “You don’t have to saddle all on Callaghan. So long as my true identity remains a secret.”

“We’ll get someone” she said. “We need to do a thorough check on anyone assigned to you.”

He stopped short of asking her why, knowing that she hadn’t told him because she wanted to protect him. The thought bothered him slightly, and he absentmindedly asked again, “How long before we depart for the museum?”

“Twenty minutes, if that works for you,” she said. “I have to secure the place and summon our private skimmer.”

“What you will,” he said, resigning himself to the long security check on the house. “Will you repair to secure the roof, or shall I?”

“I’ll do it,” she said. “You can shut down the record-room, and pack any notes you’re going to need.”

“Will do,” he said, astonished at how much of the modern parlance had crept into his speech in the time since he had arrived in this century. Still, he reminded himself, he had often acquired local regionalisms on his travels in his own era, so there was no reason to be surprised.

“Then off you go,” she said, checking her sidearm as she put their lunch dishes into the cleaner. She watched him leave the room, thinking as he went that she was too much involved for her own good—or for his. She finished cleaning the countertop, then took the spiral stairs to the roof where there was a long railing around the hydroponic garden, all but isolating the place like an island.

The roof made her nervous; it was too exposed. All that would be needed to breach it was a flyer and hand weapons. This alone made her very careful while she checked all the monitors on the roof, turning them up to their highest settings. As she turned back toward the stairs, she heard one of the surveillance units shriek a warning, and she ducked. An instant later the primrose next to her left shoulder disintegrated. The guard-beams were already swinging around in the direction from which the shot had come, their lasers poking into the air in the direction of a flyer that abruptly banked away from behind the belltower of a nearby cathedral.

Securing the roof door, she hurried down the stairs, trying to figure out how much she should tell Doctor Dee. At the base of the steps, she armed all the protective programs to fire their various weapons upon intruders. Adeptly, she ran a check on all the exterior windows and the recording devices that would keep visual files on anyone who approached this tall, narrow house on Tower Hill. Lastly she punched in the code on her wrist-vid to bring their flyer to the door.

“I’ve got my notes,” said Dee, coming up behind her with an old-fashioned attaché case.

“You’re not taking your palmtop?” She decided to say nothing about the shot on the roof.

“Harp not on that matter again,” he retorted sharply. Immediately, he was slightly embarrassed by his strong admonition. They had had this discussion before. It was one of the few times they had argued. “They can be spied on too easily.”

“Only by someone who has the right codes,” she gently reminded him as they started toward the door. She felt him bristling at her side.

“That’s enough to give me pause,” said Dee as they ran out to the extended porch to meet the incoming flyer.
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THE BRITISH MUSEUM SPRAWLED over six city blocks from Great Russell Square to Southampton Row to Great Russell Street to Tottenham Court Road to Bedford Square. Its architecture was as massive and impressive as that of any of the buildings of the lost civilizations it now housed; it had gobbled up part of the University of London and two small parks in its expansion process. It was every inch a testament to mankind’s desire to grasp the past. The Montague Street entrance, tucked in across from Great Russell Square, was an unprepossessing doorway manned by only two armed guards and two I-Dent techs at their computers.

“That could be a problem,” said Kelly.

“Not at all now,” Dee shrugged. “D’Winter programmed a jammer into the earring he gave me to wear”—he touched the small jewel in his lobe—“The sentries haven’t stopped me for want of an identity chip, and surely they would have, if the gewgaw hadn’t worked.”

“D’Winter is good at gadgets like that,” Kelly allowed as they got out of the flyer. Her employer was always saying that he’d been born under a lucky star, but for the two years that she had spent with him, he’d been able to live unquestioned by the authorities about his lack of an implanted ID chip. It was an inexcusable breach of law enforcement protocols. Everyone in the world had an ID chip, and it was monitored by the National Terrestrial Security Administration (NTSA) of each nation. Automated systems everywhere clicked, computed, and accounted for every individual’s whereabouts. Worldwide treaties and universal, official approval validated this invasion of privacy. You couldn’t leave home without one. But somehow, miraculously, John Dee could. No matter how good Kelly Edwards and Morgan d’Winter were at circumventing sensors, their long string of luck with Dee sometimes made Kelly wonder. Unconcerned, Dee just took it for granted. As he said, he’d always been fortunate. She put the flyer’s system on Return When Summoned without specifying a time, and went up the shallow steps to the scholars’ door to the British Museum, calling out to the guards as she went, “I’m the Doctor’s assistant.”

Dee was waiting for her in the admissions alcove, a nervous little smile on his broad features. “You need to present your chip for them,” he said loud enough to be heard by the museum guards.

“Of course,” she said, permitting the I-Dent tech to scan her.

“Right you are, Miss Edwards,” said the tech as he handed her a scholar’s pass. “Wear this in view at all times in the museum.” He then turned to Dee. “Take the moving sidewalk to Bloomsbury Hall, and then—”

“I know—the lift to the fifth floor and then on to the registration desk.” Dee signaled Kelly to come with him. “This is a rabbits’ warren if ever I saw one. It’s a ten-days’ wonder that a man can pick out his way.”

Keeping up with Dee as he threaded his way through the crush of badged men and women pursuing research in all directions, Kelly said, “True enough.” Most of the Doctor’s ornate elocution was easy to follow—once you attuned your ear—but she hadn’t the faintest idea what a “ten-days’ wonder” was. Kelly knew that if she asked, he’d only tell her to look it up.

The moving sidewalk carried them toward Southampton Row; they stepped off at the bottom of a high atrium that was filled with full-grown trees and tall flowering shrubs. The glade’s existence inside the building still thrilled Dee. He found it as amazing as the modern perfection of perpendicular walls and unchanging light in windowless buildings. It was as architecturally thrilling as the canals of Venice the first time he’d seen them.

“The lift is there,” said Dee, pointing to a bank of pod-like cars running up and down a thick core of power slots.

“How many times have you been here?” Kelly asked as she followed him.

“Twice. ’Tis an easy matter to remember your way if you hold fast to the memory of where you have been.” As he stepped into a lift car, he held up his museum badge. “It would be best to bear yours aloft, Kelly.”

She did as he recommended, and heard the door close. “Which floor?”

“Fifth,” said Dee, and the car moved upward quickly. “What meant that scuffle on our lodging’s roof?” he asked casually.

Kelly was surprised by the question. “What scuffle?”

“I heard a to-do of some kind,” said Dee in a tone that warned he wouldn’t be put off.

“You did,” she improvised. “I mis-set one of the alarms.”

“That isn’t like you,” said Dee.

“Not usually,” she agreed. “But I occasionally overlook the readmission command. When I started to come inside, the monitor took it as an unauthorized entry. I had to scramble to avoid being targeted. I shouldn’t have been so careless.”

“Do you conclude that was the reason for the disturbance?” Dee asked, innocently enough, but Kelly sensed that he was testing her.

“I don’t know for sure.” She was glad that the lift was slowing down, and she was happy to be distracted by leaving the elevator car.

“Well, keep a watchful eye,” Dee recommended. “I would not lose you to mindless mischance.” He hurried on toward the reference desk, holding up his museum badge as he approached. “I was here a few days ago.”

“I remember,” said the tech behind the counter. “What’ll it be today, luv?”

“Same as before,” said Dee.

“Industrial investors, patent holders, boards of directors, developmental financiers, product lists,” said the tech, reading from the tiny frame suspended in front of his right eye. “Anything else?”

“As much as you have on international development sites,” said Dee as calmly as he could.

“The list’ll be up in a nano,” said the tech, and reached for a plastic sheet that emerged from a slot in the counter. “Here it is. I need you to initial it and impress it with the code on your badge.”

“Will do.” Dee then claimed a copy of the list.

“Take Booth 67D. You can have it until eighteen-forty, and then you must surrender it and vacate the building by nineteen hundred.”

“I am aware of the conditions,” said Dee, taking his authorization chit from the tech.

As they made their way to the research booth, Kelly asked, “Doesn’t it worry you that they have a record of everything you’ve asked to see?”

“It troubles the mind. But I content myself that any protests from me would only invite unwanted attention and conclude with the suspension of my privileges.”

“You have a point,” she said.

“Employ the machine. Discover all that you can upon the list.”

“What am I looking for?” she asked as she set to work.

“ ’S’truth, as to that I am in the dark. But I shall know it when I see it.”
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BETWEEN MARKOVO AND UST’-BELAJA the four interconnected domes rose in the narrow valley, not unlike huge onion domes of a fantastic arctic cathedral, but without Orthodox crosses atop them. Outside, the rugged mountains were filled with wildly blowing snow. Inside, the air was warm, a strange collection of plants flourishing as if in spring. The nine hundred people fortunate enough to live there tried not to pay any attention to the hourly weather reports that revealed that the rest of central Siberia was buried under several meters of new snow.

“You say Dee is still in London?” Theon Celsus turned to his assistant, Maxim Vadimovich Izevsky, and pointed his first two fingers at him. They were thin and arthritic.

“As of this morning he was, sir,” Maxim said a bit too eagerly. Theon Celsus awed him, and part of his awe came from fear.

“Is there any indication that he is going to travel soon? Any reservations, or other indications we can monitor?” Celsus stepped closer to Maxim, underscoring his point. It was mid day, and the room was washed with milky sunlight from the glowing orb far to the south. The sun would be visible for another ninety minutes or so, then it would set for the next twenty-one hours.

“None that my…your…operatives can discover,” said Maxim. “He has been spending his time at the British Museum. We’ve been monitoring his palmtop. It doesn’t provide much.”

“Ah,” said Celsus. “No doubt he is trying to stumble upon his past, to find out if he ever returned to his home.” He tsked, a smirk marring any sympathy he might have implied. “I wonder why he bothers.” The gnome-like man shook his head condescendingly. “He must realize it’s just not there anymore. We’ve moved on.”

“The computers at the museum are more difficult to break into than the ones for the Houses of Parliament,” Maxim confided. “God knows we’ve tried.”

“Don’t bother for now,” said Celsus, uninterested. “Time enough for that if he begins to become interested in us.” He strolled over to the triple-glazed window and looked out at the expanse of white desolation. Celsus was dressed in a lightweight silken caftan, reminiscent of the doctor’s robes he had worn in his own age, but much more comfortable. The vista brought back memories of his childhood in Switzerland. “I want daily reports on him.”

“Shall I keep the spies after him?” Maxim asked, trying not to hold his breath as he waited for an answer.

“Yes. Watch him closely, but nothing else. I don’t want him hurt or on the alert more than he already is.” Celsus came back from the window. “How’s everything in our little community in Irkutsk?”

“Going well,” Maxim said with a lesser degree of certainty than before. “The analysis of the virus is progressing. Now that we have the data. You have the reports on your desk.”

“They tell me about progress, not about morale,” said Celsus smoothly. “What can you tell me about the morale?”

“It’s good, very good.”

“Max, Max,” Celsus chided him gently. “I am not on the moon. I have ears other than yours.”

Maxim ground his teeth. “All right. Some of the men are annoyed, and others are upset. They think you’re keeping them in the dark.”

“And so I am. They are not ready to live in the light,” said Celsus.

“They know about your black-market deals. That doesn’t bother them—in fact, they expect it of you.” Maxim began to gather steam. “But they want to know what you’re up to, who the men are who come here in the dead of winter. I can’t tell them anything, so they guess, and that makes trouble.”

“What is the prevailing theory?” Celsus inquired as if the answer had little importance to him.

“They think you’re designing illicit drugs for the Big Three”—by which he meant the three largest multinational corporations in the world—“in order to raise venture capital for a new pharmaceutical company. They think you’re moving out of the petrochemical business.” Maxim tried to hold his boss’s gaze.

“Do they?” Celsus chuckled loudly. The sound was like gunfire.

“Others think you’re double-dealing, giving some of your mining technology to the Big Three and some to Eastern European marketeers to take advantage of the artificially high prices.” Maxim rubbed his hands together. “You can imagine how much they want to believe you’re getting away with something.”

“The love of larceny in the human soul knows no bounds,” Celsus marveled. “If my vision were so small, I would deserve to be caught.” He tapped his thumbs together. “If only Dee weren’t in the picture, I would be bolder. But he alone could appreciate my secret aspirations.”

“How?” Maxim liked nothing better than to listen to Theon Celsus ruminate on his schemes, for it honed his own sense of resolve.

But Celsus shrugged. “I have to think about this, Max. I don’t want to make any mistakes with Dee. I was afraid I might, but—”

Maxim waited for Celsus to go on. When the silence between them stretched to almost five minutes, he coughed diplomatically. “Would you like a cup of green tea?”

“No, not just yet.” He smoothed an eyebrow, then ran his fingers through the tufts of hair that surrounded his tonsure. “I am expecting a visitor. I will freshen up.”

“Oh?” Maxim didn’t recall seeing anyone’s name on Celsus’ appointment register.

“Coming in from Irkutsk. Herr Boris Michailovich Shevyenetz, who runs a hotel and has been a mainstay of the regional black market for twenty years.”

“I don’t know him,” said Maxim uneasily.

“No,” Celsus agreed. “You don’t.”
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STRATEGY BROOKS WAS DESPERATE. Ever since her coverage of the attack of the rat-soldiers and the Yeshua debacle, she had been floundering. The executives, who had been thrilled with her only a few months ago, now looked on her as an embarrassment, a one-trick pony. Further, Global News Network execs had walked into diRocelli’s office and removed all the master vids of the Yeshua coverage. No reason was given. Unceremoniously, they had transferred Strategy and her producer to the wasteland of Salt Lake City. There were even rumors rumbling that the GNN Brooks Nightly Report might be moved to the overnight. If she couldn’t come up with something—anything—that captured public attention the way Yeshua—or whatever that lizard-thing’s name was—had, she was sunk. Her contract was up for renewal in three months. She could lose it all. Strategy paced the length of her corner office, swearing under her breath and doing her best not to bite her banana-yellow fingernails.

“Hey, Strategy,” her new assistant, Hernando, called from the doorway. He was good-looking, slick, and ambitious. She didn’t trust him any further than she could throw him, and looking at him now with his camera-prefect smile, she decided—nowhere near that far.

“Hi, Nando,” she said with false cheerfulness.

“I have downloads of all the foreign webnews sites. You want to have a squint at them?”

“Sure,” she said, going back to her desk. “Lay ’em on me.” The enthusiasm she forced into her voice was for his benefit. She was certain he told her superior, diRocelli, and corporate everything she did. He was such a kiss-up, always sporting something with a GNN logo on it.

“They’re coming through.”

Brooks braced her elbows on the table and stared at the display. Hurricanes in the south. No. Avalanches in Switzerland. Puh-leeze! Coral contamination at the Great Barrier Reef. Done to death. Flooding in the Seychelles. Nobody cares. Prisons on the moon. Too far away. Pakistani refugees in Iran. Too messy. Nothing about aliens or modified-body soldiers. There was a story about clones turning out to be troublesome. Old hat. She ran back through all the excerpts and felt the all too familiar wash of discouragement overtake. This was ridiculous. Something major had to be happening somewhere. There had to be a story that would get her back on top. There had to be. One that she could track for a while before her broadcasting competition started a feeding frenzy. She had to grab America’s attention. She shoved herself out of her chair. “Nando!”

“Yo!” he called back from his cubicle across from her office.

“Cast a wider net!” She clapped her hands for emphasis.

“Yes, boss,” he said, and began to manipulate all manner of track-balls and infostix, filling the dozen screens around him with a montage of images and the air with a barrage of words.

“Now, Nando,” she ordered.

“I’m nowing, I’m nowing,” said Hernando.

More displays appeared on her terminal. She scrutinized them, all but quivering in anticipation. “I need times and newswire hits on all these.”

“Will do,” said Hernando.

Strategy pondered all she saw, afraid that she was missing something, something obvious, something that would be as big or bigger than the Yeshua story. She was beginning to despair when she saw an item on a Russian site, a little squib about a private installation in eastern Siberia, a mining outpost according to the records, but Siberia was played out…a mystery. It was a long shot, but it was better than sitting here in downtown Salt Lake waiting to be fired. “Nando! Schedule with the travel department for passage on a long-distance flyer.”

“Yes, boss,” said Hernando, trying to sound charged up.

“Get provisions for artic weather. A couple of snow-cats. Food and heat units for me, you, and the cameraman.” It felt good to be issuing orders again. Orders made you feel as if you weren’t running on empty.

“Where are we going? Antarctica?”

She scoffed. “Everyone and his cousin’s gone there. No, you and I, Nando, are going to Siberia.”

“Siberia.” Baffled, he listed on his wrist-vid all the requisitions for their journey. Last, he sent a private memo off to diRocelli—after all, he had a career of his own to think of.
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MORGAN D’WINTER ARRIVED BY old-fashioned cab at Dee’s London townhouse shortly before midnight. It was a clear, frosty night, with a waning moon in the eastern sky. He had a case full of data and his palmtop was all but bursting with transferred files. The various perimeter security devices cleared him to enter, and finally Kelly opened the door to his coded ring.

“Hi, stranger,” she said as she stood aside to admit him.

“Hi yourself,” d’Winter countered, feeling oddly put-upon. He clumsily returned her hug. For a moment, Kelly was lost in the folds of his overcoat. “Sorry it took me so long to get here. There was a riot at the Karachi airport, and the tower wouldn’t clear me for five hours.” He headed for the living room, his step impatient and his determination showing in every line of his body. “It’s bitter cold out there. And I’m frazzled.”

Kelly followed after him. “What did you find out?”

“I bagged a lot of material. I’ll stitch it together with help from you and the Doc. Where is he, by the way?”

“Up in his apartment. He’s been reading about the Big Three and all their interconnected ventures. He claims that there is something hidden in all those overlapping, interlocking businesses that will shed light on the attacks being made on him. He’s been in a funk for two days.” Her voice dropped. “I was on the roof day before yesterday and someone took a shot at me. Had to be someone up in the air, and I saw two flyers in the vicinity.”

“What about the old cathedral tower two blocks over?” d’Winter suggested as he sank onto the nearest of a pair of sofas.

“It’s condemned,” said Kelly.

“That doesn’t mean much.”

“You’re right. The shots came from the direction of the tower. Didn’t think.”

D’Winter set his case on the central table. His fingers quickly manipulated the keypad on the lock. He spread out an assortment of files and vid-recorded artifacts on the table in front of him. “Want to give me a hand?” He blew at his fingertips abruptly. “Jeez, my hands are still frigid.” He rubbed them together to improve the blood circulation. “Damn, but I hate the cold. Is there anything to eat in the kitchen?”

“Technomeat, some salami, some onions, celery, almond butter, and a lot of leftover curry,” she said. “The Doctor isn’t fond of curry.” Kelly was slightly befuddled by that. “I thought the English loved curry.”

“That’s a later period in British history. The Doc was around for the Essex rebellion of 1601, not the Sepoy Mutiny of 1857,” d’Winter pointed out. Morgan saw history purely from a military battle point-of-view. He ambled off in search of supper, leaving Kelly to begin sorting the files in front of her. She perched over d’Winter’s cache of materials and started arranging the documents by date. “Make yourself some Celebes coffee,” she shouted out to him. Kelly was half done with her work, and an aroma of cooking was coming from the kitchen, when she saw Dee come along the corridor.

“I thought I heard d’Winter. Has the prodigal son returned?” Dee looked exhausted; there were dark circles under his eyes. He had lost weight in the last week and was beginning to look gaunt rather than lean.

“He hath, my lord,” Kelly teased, waving at the files in front of her. He didn’t seem to take notice. “He’s making supper.”

“Um. It’s good to have him back amongst us,” Dee said perfunctorily, and then dropped into the high-backed grandmother chair he favored. Motioning his head to indicate his recent reading upstairs, he scowled. “It’s a hard matter to resolve. Too hard a knot for me to untie. So complicated.” Kelly could hear the frustration in his voice. He tugged at his lip. “I would give all of Wiltshire for a counsel with Hagecius on the astronomical significance of what is happening.”

“Consult your computer,” said Kelly.

“I like not to do my thinking on anything that can be spied upon or monitored.” He held up his hand. “I know. Your security devices are well-nigh unbreakable. It’s that ambiguous ‘well-nigh’ that troubles the mind. I’m loath to hazard our safety even on so small a risk.”

“Hiya, Doc.” d’Winter came into the living room, carrying a bowl of chicken-flavored technomeat mixed into the last of the curry, steam rising from the bowl. “Maybe you won’t have to.”

“What mean you?” Dee asked.

“Well, you say you worked in codes when you served Elizabeth the First and that guy, Walsingham,” said d’Winter. Thomas Phelippes, chief secretary to Francis Walsingham, and John Dee had devised several numerical and hieroglyphic word substitutions to baffle the supporters of devilish Queen Mary of Scotland. One afternoon before he’d left, Morgan had sat in perfect joy learning the rudimentary elements of what Dee called his secret writing. “I was thinking about that on my way back here. The codes aren’t at all complex compared to what we have today. I figured that could be to our advantage.” He swallowed some of his food. “Your codes are so simple, so outmoded, that most of the cyber-watchdogs won’t be programmed to red-flag them. If nothing else, it will ease your mind about lurking hackers looking over your shoulder. I tell ya, Doc, it would ease things for Kelly and me if you would work with your computer instead of your quill.” He stopped to gobble down some more food.

“Do you think that could work?” Kelly asked, impressed.

Dee was worrying a cuticle, transfixed by the obviousness of it. “Aye, it ‘s a trick worth pursuing.”
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ANYONE LOOKING AT DYCKON saw a tall, bulky man wearing large dark glasses, dressed in a loosely fitting suit of shiny flannel that scintillated where the sun struck it. He was adept at projecting this illusion and used it now as he made his way down the second-level walkway in Boca-Miami, the huge city sprawling along the eastern coast of Florida. It was a humid July day, the kind the state of Florida never advertises. Dyckon felt like he was swimming in a bowl of ekbra soup. The bright pastel colors seemed to him to be dripping off the ornate fifteen-story buildings. The salty Atlantic air stung at the corner of his eyes. It was a perfect day. He had struggled to attune all his senses to be alert to the presence of another Roc. He assumed that Yeshua had not acted alone. Tiring though it was to maintain his human illusion, it was preferable to being seen for what he was—a living gargoyle disguised in cheap clothing.

After a costly bargaining with a disgruntled communications officer of Clan set-ut, he had obtained the coordinates of ten messages sent to Earth. Eight of them had gone to Angel City, two had been sent to Waco, to an apartment house in the Pakistani part of town. What Dyckon had found there had sent him in the direction of Boca-Miami. There might be nothing to it, as there had been nothing to the story of Yeshua reappearing in Tulsahoma three weeks ago. But he felt he had to follow his only lead. Another Roc on planet Earth meant the chance of containing the uncontrollable quicksilver virus was impossible. But his continued presence on Earth was a political danger to himself. If his interest in Yeshua was discovered, the existence of John Dee, who had orchestrated Yeshua’s death, would eventually be revealed. The existence of Dee would attest to Dyckon’s meddling in humani affairs, and that would destroy the Roc’s credibility at the Collegium of Worlds. Many millenia ago, the Collegium had assigned Rocs to be the watchers and historical chroniclers of new civilizations. They were forbidden to make their presence known, since that would unduly influence the worlds they were meant to study. No watcher team had been discovered for untold centuries—a feat every Roc held as a testiment to their methods and honor. The sole exception to that record were the Fawg’s Clan set-ut, who had grown tired of being passive onlookers.

“Hey, watch it, buster,” said an old man, who was making his way precariously along the walkway.

“Sorry,” said Dyckon, the word coming out as a rumble. He kept walking, taking care not to encounter any more of the people, or “humani,” as he thought of them. Finally he reached the Housing Office and went inside, adjusting his face so it appeared to smile. “Good afternoon. It’s a lovely day.”

A harried young woman looked up at him. “ ’fter-noon,” she responded suspiciously.

“I’m an investigator, Dick Rocco.” He flashed an identity icon that looked more official than it actually was. It had a caduceus in one corner and a public health seal in the other. “I’m looking for a Corwin Tarlton, formerly of Waco, Texas.” He broadened the smile, making it as winning as he could. “I was given a lead that he might be here.”

“What’s he done?” The young woman questioned him, liking neither his musty smell, his foolish clothes, nor his official’s attitude.

“Nothing at all. But he may have been exposed to an infectuous microorganism at his last place of residence, and we need to run a few scans on him, to be sure he isn’t contagious.” His smile turned to concern, as he thought about the shape-changing virus that would wreak havoc among the humani if it were ever released. “He’s not likely to be a danger to others,” he lied, “but he could be ill and not know it. National Health wants to be sure he’s checked out.”

“So,” said the young woman with a cynical wink. “The government doesn’t want to be sued.”

“No, it doesn’t,” said Dykon. “Any help you can give me would be appreciated.”

“How much?” she asked.

Five hundred years of observing humani behavior and humani greed had never changed. “Fifty dollars’ worth?” he offered, holding up the bill in good faith.

“Cash,” she marveled, her eyes shining. “Don’t see much of that these days. All right. How far do you want to search?” She had gone to the display on her desk.

“As far as you can,” said Dykon.

“All of south Florida?” She was already pushing buttons, a directory materializing in the air above the desk. “Spell the name for me.”

“First name: C-o-r-w-i-n. Last name: T-a-r-l-t-o-n. He moved from Waco about twenty-five weeks ago, according to his landlord.” The time was approximate because Hamil Azzahzi didn’t know precisely when Tarlton had left. Due to the reptilian infestation five months ago, so many of his tenants had all gone at once. During the renovation that followed, Azzahzi had found Tarlton’s apartment was neat, clean, and empty. He wished the other tenants had shown such human decency. He had no reason to doubt that Tarlton would be coming back, although he secretly hoped he wouldn’t.

The young woman studied the display. “Nobody by that name. There are six Corwins, last name, and fourteen Tarltons, last name, but no Corwin Tarlton, and none of the twenty have moved in less than six months ago. ’Course, lots of people have come and gone since the space alien scare.” She snickered and added, “Which turned out to be a bust. Do you want copies of this information? Just in case? He might have relatives he’s staying with.” She looked at Dyckon speculatively. “Another twenty’ll get you the list.”

“Okay,” he said. “I’ll want it in my wrist-vid.” He laid two new tens on the counter.

“My pleasure, and you are right, it is a lovely day,” she said, grinning at the money. She beamed the data into Dyckon’s wrist-vid from her display. The transfer was almost instantaneous, and the two bills vanished almost as quickly. “Hope you find him.” She offered him a slightly sweaty hand and he made some pretense not to shake it. “Stay out of the sun with those clothes. If you don’t mind me saying so, you’re sweating like a pig.”

Dyckon glanced at his hands and realized his bio-shield aura was wavering. Most humani would mistake the effect for profuse perspiration. Too much stress he thought. “Thanks. I hope I find him too,” Dyckon said, and hurried out of the office. There hadn’t been much chance that Tarlton’s movements would show up in Boca-Miami records. After all, without an implanted ID chip, the marooned Roc was pretty much invisible to the bureaucracy. Still, being a centuries-old cultural scholar, Dyckon was inured to pursuing every avenue to its eventual conclusion. No matter how long it took. He found an alcove where he could use his phonelink without being overheard. He punched in and was immediately in communication with his spacecraft. His serpentine double tongue making a sound that translated into English as “diary,” Dyckon started dictating his findings. “I’m in Florida. I haven’t found any records of what I’m looking for. No leads as yet, but we must start somewhere. If Tarlton is here in Southern Florida, he may be one of the Clan Fawg. His complete absence on the humani scans would indicate that.” There was a slight pause, and then his split tongue flicked, “Bio-shield has a slight malfunction. Make note to do a diagnostic. End transmission.” Dyckon rang off to continue his search for a disguised ophidian in the crowded jumble of tropical south Florida.
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DEE LISTENED TO THE report d’Winter provided. He stared vacantly over the steeple of his fingers, sunk in thought. “So naught’s done?”

“I wouldn’t say that,” d’Winter remarked as he shut off his wrist-vid. “But we need to start looking for some new avenues of inquiry.”

“Aye.” Dee paused, staring straight at his second, and then made his point again. “Naught’s done.” He got to his feet and began to pace. He hated inaction. It only reminded him that he was standing still. Sometimes, he was overwhelmed by this time’s complexity and technology. So much strangeness to evaluate.

But d’Winter refused to accede to his employer’s dark mood. “Not yet. We have to change directions, shift our focus, compensate for parallax.”

“How?” Dee asked.

“I’ve been trying to figure that out all the way here. The last thing I want to do is alert the Roc—assuming there is one—that we are on to him, because who knows what he’d do. And then, I don’t want to make it easy for the men who’ve been after you to find you. Doc, you do make my work tricky.”

Dee bowed. “Not for all the world would I have you bored.”

“No fear of that. The trouble is, anything we do, it can be tracked by anyone if they really want to. Kelly and I can’t block our ID chips forever. We’re going to make mistakes.”

“Then, like a Lincoln fox, we must find the means to throw them off the scent,” said Dee. “We must direct attention away from us.”

“How are we going to do that? Even planting a false trail leaves ways to be tracked, and there’s a risk of being found. There must be people still asking questions about Angel City,” pointed out d’Winter. He tried not to yawn. “I’ve been up nights with this.”

“Small wonder,” said Dee. “Even the messages we’ve sent out have most likely been waylaid and read.” He didn’t like admitting so much. But to assume otherwise was to underestimate your enemy. That was always a grevious mistake.

Kelly glanced at Dee, then gave her attention to beginning the encryption of the latest message for Dyckon before her. “I’d like it if we had a more secure way of sending messages.”

“Wouldn’t we all?” said d’Winter.

Dee clicked his tongue in exasperation. He’d been in a foul mood all morning. “By Jesu, why can we not employ the ciphers that I was schooled in when I served the Queen’s business. Master Phelippes gave me a goodly number.”

“The code you described to me yesterday?” Kelly asked a little too patronizingly.

“Aye,” Dee pointed out, “they were elegant and functional, and harder than hoops of steel to break without the key. What more need you of a code?”

“You described it to me, as a two-number key, and you would incorporate the code into the text of unexceptional letters.” From her tone, you could tell that Kelly was skeptical.

“Yes,” said Dee, “minus the key, the letter is nothing so much as an ordinary by-your-leave letter. We often used pages of predetermined pamphlets to identify the key, or chapters and verse in Cranmer’s Book of Common Prayer.”

“Let me make sure I have this right: the page number is the key. This is page 72, so it’s every seventh word, and in that word, the second letter spells out the message. Have I got this right?”

“Aye,” said Dee.

“What if you don’t have a key?” Kelly asked.

“Then, in theory, you can’t extract the message. That was the point behind the code, but with our adversaries’ machines to work on it, I’d wager that it wouldn’t go unbroken long, once the underlying schematic was identified. We had a monthly code, but sometimes, if a letter was delayed, I’d have to use an earlier key. A great many men used this kind of gematria in my age, and I understand it was in common use right up until the twentieth century.

“If we altered the key more frequently, then I think it would be possible for you to make the secrecy of it live a while longer.” Dee cleared his throat. “I’ve cudgeled my brains about this, and I do believe that if we employed a rotating key—one that altered for each line of text?—that it might be sufficient to slow down any deciphering of it, even with a computer to do the work.”

D’Winter shook his head. “Once the pattern was figured out, the whole thing would be shot.”

“But would they have the wit to look for a device like that? Say the sum of coded words on a line should signify the frequency of the coded words in the next, and the number of the letter would be fixed by another formula?” Dee suggested. “It’s hardly foolproof, but it would take much meddling to come to terms with.” He tried to sound amused, but that failed terribly. “Verily, I have not the mind for codes the way you do, there’s the trouble. We employed grid codes and counting codes—’tis not the manner of thing you do any more.”

“And that could be helpful,” said Kelly suddenly. “You’re right, Doctor. Those old codes aren’t usually part of the new programs. I think it might be worth the risk.”

“So long as we don’t have other pre-Enlightenment minds around, you may be right,” d’Winter agreed.

“Very droll,” said Dee caustically. “From what I’ve learned of your Enlightenment, it imposed empiricism on everything, even where there was no call. Not all manner of things can be weighed by the standards of those Continental wits. Science is not only about that which can be known and quantified. Science must also accept what man senses in Nature. It is fault to Heaven to accept only that which is verifiable. Inner contemplation must play a part, as does Faith. For the light of inner contemplation and of Faith is nothing other than reason itself. For from where else does contemplation and Faith flow but from Divine Reason. All knowledge, repeatable or not, subject to qualification, not quantification, is science.”

“That’s very…Elizabethan of you,” said Kelly. She had rarely heard the Doctor so metaphysical.

D’Winter wasn’t sure that he had followed the Doctor’s last words, so he nodded in silent agreement. His mind raced back to the idea of Elizabethan code. “There is something in what you say. And it might be worthwhile, if for no other reason than that it’s apt to force those watching us to tip their hands.” He rubbed his chin. “I think you may have hit upon something, Doctor. Not what I expected, but still…”

“You think it could work,” said Dee, allowing himself to hope.

“I think it’s worth a try.” D’Winter looked over at Kelly. “We need to do a trial run. Nothing too complicated.”

“All right,” she said. “Who do you want to attract with this exercise? Do you have any idea what could be at stake here?”

“Not enough of one,” d’Winter grumbled.

“Hold,” said Dee. “This smacks of pushing a stick into a hornet’s nest. Methinks we should reach Dyckon and inform him of our plans.”

D’Winter frowned. “The trouble is,” he said, “that we have two puzzles to unravel: the present location of a possible second Roc, and the identification of the person or persons who have made repeated attempts on your life.”

“There is also the matter of returning me to my own time.” The unlikelihood of his journey home had been in the Doctor’s thoughts since he’d gotten up that morning and looked out on an unfamiliar London. Where was the Thames? Where were the tolling church bells?

“Yes, there is that as well,” said d’Winter. “But, if you don’t mind my saying it, that’s for after we’ve taken care of the first two. Don’t you agree?”

Dee shrugged, trying to ignore the surge of homesickness that welled up in him. “Aye. I know you have the right of it. But you cannot imagine how tempting it is, just to dally with the notion of sailing home at the first opportunity that presents itself.”

Kelly did her best to smile, although she wasn’t much in the mood for it. “I’m going to hate to see you go.”

Dee met her eyes. “And I shall miss you as much as anything in this strange future of yours.”

D’Winter cut in before he too became maudlin. “We can talk about that later, when we’ve found the way to get you back. Right now, there are more pressing matters to deal with.” He gave Dee a measured look. “Are you prepared to travel?”

“Where?” Dee asked.

“I’m about to find out.” D’Winter picked up his palmtop, thumbed it into life, and began to enter an array of numbers into its electronic innards.
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