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PART | ONE






CHAPTER ONE [image: ]


North Sea, last week of September 1583

When John Dee thinks about it later, when he is crouched covered in blood in the stern of a fluyt and watching the coast of Kent disappear forever into the sea mist, he wonders again why he had ever supposed, even for a solitary instant, that this could or would have ever ended otherwise.

Had the heavens not sent a sign? Had the skies over Mortlake that night not turned blood red? Had the clouds not burned bright with an unearthly glow, as if they were set aflame?

They had, hadn’t they?

And yet.








CHAPTER TWO [image: ]


Mortlake, three weeks previously, first week of September 1583

And yet when John Dee is woken by someone knocking on his gate, he himself descends to answer it, for the knocking has a furtive quality he half recognizes, and he is unsurprised by what he finds: a rough-looking beggar in a coat that looks to have been buried in a field for a year or two, with lank hair over his ears, who says in a strange, soft accent, “I am Edward Kelley. Master Clerkson says you have need of a scryer?”

Which is true: Dee does need a scryer to read his magic show stone; to summon the Angelic Spirits from above to appear in its glossy surface, for he lacks the gift. He cannot scry, much to his shame, and so Master Clerkson oftentimes sends him such men who can do so. Ordinarily they are quickly revealed as chancers or charlatans and are sent on their way with little or no harm done—once Roger Cooke, Dee’s assistant, has shaken them down to retrieve what has been stolen—and this Kelley, in his filthy, high-collared cloak and unwashed state, appears no different from those others. But it is soon obvious that he knows whereof he speaks, and he steals nothing, so Dee gives him a chance and sets him up in the library with a show stone that he bought—though is yet to pay for—from a man who promised it answerable only to good spirits.

“Summon for me if you will,” Dee tells Kelley, “Anachor or Anilos.”

Both are considered good spirits.

Kelley nods and settles at the stone and begins the Action with a murmured prayer that Dee recognizes from Trithemius’s work on the art of drawing spirits into crystals. When Kelley has finished, he sits in silence, staring into the stone. Nothing seems to be happening, and the change is so slow that at first Dee does not register it, but then he does: the temperature in the library drops, as if a mist has entered the room, and Kelley’s face has become waxy. And now Dee’s heart slows, and slows, and then slows some more, and the room grows colder yet, and then the walls and floor and ceiling seem to thrum to the beats of his heart and the air becomes dense in his ears, thick and ripe, and then suddenly Kelley stirs and addresses the show stone.

“In the name of the holy and undefiled Spirit, the Father, the Begotten Son, and Holy Ghost, what is your true name?”

Nothing. Dee can hear nothing. But Kelley can, and hearing an answer that Dee cannot, he asks a next question: “Will you swear by the blood and righteousness of our Lord Jesus Christ that you are truly Uriel?”

The hair on Dee’s scalp rises as Kelley listens in silence a moment, and then he confirms he has sight of the angel Uriel.

Uriel! It is Uriel!

Dee restrains himself, just—for anyone can just say that, can’t they?—but because every fiber of his being yearns to believe what he hears, he comes to kneel next to Kelley. Though he sees nothing in the glossy facet of the stone, through Kelley he asks some questions that, while not precisely trick, require care in the answering.

“Are there any other angelic spirits that might be reached through the stone?”

Kelley tells him that Michael and Raphael are there, but Michael is “first in our works.” This last phrase is telling, Dee thinks, for it is complicated and ambiguous and exactly how the angelic spirits might speak.

He rises and closes the door so that what happens next will not be overheard, even by Roger Cooke, who is at work in the laboratory, and then he returns to kneeling to ask Kelley to ask if Uriel thinks the Book of Soyga to be any excellency. Only a true adept will know the answer to that.

“The good angels of God revealed the Book of Soyga to Adam in Paradise,” Kelley tells him, “but only Michael can interpret it.”

Hmmm, Dee thinks. Neither wrong nor right, that one.

“I was told that if ever I managed to read it,” Dee then asks, “I should only live for a further two and a half years?”

That is true. Someone did tell him that, though he cannot recall who. Or why.

“You shall live to be a hundred-odd years,” Uriel tells Kelley to tell him.

And Dee is pleased, not only for the tidings of a further lease of life, but because such an answer sounds authoritative.

“Is there anything else I should know?” he then asks, which is wonderfully vague and will test Kelley if he is making this up, and then Dee becomes astonished as for the next half hour, Uriel describes—through Kelley—a triangular seal that they are to engrave with gold and wear around their necks which will serve as a defense against harm “at every time, place, and occasion.”

Hearing this, Dee is persuaded to allow Kelley lunch—soup, which he bolts as if he has not eaten in a week—and to send Roger Cooke from the house, so that they might have it to themselves, for Dee knows these are dark and dangerous waters in which to sail. And yet the prospect of communing with the angelic spirits, after so many years trying, is irresistible and exhilarating.

And so after a pause for more prayer, they set to again, with even more success this time, and Dee writes down all Kelley tells him. Together they learn that the angel Michael can be invoked by the reciting of certain psalms of David and by certain other prayers, and that it is the will of God that Dee and Kelley shall gain knowledge of God’s angels together, and that together they must write a book, to be called the Book of Loagaeth. It will be a new Book of Revelation and will be dictated in the Adamic language, by divine spirits, and it will allow an understanding of the secret levers that underpin all God’s marvelous works, even unto the cherubim and seraphim. In addition, there is housekeeping: in the future, they must place the show stone on a wooden altar two cubits cubed, on the sides of which are to be painted symbols and words in yellow oil; and it is to be placed on four seals and then on a square of red silk.

So the afternoon wears by, and Dee must make himself new ink, and find new paper, for there is so much information to be recorded, and it is just at that moment when Dee is beginning to wonder if this is all too much, and that Kelley must surely be telling him only that which he knows Dee wants to hear, that Kelley suddenly becomes concerned and then fearful. Dee stops his writing.

“What is it?”

“An evil spirit,” Kelley breathes. “An evil spirit abroad. It is named Lundrumguffa. It intends harm. Intends harm to your wife, and to your son, too.”

Both wife and child are staying a few days with Jane’s brother, Nicholas Frommond, upriver in Cheam, which explains why Kelley was ever let in to the house in the first place.

“What manner of harm?” Dee demands. “What can be done?”

But now Kelley throws up his hands, exhausted, defeated, and the Action is ended and there is nothing more that may be done that night, at least on the astral plane. Dee sends word with Roger Cooke to Jane to tell her that on no account must she stray from her brother’s house until Dee comes for her, and then he feeds Kelley more soup, fresh ale, beef, and then good wine for strength. He gives Kelley the best room in the house, above the kitchen where Dee’s mother used to sleep, and finds him fresh linens, and even some soap.



The next day Dee is up before dawn, praying to God to keep Jane and his son safe, praying to divert the evil spirit’s intent. Kelley rises late. Bacon for breakfast, oysters, and ale—though not too much—and then he prays for an hour or more, alone in Dee’s oratory, while Dee paces outside. When that is done, they start the Action again, back in the library, the same as yesterday, and Kelley soon has sight of Michael.

“Ask him about Lundrumguffa,” Dee demands. “Ask him about my wife.”

And Kelley does, but the archangel will only talk of a new seal of colorless wax that promises divine power over all creatures save the archangels, the details of which are so enthrallingly complex that before Dee knows it, it is dusk. It is only then that one of the many angelic spirits to appear assures Dee that Lundrumguffa had been banished, and Dee feels a wash of shamed relief that nearly knocks him from his feet; that relief lasts only a few moments, however, until this new angelic spirit tells them that they are being watched.

The hair on Dee’s head stands on end again.

“And even now,” the archangel goes on, “there is someone at your gate.”

They hurriedly end the Action, and with Kelley slumped on the ground, too drained to move, Dee thrusts all the trappings and paraphernalia away, in a rush, unsure if this is necessary, or insane, or what. He has just stuffed all his notes into a pouch and hidden the velvet-wrapped show stone behind some books when there is a thunderous knock on the gate. Both men start and look at each other in terror.

“You must answer it,” Kelley says.

Dee’s heart is booming. Whom can he expect? A demon? Satan himself?

“Who is it?” he calls over the wall.

“Open the gate, Dee,” comes a voice he knows, “before I have it smashed down.”

Jesu! It is Sir Francis Walsingham.

Almost as bad as Satan!

A cold sweat washes Dee’s face. Conjuring for treasure or evil spirits carries the death penalty.

“What do you want, Walsingham?”

“To speak to you, for my sins.”

Dee opens the gate to find Walsingham warmly wrapped in black, wearing long riding boots and accompanied by a troop of the Queen’s horsemen. It must have been six of the clock, the dog star already showing, but no moon yet, and Walsingham studies Dee closely, his dark eyes seeing things they have no right to see.

He knows! He knows!

“What are you up to in there, Dee?”

“I was enjoying my evening, Walsingham, until you came along. And what about you? Been out torturing Jesuits?”

Walsingham feigns a thin smile and takes off his hat. His hair is cut very short, sleek as a mole. By now they are already in Dee’s hallway, where Walsingham’s shrewd gaze probes the dark spots Dee wishes noticed least.

“A drink perhaps?” he asks.

“Nothing in the house,” Dee lies, and he stands blocking the doorway to his library, but Walsingham has an insidious way of moving so that within the moment, there they are, standing in the middle of the library, on Dee’s best Turkey carpet, where just a moment before, he had taken part in an Action to summon spirits. Kelley is vanished, and there remains no clue that anything illicit has occurred, save a good altar candle burning, but every fiber of the room vibrates with the need to confess. Walsingham stares at Dee again, with eyes that seem to bore into Dee’s core.

“Oh, Christ, Walsingham, stop it,” Dee tells him. “You know your pretense of genius doesn’t work on me. What is that you actually want?”

Walsingham laughs. They have never had the easiest of relationships, for various reasons, but both recognize the other as an equal—well, almost—and they both understand each other’s value.

“I actually want to pick your brains,” Walsingham admits.

Dee feels a great wash of relief. Walsingham is not here to find him scrying! But he knows he must not show this. He must play his part as the tetchy philosopher. He throws up his hands.

“Oh, Jesu,” he says. “This is how it always starts, doesn’t it? A squirt of molten treacle and then within a day or two I’ll be being shot at in a rising tide or caught in some conspiracy that will see me hanged, drawn, and quartered. Whatever it is, Walsingham, I won’t do it.”

“Calm yourself, Dee,” Walsingham reassures him, still looking around the library, still searching for something that he seems to know is there and shouldn’t be, or isn’t there but should be. “I want only to know if you know anything of Olbrecht Łaski? The Polish count?”

“Oh, he’s not that bad, surely?” Dee laughs, for of course he knows of Olbrecht Łaski—the Palatine of Sieradz, to give him his full title—who has, since his exile from Poland after supporting the wrong candidate in a coup, wandered Christendom posing as a soldier, a poet, a lover. But Dee knows Łaski first and foremost to be a man with a keen interest in matters close to John Dee’s heart: in philosophy, mathematics, and even alchemy, yes, but most especially in the ways of communication between man and angelic spirits.

Walsingham ignores him.

“Her Majesty, and Lord Burghley,” he says, “believe he may be of use.”

“How?”

“He is said to have the ear of the Holy Roman Emperor, Rudolf.”

Yes. Dee had heard something of this: that Count Łaski had found favor with Emperor Rudolf, who was well-known for his interest in the same field as Dee and Łaski, and even in the kabbalah. The two men were supposed to have spent months, even years, closeted together in the emperor’s private library when the emperor’s court was based in Vienna, much to the vociferous envy of the Empire’s many other occultists, and the empress, too.

“So?”

Walsingham paces the room and lets out a theatrical sigh.

“So since the emperor left Vienna and established his court in Prague, we have lost our placement and are living on mere rumor as to his intentions.”

“You don’t have a man in Prague? No one at all?”

Dee is astonished. Walsingham looks at him beadily.

“These things don’t just happen, Dee. They take planning. Time. Money. And putting someone in Rudolf’s court is especially hard—almost impossible—since he is become a recluse. Kings wait weeks for an audience; princes, months. So I cannot send just anyone.”

“Which is why you are after Łaski?”

Walsingham pulls a face.

“Merely as a… presence.”

Dee scoffs.

“But you do know he’s here in England?” he checks.

“Of course,” Walsingham tells him. “He is petitioning for money to fund his challenge for the Polish throne.”

“From Bess?”

Walsingham gives him one of those looks.

“From Her Majesty, yes.”

Dee smiles. Good luck with that, he thinks.

“Her Majesty is very taken with him,” Walsingham says.

Both men are silent a moment.

“He’d be ideal in Prague,” Dee supposes. He does not like the idea of another philosopher mathematician, however inferior, catching Her Majesty’s eye. Walsingham laughs. He knows what Dee is thinking.

“And have you met him at all?”

Dee shakes his head.

“We’ve exchanged formal notes to express an as yet unconsummated desire to meet. I can show you them if you like. You would find no sniff of a cipher.”

Dee supposes Walsingham has probably already seen them, but the Queen’s principal private secretary frowns.

“Yet Łaski claims that apart from wishing to raise money for his campaign, one of the reasons he is here is to meet you,” he says. “He tells me your reputation as a scholar runs very high throughout the courts of Europe. In Prague, especially.”

“In Prague especially, eh?”

Dee is beginning to like the sound of the man, more and more, but why is Walsingham telling him all this?

“What is it you want, Walsingham? What scheme are you cooking up in that sleek little head of yours? You want me to persuade Łaski to leave England and go to Prague to act as your spy in the court of the Holy Roman Emperor? Seriously?”

“Just meet him. Get to know him. Get into his company. His mind. Ingratiate yourself. He’s interested in your line of work, isn’t he? Show him your… your quadrant, is it? Or your radius astronomicus. Or your show stone, perhaps?”

Walsingham says this with added meaning, and his stare glisters with that telling, dark intensity. He knows! He knows!

“You know I lost my show stone in the river,” Dee reminds him. “While saving Her Majesty’s life.”

And still no recompense, of course, though Dee does not tell Walsingham that he has since found a new stone—hidden now behind some books—and a new scryer to read it, too, likewise hiding, though where he has got to, Dee has no clue. Behind an arras?

Walsingham sighs.

“Well, I don’t know, do I, Dee?” he says. “Her Majesty has lent Łaski Winchester House, in Southwark, just down the river, so just do what you… you wizards do with one another.”

Dee thinks for a moment, then asks why he should.

“I always end up doing these awful things for you, Walsingham, and never a penny or a word in recompense. So I ask again, what’s in it for me?”

Walsingham feigns surprise.

“Why, Doctor Dee! What’s in it for you? Why, the chance to serve your country, of course. To serve Her Majesty!”

Dee has heard all this before. Besides: “What do you think I’ve been doing these last months?”

Walsingham smiles and tells Dee exactly what he has been doing these last few months: he has written a paper to prove that since the birth of Christ the old calendar—the so-called Julian calendar—has gained exactly eleven days and fifty-three minutes on the sun, and that this being the case, a new calendar is needed—which Dee has also drawn up and christened Queen Elizabeth’s Perpetual Calendar—to align the civil year with heaven’s year without plunging day into night, and night into day.

“And?” Dee asks. “What are you going to do about it?”

“About the calendar? Nothing,” Walsingham tells him with another smile. “It sits on my desk, where it will remain until I divine a way to scotch it.”

Which is exactly what Dee feared: Walsingham will squash it because he knows that following its recommendation will set England apart from her Reformed allies in Holland and Germany and, for complex and unfortunate reasons, make it appear as if England were still subject to the papal bulla.

“And likewise on my desk is your Geographical or Hydrographical Description of the Northern Hemisphere,” Walsingham goes on, referring to the extremely comprehensive evidence Dee has submitted in support of his application for a Grant of Discovery to the north of Atlantis on behalf of his newly formed Fellowship for New Navigations Atlantical and Septentrional, which—if granted—would allow him to attract investors and so fund an expedition to find the Northwest Passage, again on behalf of Her Majesty, but—and it is a crucial but—also to make a profit from any discoveries made and pay no duties on anything that might be brought back, which might, of course, include what everyone is after: gold.

“And you will sit on that, too, will you?” he asks.

“Might do,” Walsingham agrees. “Oh, and there is also that horoscope you cast on Her Majesty’s personal behalf, of Philip of Anjou.”

Ah. That. That was supposed to be a thing kept secret between himself and Her Majesty, for the casting of such charts is frowned upon these days, when it is widely believed there is a thin line between divining what is already written in the stars and conniving to influence a man’s future. Dee once spent months under lock and key in the Tower accused of that very thing, after having cast the chart of Her Majesty’s late, unlamented sister Mary, and he had only agreed to cast this one of the man whom Her Majesty is considering—against Walsingham’s advice and wishes—marrying after she asked Dee as a special favor, and on the understanding that she would keep it a secret.

“I was very pleased to read your final judgment,” Walsingham goes on with a smirk. “Biothanatos, is it? Which I take to mean you believe Anjou is born to die a violent death? Very pleased to read that, I was, but I wonder: Would the gentleman himself be happy to hear it?”

No, Dee supposes. He would probably send an assassin.

“But that is not the point, Walsingham. The point is that I have been busy about Her Majesty’s benefit. Which is more than I can say for you and your intelligencer in Prague. Or lack of one. What will she say when she hears that?”

Walsingham pulls a lemon-sucking face, and is about to say something sharp perhaps, when there comes the sound of someone trying and failing to stifle a cough, as if from a priest hole, and both men hear it, and Dee could have sworn he sees Walsingham’s ears actually prick up, and so he gives a possibly even more incriminating cough of his own, and before Walsingham can make anything of it, Dee agrees.

“All right,” he says. “All right. Very well, I will meet Łaski.”

And he bustles Walsingham out of the library and out into the courtyard, telling him that he will see Łaski and listen to what he has to say, if anything, on the matter of returning to Prague, but upon God’s Truth, that is it, and no more.

“Not one single thing.”

“Good,” Walsingham says. “I hoped you would say that, so I have already taken the precaution of sending word on your behalf, telling Łaski to expect you tomorrow around noon.”








CHAPTER THREE [image: ]


Mortlake, two weeks previously, second week in September 1583

The next morning is blustery, unnaturally cold for the time of year, and the river very choppy, and Dee, wrapped in his best—only—cloak, is forced to leave Kelley alone in the house while he is taken downriver in the boatman Jiggins’s low-gunwaled wherry to the Southwark steps.

“Bit early for the pits, isn’t it, Doctor?” Jiggins asks. “Or are you after pleasures of an altogether saltier nature?”

Dee has always hated the bear pits and has never—knowingly—lain with a Winchester goose, and he feels furious this morning, for this is a waste of time that might be spent scrying for angelic wisdom, but he remains polite and tells Jiggins that he is to see a Polish count.

“Though in fact he is not so bad a fellow.”

“Old Łaski, is it?” Jiggins wonders. “A generous fellow, by all accounts. Gave a friend of mine a linnet in a cage, he did, just for taking him across the river. Imagine that!”

Dee thinks: Is that normal? A linnet in a cage? Probably not. But coming to no conclusion, he diverts his thoughts to all that he has learned in the last few days from Kelley, and from Uriel, and all that is yet to be learned, and his blood fizzes with the excitement. He is amazed it cannot be seen through his skin. He will write a book on the matter that will render all others obsolete. Even Trithemius. On the Mystical Rule of the Seven Planets, by Doctor John Dee, Astrologer to the Court of Saint James. Ha.

He thinks for a moment about Kelley and finds he minds less what Kelley gets up to in his house, just so long as he stays there, for the visions the man has had since he arrived have been far more powerful than any Dee has ever even heard of before. He has been feeling the connection to the higher planes like a power coursing through his body, as if something were moving within him. It has been astonishing.

Jiggins tuts at Dee’s tip—meager in comparison to a linnet in a cage—and refuses to wait for him. By now the rain has turned to hail, and up the steps and along the lane at Winchester House, Dee finds the porter standing huddled under an awning with four of Her Majesty’s halberdiers and some idlers who might be Italian, all staring sourly at the hail-pitted puddles that threaten their toecaps.

“Fucking snow in August, mate,” a Yeoman mutters. “Don’t make no sense.”

“The count’s having his dinner,” the porter tells Dee as he shows him across the yard toward the solar where Łaski takes his meals. “Actually, he’s all right, you’ll see. Got a huge beard, he has, like this.”

And he does. Long enough to tuck into his belt, bushy enough to hide a breastplate, and worn in a knot this morning, to keep it from his soup. When the count stands to greet his guest—his head nearly touching the low ceiling—Dee sees he wears crimson. A brave choice, that, and not merely because Łaski is so fat: crimson is the color of royalty.

“Doctor Dee!” Łaski booms and moves upon Dee with the force of an Atlantic roller, taking him into an irresistible embrace that is soft and dark and smells of sebum, pork fat, good wine, and black Castile soap. After a moment Dee is released and pushed a pace back so that Łaski can grip his shoulders between powerful hands and inspect his face very closely, as might a long-absent father seeking genealogical certainty in the face of a son he has not yet met. After a moment he seems satisfied.

“Yes,” he says letting Dee go. “Yes. I have heard much things about you, Doctor. Much things. Please. Sit. A cup of wine?”

He motions to a servant, who pours them wine from a silver jug on a silver tray with silver cups.

“Leave us, Emericus,” Łaski then says, and the servant bows and retreats into the shadows. A door opens, closes. Łaski tastes the wine.

“Is not bad,” he says. “Is gift from your queen.”

They sit on a settle by a damp-logged fire in a brick-built hearth, in front of which sleeps an old and enormous gray dog on dirty rushes, and they drink their wine. Łaski sits upright, legs spread, in old-fashioned shoes of the sort that have not graced the streets of London since Chaucer’s day, and he stares at Dee with his hands on his fat knees and a big, expectant smile hidden in his beard but obvious in his eyes. At length he announces in a resonant rumble that he has read all Dee’s works.

Dee is pleased.

“Tell me,” Łaski goes on. “Let me be first to know. You are working on something new?”

And Dee admits that he is, perhaps, about to start on something new, concerning the Mystical Rule of the Seven Planets, about which he is excited. It will be his best book yet, he confidently avers.

“My most important.”

Łaski is delighted and tells him that he would be proud to sponsor it, just as he once sponsored the printing and publication of one of Paracelsus’s early books, if Dee would but do him the honor. And Dee tells him that on the contrary: being in such distinguished company would be doing him the honor, and after this they slide happily into a discussion of the relative merits of salamanders and gnomes and undines and sylphs for a good long while until they have finished the first jug of wine and Łaski calls for a second.

“Sola dosis facit venenum!” he says with a laugh. It is only the dose that makes it a poison.

But after the wine arrives, he becomes serious.

“So what you make of heaven’s current aspect?” he asks, as you might ask after the tidings from France. “You believe Great Conjunction of Saturn and Jupiter in first sign of fiery trigon predicts great cataclysmic event? Like it did Noah’s flood?”

Before Dee can remind him that the Cardinal of Cambrai—who first claimed the Great Conjunction in Aries augured Noah’s flood—had later conceded the two events were separated by two hundred and seventy-nine years, Łaski leans forward and grips Dee’s knee.

“Doctor,” he says, very serious now, “you know work of Cyprian Leowitz?”

Dee does. He has long pored over the Bohemian philosopher’s paper On the Great Conjunction, underlining words and phrases as they leapt out at him: “boisterous winds”; “extraordinary floods”; “sorrow”; “envy”; “hatred”; “contention”; “strife”; “violent oppression”; “extreme poverty and hunger”; “persecution of ecclesiastical persons”; “the ruin of great men”; “shipwrecks”; “burnings and other fiery calamities”; and—which he had underlined twice—“the final dissolution of the world and the second coming of the son of man.”

“It is coming,” Łaski growls, with a finger in the air. “Oh yes. It is coming. Third age of the angel Gabriel. Next August, it will be, when God punish neglect of his truth.”

Dee has traveled widely and knows these sorts of learned men from the eastern margins of Christendom are ever prey to astonishingly detailed and vivid apocalyptic scenarios. On bad days—when it is raining or things are not going his way in his alchemical laboratory—Dee sometimes yields to such impulses himself, and it is only in the last few years, since marrying Jane Frommond and having a son, he must suppose, that these sorts of fatalistic prognostications have lost their appeal.

When Łaski has finished describing the End Times, when the oceans will boil with blood, owls will be seen at midday, and corpses will rise of their own volition, he sits back, apparently exhausted, and is silent a moment, staring at the smouldering logs in the hearth, and he seems, as exiles often do, filled with a tremendous melancholy. He is like a great sad bear, Dee thinks.

After a while Łaski lets out a gusty sigh and watches a spume of steam jet from the end of one of the damp logs.

“This country,” he says, “is not like mine.”

“No,” Dee supposes. “So why did you ever leave? Yours, I mean? Poland?”

Łaski purses his lips and blows out a long sigh.

“Who knows, you know?” he says after a while. “Maybe to come here?”

“To England? Why?”

“Not for weather!” Łaski laughs. “Look! Is shit!”

“That can hardly be blamed on England, though,” Dee reminds him, for they both know snowstorms in summer are one sign of the coming of End Times.

“And it must be like this in Prague, also?” Dee supposes.

Łaski dismisses Prague with a soft “pffft,” which Dee takes to mean he can forget about Prague.

“You are not enamored with Prague?” he presses. “In no hurry to return?”

Łaski shifts evasively, and Dee recognizes his discomfort as deriving from owing someone—presumably in Prague—an awful lot of money. Or perhaps there is something more?

“You left under a shadow?” he risks pushing.

A quick flashing glance from Łaski. Yes, he left under a shadow all right. But he recognizes in Dee a man who is also used to leaving under shadows.

“It was nothing,” Łaski claims weakly. “I brought with me to court a slippery little Dutchman—perhaps you know of him? Cornelius de Lannoy?”

“Oh yes. I know of Cornelius,” Dee affirms. De Lannoy is an itinerant alchemist who had made a very handsome living defrauding first Lord Burghley, and then Her Majesty, and then most recently Sir Christopher Hatton out of small, medium, and large fortunes. It was news to Dee that he had moved on to Prague, but then again, why ever would he not? Rudolf’s interest in natural philosophy—and other such things—made his court a honeypot for such men.

“Yes. Well. I bring him along, present him to Emperor Rudolf, and they get on famously until—poof!—Cornelius vanishes with ten thousand silver thalers and a carriage made of gold or something, which we hear he then gives to William the Silent, you know? The leader of the Dutch rebels, so Emperor thinks de Lannoy not only a fraudster, but also all along working for Protestants, and who bring him to the court? Yes! Łaski. So Łaski thinks it time he make himself like de Lannoy’s product.”

“Scarce?”

Łaski laughs delightedly.

“You understand me, Doctor!”

There is a pause, a regathering. Dee wonders if de Lannoy was really ever an intelligencer for the Dutch. It hardly matters, he supposes, so long as Rudolf came to believe it.

“Anyway,” Łaski says, all bright and insincere, “I am in England now enjoying favor of your Queen, and now I am meeting the great Doctor Dee. I hoped we might have chance to further our philosophical studies. To share our findings. Your name is held in very high regard all over Christendom, and in Prague, at the court of Emperor Rudolf, most especially. He has copies of your books.”

Emperor Rudolf is well-known to be obsessed with the invocation of angelic spirits and other kabbalistic matters, and so he should have copies of Dee’s books on those matters—which are surely among the most authoritative ever written—but nevertheless Dee is still flattered to think of it, even if Łaski is careful not to say the emperor has actually read them.

“I heard he has a copy of the third volume of Trithemius’s Steganographia?” Dee asks. He has long sought that book and would willingly lose a leg to own it.

Łaski nods.

“Indeed! Along with every other title on the Decretum Glasianum.”

He means the pope’s list of banned books.

“The Inquisition must be itching to get their hands on it?”

Łaski scratches his cheeks with both sets of fingers, up and down. Flakes float free and hang in the smoky light filtering through the window. There is a table under the window on which Dee thinks any other man would place a cage, say, with a linnet or a finch in it, to sing in the mornings to cheer him up.

“Is big worry,” Łaski agrees. “And as long as Rudolf is more interested in kabbalah than in his kingdom, and so long as his brother Matthias is heir, then they have reason to hope.”

Wait! What?

“Matthias would permit the Inquisition to operate throughout the Empire?”

“Matthias will do what his uncle tells him.”

Matthias’s uncle is Philip, King of Spain, Elizabeth of England’s most implacable enemy, determined to dethrone her and unleash the Inquisition upon her subjects. Dee knows his own name must be among the first on a list scheduled for a fiery death on the auto-da-fé.

“So when Rudolf dies, Matthias inherits the Empire, and King Philip will be able to count on the Empire’s support in all things?”

Łaski nods and pulls an “oh yes” face.

“Even in an attack on England?”

“Of course England! Of course England, why not? You English are strange people, I find. You think you are special and believe it so much that it comes true. It makes you invincible. You start every war losing all battles, but still think you will win in end, so enemy starts to think you know something they don’t; they begin to doubt themselves, and they lose courage, and so in the end you do win, and then everybody looks back at what has happened and they kick themselves. But it is only England, they say. It is only Englishmen!”

He’s obviously given this some thought.

“My father was Welsh,” Dee corrects.

“Even worse!”

“Though less successful.”

“For being more realistic.”

“Exactly.”

Both men laugh. It is all nonsense of course.

And then Łaski says, almost casually, as if it hardly mattered: “Anyway, by now is not Spain’s attack on England that Rudolf will be supporting.”

Dee sits up.

“Whose attack is he supporting?”

Łaski looks confused, as if Dee were simple, or should have known something.

“De Guise. You know the Duc de Guise?”

“Oh yes,” Dee mutters. “I know de Guise.”

The Duc de Guise is the leader of the Catholic League in France, brother to the Cardinal of Lorraine, and, crucially, cousin to Mary Queen of Scots. Dee holds him responsible for the death of Isobel Cochet, and hearing his name now is like catching a whiff of plague pits. In fact, Dee feels a strong jolt of alarm, just as if he has found himself walking dizzily among such pits: Walsingham did not warn him of this. He wonders if he even knows?

“Yes,” Łaski agrees, correctly interpreting Dee’s expression. “Is nasty bit of work.”

“But why would Rudolf support de Guise in any invasion of England? I thought he was a man of science? A philosopher? Surely he would not wish the Inquisition imposed upon England?”

Łaski looks sly.

“Is true,” he agrees. “Is true. Rudolf is man of science, but you know what else he is man of?”

Dee does not.

“What is the word you use in English? Fanny? Pussy? Quim?”

“Women?”

“Women! Yes! Women! Rudolf is man of women. A professor of women! But not only women! My God. He likes boys, too. And men. Everything. He likes them. He likes them all. And a lot of them.”

Łaski roars with sudden mirthless laughter.

“But that doesn’t explain his change of heart,” Dee points out.

“Ah, no. But there is a special woman he likes. A woman who is not his wife, or he would have a son of his own now, eh? No. A woman called Kitty de Fleurier. You ever hear of her?”

Dee shakes his head. Łaski, uncharacteristically lively, suddenly more Italian than Pole, pulls a particular face, rolls his eyes, and shakes a hand in the air as if he has just burned his fingers.

“Where she comes from no one knows,” he says. “Land of Prester John, in the heart of Africa maybe, for she is color of polished rosewood, and my God! What you would not do for such a woman, if only she would let you—I don’t know: lick her wrist—you cannot even imagine. You would refuse her nothing, you understand me? Nothing. And nor does Rudolf. She has him cupped in her palm. Like this.”

He makes a gesture, the meaning of which is curiously obvious.

“But who is she, beyond her name?”

“She is member of L’Escadron Volant.”

Dee has never heard of L’Escadron Volant. Łaski slaps a palm to his forehead in disbelief.

“No? Doctor! I can’t believe it! Where have you been all these years?”

Dee shrugs.

“Mortlake,” he says, though that is not entirely true.

Łaski takes a long pull of his wine, looking at Dee over the cup’s rim.

“My God,” he says when he’s done and has wiped his mouth on his crimson sleeve. “All right. You know Catherine de Medici?”

“I know of her,” Dee admits. “The French king’s mother. The Jezebel of our times.”

Łaski disagrees. He even seems to admire her.

“She is ruthless, yes, but to be power behind the throne of four kings of France! Four!”

And he holds up his fingers in case Dee does not know what four is.

“How you get that?” he asks. “Not by stitching.”

He mimes embroidery.

“No. By being clever. By doing clever things.”

And now he taps his temple.

“Such as?” Dee asks, wearying slightly.

“Such as recruiting what is called in Louvre L’Escadron Volant. Yes?”

“The Flying Squadron, yes. But what is it?”

“Ahh! Exactly! Now we come to it. L’Escadron Volant is a stable—is right word? (probably not, Dee thinks)—of beautiful women. Beautiful women who Catherine de Medici has recruited and trained and can send out to any court in Christendom, to climb into the beds of any man she likes. To seduce him, yes? And lead him by his pizzle wherever she wants!”

It sounds absurd, Dee thinks, and yet…

“And each girl is carefully chosen to suit a man’s taste, yes?” Łaski goes on, “So Kitty is black skinned, but say you like blond girls? Well, Catherine has blond girls. You like bald girls? She’s got them. Ginger? Old? Very young? She’s got them, too. A girl from Cathay! Yes! Yes! Why not? And fat girls, too. She even has a giantess with one leg.”

“I don’t believe you,” Dee tells him, for he doesn’t. Not just about the one-legged giantess, which can only be nonsense, surely, but about the whole thing. Łaski is affronted.

“No? All right then. An example: Charlotte de Sauve. You heard of her? Yes? She is one of L’Escadron’s best. Top woman, yes? Very beautiful. Elegant. Clever. All things, yes? Catherine de Medici first sends her to seduce her son-in-law, Henry of Navarre, to make him stop sleeping with his wife—her own daughter—to make sure no Protestant heirs threaten Catherine’s Catholic sons’ heirs. Boom. Done. Navarre no longer sleeping with Marguerite. But that is not enough. Then Catherine takes Charlotte from Navarre and sends her to seduce her own son—Francis—who was a friend to Navarre, to cause them to hate each other, and so not conspire against her older son.”

Dee thinks about it for a moment. Yes, it sounds brilliant: a group of beautiful, intelligent young women sent out to the great houses of Christendom to influence events in France’s—or, more likely, the Valois family’s—favor, but the enterprise raises so many questions to which the answers are bound to be shaming.

Still though, just the thought of it leaves a glint in Łaski’s eye, and he leans forward to grip Dee’s knee once more to ensure his attention and in a low voice confides, “If Catherine de Medici ever asks what my taste in women is, you tell her I am relaxed: all sorts, so long as they come in multiples of six, and they are built like this?”

He mimes large breasts and then roars with that same joyless laughter again, this time until tears leak into his beard, and after a moment Dee smiles, too, because you don’t get on in this world if you don’t find that sort of thing funny.

“And so Kitty de Fleurier has seduced Rudolf on behalf of Catherine de Medici?”

Łaski stops laughing.

“Ah,” he admits, somewhat sorrowfully. “No. That is twist. Mistress de Fleurier was one of L’Escadron’s most accomplished members, and last year she was sent to seduce the Duc de Guise, but something happened. As we say: de Guise is clever man. Also: very handsome. Personable, yes? Or maybe had something on her, you know? A secret or something?”

This sounds exactly like de Guise. It is what he did to Isobel Cochet. He kidnapped her child and forced her to steal a document from Francis Walsingham.

“Does this Kitty have a child?” he asks.

“A child? I don’t know. Does she?”

I bet she does, Dee thinks. Or did.

“Anyway,” Łaski goes on, “whatever happened, he turned Mistress de Fleurier to his own purposes and then, knowing something of Rudolf, and his tastes, sent her instead to Prague to seduce him and persuade him to back his attack on your country.”

“De Guise? He is powerful in France, but—to mount an attack on England?”

“Not on his own, of course,” Łaski admits. “But with help in England? Maybe.”

“And does he have this help?”

Dee feels the ground opening up beneath his feet. Does Walsingham know all this? Is this why he sent him?

“Three men,” Łaski continues. “Three of your English milords.”

Dee feels fresh sweat on his collar.

“English milords? Who?”

But at this Łaski just shrugs wearily.

“Oh, your names all same to me: if you are not called John, you are Thomas; if not Thomas, you are William; and when you talk about your milords is impossible to know if you talking about place or person, and milord of This comes not from This, but from That.”

Which is true, but still: Who?

But Łaski genuinely does not seem to know. Or shows no further inclination to discuss England’s future; he wishes instead to discuss alchemy, and in particular whether there is any truth in the rumor that he heard in Milan that Dee had repeated George Ripley’s experiment as described in the English alchemist’s most famous book, The Key to the Twelve Gates, and that he had had some great success in transmuting into pure gold some humble black ore brought from the New World.

Dee hardly listens as Łaski witters on about his own efforts to transmute base metal—all failed, of course, “but not for want to trying!”—and about his lost laboratory in Sieradz with its twelve furnaces, the finest glassware from Holland, and five careful assistants, for Dee’s mind is elsewhere grappling with the news of de Guise’s swiftly hatching plot. If Łaski is telling the truth, then England is in mortal, deadly danger, and they will need something a little more drastic than a mere recorder-of, and passer-on, of tittle-tattle from Rudolf’s court: they will need an assassin.



By the time Dee manages to leave Łaski’s house it is early evening, and despite being increasingly anxious at the thought of having left Edward Kelley the freedom of his house—and of his laboratory, and of his library—when Dee climbs into the wherry on St. Mary Overy steps, he asks not to be taken upstream and home, but across the river to the Whitehall Palace watergate.

“And as fast as you can.”

He needs to see Bess.

“Just seen old Walsingham’s barge up there,” the boatman—not Jiggins this time, but someone similar—tells Dee as he takes up his oars, and when they reach the Whitehall watergate, pulling against a heavy flow, the halberdiers on duty confirm the principal private secretary is already arrived and is with Lord Burghley.

“Take me to them,” Dee says.

“I’ll take you to the duty sergeant,” the halberdier tells him. “See what he says.”

“I need to see Her Majesty now.”

“Piss off, Doctor, you know how this works.”

Even if Her Majesty is expecting you, the process of actually finding yourself before her is elaborate and lengthy, but if she is not expecting you, then if you do not wish to be diverted into some back room to pass your life away being asked questions by some incurious minor official with all the intelligence of a goose, something special is required.

Across the garden the windows of the Receiving Room are brightly lit, he sees, so as they tread the path that will lead them nowhere, Dee makes a swift calculation: How far can a man run in the length of time it takes to light a fuse and for the flame to reach the powder charge and the bullet to fly from the end of the gun and catch the aforesaid running man between the shoulder blades? There are certainties and there are variables, of course, but really all that matters is that even if you are not in a tearing hurry, and even if your target is not moving fast, and it is not falling dark, then the chances of hitting the side of a barn with the ball of an arquebus from almost any distance greater than five paces are vanishingly small. It’d be better to throw the whole gun at your target.

So with a sudden wrench, Dee tears himself away and makes a break for it across the various shin-high hedges and lawns that separate him from the windows.

“Oy!” a guard cries. “Come back, you fucker!”

But he is across the low hedges of the knot garden and the gravel infills, and after a running leap he is up onto the sill below the broad spread of glass window before any shot is taken, and by then it is too late, surely? No one would shoot at the windows of the palace, would they? Knowing the Queen was likely within?

Would they?

No.

He presses his face to the glass, thick and wavered and divided by strips of lead into a hundred palm-size diamonds. He can see nothing within and doubts those within can see much without. But she is in there, he is sure.

“Bess!” he shouts. “Bess!”

And he hammers on the glass.

The guards are coming fast.

And then there, a little to his right: a casement window, jacked a notch. Almost perfect. He yanks it open and squeezes in, just as the first guards arrive, their thundering footsteps scraping on the gravel below, and he tumbles the five feet to the polished oak floor, only to be dragged back to his feet by men pulling on his cloak—his best, his only—from outside.

He registers the shocked faces of Her Majesty on her throne; Sir Francis Walsingham and Lord Burghley are turned to him, mouths round as coins, Walsingham reaching for his knife. But Dee has no time for any show of obeisance, for he is being hanged by his own cloak. He snatches his eating knife from his belt and slashes the points tying his collar together, freeing the cloak and silently bidding it farewell as it vanishes back through the window accompanied by a cry of frustrated rage from beyond.

Dee still has his cap, which he now removes, and holds against his chest as he makes his formal bow to Her Majesty.

“Your Majesty,” he says.

“What in the name of God are you doing, Dee?” Burghley rumbles.

“Testing your security, Lord Burghley. And I have to say—”

“Oh, shut up, John!”

This is from Her Majesty, and delivered with real vim, and Dee’s words die in his throat. She is flushed, and her eyes gluey, and she is obviously not well, he thinks. Coming down with something again.

“Guards!” Walsingham calls, and the doors fly open and the room is filled with large men with sharp-edged weapons, all pointed at Dee.

“Wait! Wait!” he shouts. “I have something for you! I’ve just come from Łaski. Your Pole. He says he is certain Emperor Rudolf will give Duc de Guise the money he needs for ships and troops! And that de Guise is in contact with someone over here. Three lords—he doesn’t know who—who’ll rally all the recusants when they land.”

It all comes out in a blurt. Burghley, the old man, looks at him as if he has shat himself, and Walsingham, too, but Her Majesty—forever better disposed to the man whom she calls her “eyes”—extends one of her beautiful hands to stay the guards.

“Leave him be!” she orders, and the blades of the halberds and the swords cease their advance, even if they remain aimed at Dee’s sternum.

“Explain,” she commands, and he does. He tells them what Łaski had told him, and while it all sounded so plausible from Łaski, from his mouth it sounds gossamer thin, a deranged fantasy, mere tittle-tattle peddled by a disgruntled exile, and Burghley’s look of pained disgust confirms this impression. But seated on her throne under her Cloth of State, Her Majesty is looking increasingly furious.

“L’Escadron Volant?” she barks. “L’Escadron Volant? Sir Francis, why do we not have an English Flying Squadron?”

Walsingham shifts from foot to foot and defers to Burghley, who is chewing the ends of his mustache and looking anywhere but at the Queen.

“Lord Burghley?” she commands.

“It—ah—seems very un-English, Your Majesty,” he admits at last.

“So you have heard of it?”

“Certainly, Your Majesty. Certainly. Charlotte de Sauve, Your Majesty. Yes.”

He coughs and clears his throat and there is a long rumble somewhere in his chest that is akin to a growl. The Queen’s scowl is very fierce, and her mouth like a button. She says nothing, but her meaning is very clear: Get me a Flying Squadron, now.

“I will see to it in the morning, Your Majesty,” Burghley says, though even he can hear how ridiculous this sounds. Her Majesty scoffs, and Burghley flushes red and looks very out of his depth.

“I am not without contacts,” he protests, “in the world of… of beautiful women. And so on.”

The Queen sends him a withering glance and turns on Walsingham, and for the moment, Dee is a delighted spectator. This is how it must be, he thinks, to be a statue in a royal palace.

“And what about you, Sir Francis? You have an espial in every court in Christendom. What do you know of de Guise’s harlot?”

Walsingham dabs his mouth with a kerchief to gain time.

“We learned something was afoot with de Guise,” he tells her. “The duke held a meeting, in Paris, this last month, with Doctor Allen of Douai and various others, including a military man, Francois de Roncherolles, who has resurrected the notion of landing an army of five thousand arquebusiers at Framlingham in Suffolk.”

The Queen clutches her throat.

“With the aim of ousting us, and placing our cousin of Scotland on our throne?”

Walsingham nods, and Burghley tuts, drawing breath to speak, but the Queen holds up a hand to stop him.

“Yes, Lord Burghley,” she says, “we are well aware of your thoughts on how we should treat our cousin of Scotland, just as you must surely be aware of our thoughts on the matter. We will not see her executed. We will not set such a precedent. We will not turn every prince in Christendom against us.”

Burghley sighs very quietly and bows acquiescence, for the Queen is right: this is an old matter, gone over many times, over many years, and always ending the same way. One day, though, one day they will change her mind and then they will be free to rid England’s side of her foremost thorn.

Until then, though, they must do what they can, however grim the prospects.

“Go on,” she says, for she knows there is more. There is always more.

“And it was understood from this meeting that should de Guise successfully land his five thousand arquebusiers, then Spain will send twenty thousand tercios from the Low Countries to land somewhere in Yorkshire.”

“Yorkshire?”

“A shorter sea voyage from Flanders, Your Majesty,” Walsingham reminds her.

“And nearer your cousin Mary of Scotland,” Burghley adds, but his point is lost.

“Could they do that? Invade, I mean?”

“It has been done before.”

Her Majesty’s grandfather did it, of course, as did her greatgrandfather, as did her great-great-great-grandfather. She turns to Dee.

“And Count Łaski gave no names?”

Dee shakes his head.

“He said there were three of them. Three ‘milords.’ That is the word he used. He said they might have been called Thomas. Or John. Or William. And he complained that all Your Majesty’s lords are named after one place, but live elsewhere.”

“Well, that’s no bloody good,” Burghley barks. “Let’s get him in here and ask him again. Better still, Sir Francis, call him to the Tower. Get him on the Earl of Exeter’s Daughter and he’ll soon spill his guts.”

“We can’t rack a Polish count, Lord Burghley,” Walsingham tells him. “Not if we wish him to be of service in the future.”

Walsingham still has an eye on sending Łaski to Prague, Dee sees, but surely it is too late for that? Burghley takes Walsingham’s point, though, and emits a growl, and Her Majesty turns to Walsingham to ask who among her lords would help an armed landing and Dee thinks, Oh Jesu: he is surely not going to list them, is he? They’ll be here all night if that is the case, and he has to be home to ensure that Kelley does not clear off, taking half his valuables with him. He will never be able to replace either of Mercator’s globes.

Walsingham tells her the list is lengthy.

“But we must assume that the Earl of Arundel is somehow involved, either by commission or omission, if the landing is proposed for Framlingham. Framlingham was his father’s castle, as you know, Your Majesty, before—”

The Queen holds up a palm. She does not wish to hear any mention of the Duke of Norfolk, the Earl of Arundel’s father, whom she had executed for treason a little more than ten years earlier and was still much missed, not only by Her Majesty, for they were close, but—it turns out—also his tenants in Suffolk. His son—the Earl of Arundel—holds a special place in the Queen’s heart, Dee knows, and she is forever trying to make up for having had his father killed. In fact, Dee has often wondered if the offspring of parents put to death in the Tower become guildsmen of a particular and peculiar guild? Do they look out for one another? Jealously guard privileges? Look down on outsiders? Would joining be worth the price? It is only then that he supposes that a man whose father has been put to death by a woman whose father put her own mother to death might well be considered an alderman of such a guild and be treated accordingly.

Meanwhile Walsingham has opened his mouth to say something—to tell Her Majesty something—but he seems to think better of it, and he closes his mouth with a dry clack. What’s he up to? Dee wonders.

“And should the emperor lend de Guise the money,” the Queen begins, “how soon will he be in position to launch this monstrous attack?”

Here Walsingham appears on safer ground.

“He will have to raise troops, and hire ships to bring them over, and he will not risk a single day of having them stand idle in Flanders, waiting for good weather, so they will not risk it this year. Sometime next summer is the earliest.”

“It will be August,” Dee tells them. Walsingham looks startled, as if he had half forgotten Dee was there.

“Why?”

“Because the conjunction of Saturn and Jupiter in first sign of fiery trigon augurs a cataclysmic event such as… such as an invasion.”

He dares not tell them it augurs the overthrow of princes, the final dissolution of the world, and of the second coming of the son of man, but that is what he means, and that, at least, is what Lord Burghley understands. He looks quite pale.

“Then we have a scant year,” Burghley murmurs.

“For what?” Her Majesty snaps.

“To-to-to put our affairs in order…,” he trails off lamely.

“You may be thinking of putting your affairs in order, Lord Burghley, but we shall be passing our time in preparation to see off this invasion; to fight like a lion and to send each and every filthy-footed foreign soldier from our isle!”

The effort of her words drains Elizabeth, and she slumps, coughing weakly for a moment. From the shadows Mistress Parry appears with a cloth. The Queen takes it, dabs her lips, returns it, and Mistress Parry reverts very reluctantly to shadow.

“Tell us,” Her Majesty says after she is recovered. “Does our cousin of Scotland know of this plot?”

Walsingham is uncertain.

“We have no certain proof, Your Majesty, for she is not so careless as she once was, but she still receives word from her people in France.”

“Receives word? How? After all our efforts?”

Dee finds himself smiling. All our efforts. It is only Walsingham. It is only ever Walsingham.

“I believe,” Walsingham says, enunciating very carefully, “I may have a pinch on the threads that hold the scheme together.”

“Really?” Burghley asks. “Anyone we know?”

“It is still too early to say,” Walsingham tells them, and the Queen looks ever more anxious, but her eyes are quick, and there is something else: something she’s thought of, or is trying to remember, that bothers her.

And then she has it.

“This meeting in Paris. The Duc de Guise’s meeting,” she says. “That was last month, yes? And yet you greet its implication—that our good Doctor Dee has brought to us—as if it were new?”

At which Walsingham flinches.

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

“Why?”

“Because it was believed the scheme to be wishful thinking, since there was no moneyman involved; and no one was there to represent King Philip, or the pope.”

“But de Guise needs neither if he is to be funded by Rudolf?”

There is the slightest pause before Walsingham speaks.

“This is a new development,” he has to admit.

“And so what is being said about de Guise’s whore in Prague?” the Queen asks. “About this Kitty de Fleurier?”

Dee cannot help but smile to see Walsingham flinch at this question, which surely he’d known was coming? Beads of sweat glisten on his tall forehead and he actually pulls on his ruff and tries to look somewhere else, praying for divine intervention perhaps, but the Queen is like a wren with a worm, and she awaits his answer with a beady glare.

After a long moment, Walsingham must speak.

“I confess, Your Majesty, this is the first I have heard of her.”

“You have heard nothing from Prague?” she snaps. “Nothing of this Kitty de Fleurier and Emperor Rudolf?”

Walsingham looks at the ground. Will it swallow him up? No.

“Nothing, Your Majesty,” he must eventually confess.

“Nothing? Not a thing? And who have we placed within Emperor Rudolf’s court?”

Again the long pause, and again the slow words.

“No one, Your Majesty,” he admits. “Not since the emperor moved his court from Vienna to Prague, just this last year. We have as yet found no reliable source within.”

There is a long moment’s incredulous silence before the Queen erupts.

“By Christ, Master Walsingham!” she shouts. “Is this what I pay you for?”

She is on her feet now, shouting full-throated. Dee cannot help but smile for he knows she pays Walsingham almost nothing, and that he is deep in debt on her behalf. He prays Walsingham will say something to that effect, for it would see him marched off the premises, but no: whatever else he is, Walsingham is no fool. He keeps mum.

“Why do you not have anyone in Prague?” she continues. “In the Holy bloody Roman Emperor’s court? Dear Christ! This cannot be so very hard, can it? We need someone in there! We need to nip this Kitty de Fleurier plot in the bud. Send someone! Now! Today! Someone able or I will find someone more able than you!”

Walsingham hangs his head, and he is, for a moment, like a dog being beaten for the cat’s crime.
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