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Assist me O glorious God, for my task is difficult, and thy servant is of little understanding! Few, nay none at all are the helps I expect from any man living (having hitherto had no assistance) but what thy pleasure is, by the universal Anima Mundi, to infuse into my obtuse intellective part that will I candidly deliver without deceit or fraud.

William Lilly 1647




For all those across the globe; the magical thinkers, the non-believers, the believers – there is magic in wonder!
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Disclaimer

Dear Reader, this is a book written with great respect for William Lilly and all practitioners of astrology and the occult. However, although I have gone to great lengths to research and depict these years of the astrologer, this novel is a faction designed to attract a broader audience to the wondrous life and achievements of the great astrologer – having said that, there was a plethora of mystical secret societies during the English civil war, so who knows …


CHAPTER ONE
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August 1641

The Cottage, Hersham, Surrey.

If a Question be asked of marriage, behold the ascendant and the Lord thereof, and the Moon, and the Planet from whom the Moon is separated, and give those for the Significators of the Querent; and the seventh house, and the Lord thereof, and the Planets to whom the Moon applieth, for the Signifiers of him or her concerning whom the Question is asked.

I should introduce myself to you, dear Reader. I am William Lilly Esquire, of some thirty-nine years of age at the beginning of this chronicle. At this time I resided in a large cottage in Hersham, in the county of Surrey, and was in the midst of an unhappy second marriage – but I shall elaborate on that later. My religion, which in the era of my times defines a man, was the reformed Protestant Church of England, although my dealings in the world were more with the Papist than Protestant. And in those days, with the great schism and hatred between Catholic and Protestant growing by the day, I did strive to be as flexible as a sailor steering a boat in a storm and, in this way, keep both my life and my head.

My profession was that of Philomath, specialising in the predictive craft of horary, although I secretly practised the dexterity of the occult (the benign and learned form) as well as performing as medic and herbalist to many of the local community. Horaries, Natal figures, seduction of reluctant lovers, the finding of lost things, and the location of errant husbands, were just some of my expertise and, as Physic and Astrologer, I was obliged to examine the urine of my clients for ailment, and so I was oft referred to as a piss prophet, to my chagrin.

We are all born with our Fates written like maps across the cosmos, but our faith and humanity give us choice. This is what I, William Lilly, believe: the Stars incline, they do not compel, and it is up to us mortals to know when to play our hand and when to fold.

I remember it was one of the last heady mornings of summer; the scent of lavender still floated over the hedgerow and the hay had not yet been cut from the stem. I had been in my chambers tending to a horary request in a half-hearted manner (it being a minor question of theft). For, dear Reader, lately my discontent had become a threatening rumble, the constant vexing of my peevish wife whittling my patience to a thin veneer. Plainly I craved adventure and the silence of the countryside, once a comfort, did now make me panic. My only escape was provided by my most munificent and ever-bountiful friend, William Pennington, who did oft summon me to London; the gentleman was my mainstay. Bold, very rich and eminent, he was a major patron of mine whom I had helped avoid charges of false paternity and several other ventures in which he was so sorely abused.

Nevertheless, here in the village my life was the slow shuffle of peasants and farmers who sought me out for such portentous events as predicting where stolen goods might be hidden, descriptions of potential spouses they are yet to meet, and the reading of men’s Fates from the moles and other marks upon their bodies. Important for the ‘small’ man, but my talent hungered for greater challenges.

To my vexation, the pealing bells of London, the bustle and shrieking of the pedlar – even the acrid smell of the tanners – pricked at my dreams and crept into my waking day like haunting memories of opportunities lost. I yearned to have power; and the thirst to examine the great Questions all scholarly Astrologers wish for, the chance to give direction to the politick of the day, to save and direct powerful men to better ruling, surged up through my body like Desire, and I could quell it no longer.

The night before my restlessness had been ornamented by a dream – a vision. I confess that both my soul and conscience was plagued by this second sight of mine that oft plunged me into moral quandary and did haunt both my nights and days since I were a child. In this dream, I saw myself again in London, in mine own house upon the Strand. I were seated upon a throne, the feet of which were oozing blood, and my head did rest upon a beautiful peacock whose plumage was, most disturbingly, satin black, and what this portended I dared not imagine.

And so it was that morning I found myself at my desk, drawing up a figure, when a carriage of exquisite wood panels, pulled by horses of such breeding that it was no wonder to see the royal crest upon the cabin, rattled down the road. Staring out of the window I did hope King Charles himself might be passing through the hamlet to hunt – anything to break the tedium of this self-imposed exile. Then, to my astonishment, the coach arrived at my cottage. Convinced it must be a courier with some query he sought answer to – perhaps the tricky engagement of some by-blow to a daughter of a wealthy lord, or the outcome of an ill-advised foreign investment – I ran out to greet my city visitor.

The coachman jumped down to open the door of the carriage and I waited with trepidation as the embroidered shoe of a gentlewoman appeared upon the step, the rest of her personage following, her short cloak trimmed with fox thrown across her shoulders, the yellow silk of her dress billowing in the breeze. To both my horror and astonishment I saw that she wore a peacock feather in her cap, and that it was black as in my dream. Nevertheless, assuming she be royalty and no sorceress, I bowed low, my hand scraping the gravel of the path.

‘You are Master William Lilly? The Astrologer and Adept?’

‘I am, my lady, and you are from London, from the Court itself?’

Stepping forward she gave me her gloved hand, and I did glance down dumbly at such a fragile thing. I was now most conscious of Jane, my wife, at the window, the heat of her gaze setting the back of my doublet ablaze. Curse the jealousy of the woman, an emotion born not of love or the desire for marital congress but of sheer spite. Many are the days I rue the lust that blinded me, an Astrologer, to her true nature during our courtship.

Jane Rowley is my second wife, a union far less happy than my first marriage, Jane being of the temperament of both Mars and Saturn: that is to say, cold, phlegmatic, argumentative and unforgiving. In marrying her I gained a portion of five hundred pounds, but in truth she is spendthrift, with many poor relations forever seeking alms. I love money as my servant – I adore it not as my master, and believe me, William Lilly will be no slave to income or to the will of any man. Jane is also a Quaker, a fact I was not aware of when courting and, as such, disapproves of my astrology and craft. This is hypocrisy most unfair, for she is still content to live off the profits of my industry.

Thinking upon my irksome marriage, I kissed the perfumed gloved hand.

‘My name is Magdalene, Lady de Morisset.’ The aristocrat’s lilting voice suggested a polished girlhood at the French Court. ‘I am here on behalf of a certain painter who works for Queen Henrietta and who, having heard of your fame, seeks the advice of the stars.’

I prickled at the mention of the Queen’s name. I was, after all, a Puritan and the Popish French royal was much vilified, amongst my ranks. But, dear Reader, I am a practical man, and pragmatism is the virtue of the survivor – and if that virtue be of many hues, so be it. Besides, there was a cast to this woman’s features that suggested Venus in Taurus – a steadfast nature but also an adorer of luxury – she was not a beauty but boasted a comeliness a muse might have: strong in feature, green eyes set wide over a patrician nose and most intelligent mouth; I decided I would trust her.

I had by this time been living in Hersham for seven years. Before that, I lived and practised in London at a house on the Strand I did inherit from my first wife, the fortune of my first marriage having allowed me the education of the Philomath. I sought out the best of teachers, but I tell you at great risk of prosecution, my skill as a people’s astrologer I had not learnt from Books, or any manuscript, but from a Cabal lodging in Astrology.

And so it came to be that, as a younger man, I began to make a living as both an Astrologer and Magician. I did learn a number of spells: how to summon angels, fairies and spirits, how to secure the hearts of the indifferent for the lovelorn, and suchlike.

More importantly I learnt how to manipulate outcomes, not just predict them.

Indeed, I was once employed by a doctor of Physic, a John Hegenius, to practise the use of talismans and dowsing rods, which I did with great effect in 1634. And I would have remained in the capital if it had not been for two incidents of magick and mystery.

The first was a search for a quantity of treasure that hath, in theory, been buried beneath the cloisters of Westminster Abbey. I was called in, along with my partner in such magical matter, John Scott, and a gentleman called Davey Ramsey, to search with the use of divining rods the place whence this treasure could be unearthed. Followed by a disbelieving and jeering crowd we did accidently uncover a coffin, then, after moving into the Abbey Church itself, a severe wind of most unnatural description did blow up suddenly, terrifying both ourselves and our deriders, and thinking it unhappy spirits, we did flee.

The second event was the suicide of one of my Querents by the poison Ratsbane: a young pregnant woman of lowly status, made with child by an indifferent young Lord who wanted no part of the child and was forever avoiding the said woman. I had correctly predicted where she would encounter him at a theatre box at such and such a time, and that encounter had been successful, though again the young noble made himself unreachable, and again I had predicted where his abused lover would corner the rascal, but this time she did execute her threat and swallowed the Ratsbane at his feet. These events left me afeard and greatly afflicted with the melancholia; more pressingly, rumours of my occult practices had placed me in dis favour of the Old Bailey and Parliament, and I was finally driven out of my beloved London.

These days King Charles stomps upon the ordinary man in his arrogance and taxation has become intolerable. The Monarch wages a silent war upon both Puritan and his own peoples. The capital is much changed and a far more dangerous place than whence I left.

I stared upon the awaiting coach and the urbane woman before me. Could she be the conduit to the adventure I had been craving, a chance to influence greater destinies, a sign I should return to the great city?

After ordering my wife (who, now, sensing the possibility of a wealthy Querent, hovered like a gadfly) for ale and riddle-cakes and to make sure the horses were fed and watered I invited the noblewoman into the cottage.

Once in the privacy of my study, I questioned the mysterious visitor further.

‘Who is this painter and what does he want of me?’

‘What makes you so certain it is a he?’

‘A man would know to send a woman as yourself as the messenger – he knows how to coat the bait with honey, a woman would just send her manservant.’

At which she laughed: a full-throated chuckle, not the least becoming to her sex, and I confess I was intrigued. I am of the growing belief that Woman in some ways might be the more powerful gender – swayed by my witnessing of such female visionaries and seers. After all, the power lies not in the strength of the vessel but in the essence God pours in it.

‘My master is a mistress, and yet she is no mistress over me,’ Lady de Morisset answered with a smile.

‘You speak in riddles, like the Sphinx.’

‘And you, sir, make your living speaking in such like pretty metaphor.’

‘Based on the truth of the stars, and the stars live in Heaven, therefore I speak of a truth written by God himself.’

‘You believe our lives are written out in the skies in such exactitude that we have no race to run, and not that victory is won by man’s will alone?’

‘Faith! I think thee an inquisitor who means to trick me into a declaration of allegiance for I can see from your employment and your garb you are a Royalist, and perhaps a Catholic, whereas I am obviously not?’

‘The woman I carry the message for is a friend, and I am no woman’s or no man’s servant. My friend is indeed a great painter, an artist of our times despite her gender. Artemisia Gentileschi, the daughter of the late Orazio Gentileschi, and she is in Greenwich in the employment of the King, finishing a great mural in the palace.’

‘And it is she who wishes me to draw up a figure?’

‘A horary for a particular occasion, but she will tell you more in person. You will escort me back to London this very eve.’

‘I will? So, you are now my mistress and myself no longer a master of my own Fate?’ I could not help but jest.

At which she cast her gaze about the room and I swear, dear Reader, in that moment it was as if I was viewing through her eyes – the drab comfort of the place, plain and a little worn in its function – the hearth and old iron spit, the heavy dark chairs and tables of an older time – one of solid purpose no more and no less. A half-played game of basset still lay upon the table, an indication of time idled away. A few books upon the shelves (my secret library being further within), the cat curled sleeping upon an embroidered stool, my wife’s spinning wheel in the corner, some thread still upon it. And all I could perceive was the meagre ambition of my life spiralling into an anonymity that was surely a waste of my talent.

To my surprise, the gentlewoman took me by the arm and pulled me to the window.

‘Master Lilly, what is the emblem painted on the side of the King’s coach?’

‘I see the royal coat of arms, a unicorn and a lion.’

‘But there is something else painted upon the door, a beautiful youth with winged feet and a single golden lock falling from his forehead, waiting to be grasped as he races past. Caerus, the young god of opportunity.’

‘I know of him and he has deceived me more than once,’ I answered warily.

‘This time he is true, Caerus only passes momentarily and if you do not grasp him he will escape this time for ever, Mr Lilly. Great talent doth not hide its light.’

‘’Tis untrusting times, and I have more friends in Parliament than in the King’s Court.’

‘Artemisia and one far, far higher in status will vouch for your safety. Pack your things: we leave within the hour.’

Again, it was a command, but this time I did not argue, so I bade her wait then retreated to my study, a wood-panelled chamber lined with my many books of both magick, astrology and studies of the occult, a collection that I am proud to say hath amongst it The Works of Guido Bonatus, Ptolemy’s Tetrabiblos and even the Commentary on Alcabitius by Valentine Naibod. I had chased libraries of my peers, both in the occult and astrological worlds and the hunt paid dividends. Although, in the dark months before I was forced to leave London, I made it known that I had burnt these very same books, such was my terror of being branded a Wizard. Yet now the most dangerous of the tomes sat brazen on the shelves before me, like friends one could never betray.

At my desk I rolled out a blank scroll and, with the assist of a ruler and an abacus, calculated the auspices of the journey and the following day. How had my reputation – still in its infancy – reached the ear of an influential courtier? A man of law, perhaps, a whisper of a quandary solved, an auspicious time and place predicted correctly?

I finished the horary figure and studied the planetary symbols. The auspices for the journey were mainly favourable, although Mercury in Gemini, ill-aspected by Saturn, suggested caution in any communications or business transactions. Could this be the opportunity for adventure I craved? So, on balance, I instructed the maid to pack a trunk with some clothes and books. Then, despite the loud complaints from my wife, by the time the sun was shining over the thatch we had departed.

I watched Magdalene de Morisset against the velvet upholstery, the motion of the carriage making her coiffured hair and breasts shift against the silk in the most fetching way. I found myself wrestling with the Puritan within: such a woman is the very embodiment of original sin, displaying her assets with such obvious delight. But to my confusion the intensity of her intelligence seemed to me both a paradox and a counterbalance to all that glittering splendour and in this I could not dismiss her as a whore nor as a lesser being. It was most vexing. To distract myself from such temptation, I endeavoured to gaze out of the window.

‘It has been over a year since I have visited the city.’ I spoke lightly, conscious of our touching knees. ‘My London patrons tell me it is much changed?’

‘Like a clock that is uncomfortably wound, it gets tighter,’ she answered obliquely.

‘The King has made himself unpopular. It was a mistake to have dismissed Parliament in the first place, but then to rule for so long without one …’

‘Eleven years. The King takes his duty most serious, sir, and we cannot forget he is the representative of God himself. Besides, he restored Parliament last year.’

‘The so-called short Parliament – appointed in April, dissolved in May. Is it any wonder the people doubt that the King really hears them, never mind the guilds and merchants? A head needs a body, legs to walk and arms to hold. The King is the head, the army and navy his arms – but the rest is his People. The ship tax is deeply unpopular, the folk are frightened about a war in Ireland and of Scotland rising and they fear the Queen’s French connections. They want England to be one faith. The King does himself no favours.’ I was shocked at my own audacity; in truth, this noblewoman summoned the younger, braver and undoubtedly rasher man in me. Was it her beauty or her intelligence that emboldened me this way? I still do not know, but I knew now that my words did allow her to mark me for a traitor. Thankfully, she put her finger to her lip, warning me to say no more.

‘The King is an uxorious husband and has all the hallmarks of an austere and religious man. His weakness, which he shares with the Queen, is arguably that of a zeal for the patronage of the arts, but is it so sinful to want Hampton Court to rival Paris in its high culture? Surely it is for the good of the nation to have such investment in such a heritage?’ She leant forward and I could smell the scent of violets and her own musk. ‘Artemisia herself is finishing a series of extraordinary panels started by her father for Her Majesty at Greenwich palace – an allegorical piece that will inspire all who gaze upon it, from peasant to earl. And it was her great friend and paramour, Nicholas Lanier, master of the King’s music, himself a fine artist and musician, who bought van Dyck to Court, just as Lord Buckingham persuaded Rubens to grace us. I might add that Rubens’ Crucifixion of Christ at Denmark House is the most inspirational depiction I have ever seen,’ she concluded passionately, and I wondered if she herself was an artist.

‘That it might be, nevertheless the starving cannot eat art.’

‘But it is food for the soul.’

She slept whilst I gazed upon the passing fields and forest, reflecting upon the visit. Such a day, such an hour of significance that it made me examine the portentousness of the encounter. I stole a glance. Her hair was auburn, but in the sunlight that dappled the carriage as it moved forward it appeared blonde in parts, russet in others. Her hands anchored to long fingers, betraying sensitivity, her figure was slim and girl-like, yet there was a maturity. She looked, I wagered, like a woman whose hips had not borne a child. She appeared to be around twenty-eight years in age, against my own thirty-eight, and yet it was as if I had known her from an earlier time. So overpowering was this familiarity I decided that it was the sole reason I, a cautious man, had lowered my guard and spoken so bluntly, courting the politics of the scaffold by doing so. What manner of magick was this?

Just then, the coach came to a sudden stop, jolting me from my seat. Outside, the air was full of men shouting as Magdalene, thrown toward me, grasped my arm. ‘What’s this? Are we at the inn already?’

At this time there were large numbers of rogues and beggars lurking in the countryside, to the great terror of the traveller. Exploitation by the wealthy of both worker and peasant had made two Englands – one blind to the other. Sensing danger, I drew Magdalene from the window, indicating that she should keep silent.

I pulled the curtain aside: a group of men in the plain robes of the Puritan had blocked the path with an old wooden cart. There were four of them, two carrying hoes, the other two with swords on their hip. The coachman appeared to be trying to reason with them.

I immediately took off my purse, bidding Magdalene to do the same, then hid them between the cushions of the coach. A moment later the door was yanked open.

‘Good sir and Madam, pray descend so that we may gauge the cut of your cloth.’ The man, in his twenties, spoke with the local accent, and yet I did not recognise him. Hoping to protect my companion I climbed out first.

‘We are unarmed and on an errand of a personal nature,’ I declared, now wishing I had packed my dagger upon my person.

There were four of them, two younger and two older. Only one looked to have soldiering skills, the others had the cast of the farmer about them. It was an odd encounter, and they were not of the appearance of the usual highwaymen. Nevertheless, there were four of them and three of us, and although the coachman bore weapons I saw, with failing heart, he was restrained by one of the men.

‘I am a local man and you have no business with this gentlewoman,’ I urged as Magdalene stepped down, all eyes upon her.

‘A local man, in a coach that hath the royal crest upon it?’ The leader who addressed us spat upon the ground in disgust.

‘A Surrey man and one of plain prayer, as you can see of my attire,’ I insisted, hoping to draw their attention to myself and away from the young aristocrat, whose proud bearing I feared did her no favours.

‘Then what are you doing with this Royalist whore?’ The youngest, whose pockmarked face betrayed a mean and vicious nature, lurched forward. I flinched, fearing they meant to violate Magdalene, but she stood her ground and met their gaze with a defiance that, after a coiled moment, engendered embarrassment in the men like a tiny flame licking tinder.

‘I am no man’s whore, good sirs, but it is also true I am no man.’ She spoke in a steady voice. ‘So if you wish to assault me, pray do it knowing I am not the King’s property, I am my own woman, with my own politick. Assault me and you assault all womanhood, but not the King. If you wish to take that burden upon your righteous shoulders I shall lie myself down upon the grassy knell yonder.’

Faith, I was impressed, she had the courage of a bull and the wit of a lawyer.

Now the men, shifty about their feet, looked abashed. Finally, the leader spoke.

‘But the coach is of the palace?’

‘She was sent to fetch me, and I, Brother, am both godly and straight.’ Again, I stepped between the men and Magdalene, tugging on my white collar as an indication of my Puritan ways. ‘I am Master William Lilly, of Hersham.’

‘I’ve heard of thee. Thou art the Astrologer, a great predictor of happenings; you told my aunt where her favourite breeding ewe had gone wanderin’,’ the youngest piped up, his face broken by a greening smile.

‘And did she find it?’

‘Aye, she did. So now the King calls for thee – maybe he’s lost some sheep?’

The others laughed, and again I felt the tide turning. If we were to travel safely on I had to act quickly and most cleverly.

‘If he has, he is bringing forth the right man, but I fear he had lost a lot more than sheep these past years …’ At this the air grew very tight indeed, our Fate dancing upon the whim of the moment. ‘He hath made enemies of three goodly men in our Puritan leaders Prynne, Burton and Bastwick, and now courts a dangerous fortune. King Charles’ stars and blessings are mixed indeed.’

There followed a short silence in which a cow bellowed in a nearby field, and a bumblebee, attracted to the yellow, danced before my lady’s silk skirts.

Finally the leader pulled open the coach door. ‘On your way, good sir and Madam,’ and turning to the lad holding the coachman, ‘Jack, let the coachman to his post.’

Greatly relieved, I helped Magdalene back into the carriage, but as I was about to ascend the leader pulled me toward him.

‘Master Lilly, you tell the King he must stop bleeding the people. No more taxes, for army or ship – I have five children, two of which have died of hunger. We have no land of our own, yet each year the squire takes more and more. You tell him, Brother, the people must have a voice.’

And so, with these words resounding in my head, we continued toward London, that cornucopia of life and chance.


CHAPTER TWO
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Night, London

The Sun: The Solar man: Prudent and of incomparable Judgement: of great Majesty and Statelinesse, Industrious to acquire great Honour and a large Patrimony yet willingly departing therewith again; the Solar man usually speaks deliberately …

We arrived at the walls of the city just as much of London was sleeping, except for the nightsoil men, and usual denizens of those most dark hours who scurried about the streets – criminals, whores and all those who hath lost their souls in the bustle of the waking day.

Driving over the cobbles, the overwhelming acrid smell of the coal fires, the stink of animal dung, human sewage and the tang of Mother Thames carried on the dank air – a familiar stench hauling out of the depths of memory images of my city life before. It was like returning to a woman you had forgotten you loved until you saw her again: such is the fickle nature of men, for oft we know not what we desire until it is in front of us.

I told myself: I am returned to the youth I was when, naïve and wide-eyed, but blessed with a natural intelligence, the son of a farmer who ended up in debtors’ prison, and whose mother had died only a year before, I did head toward the house of my then sponsor and master, Master Wright, a salt merchant. Green about the brow, and full of hope at eighteen years of age, I had entered the metropolis dry-throated and heart pounding, keen to try my destiny against her hard-edged ambition.

The coach turned into the Strand and the Corner House I inherited came into view. How did I get my wealth, dear Reader? In death and matrimony, for oft Fortune hath a two-sided face.

I served the illiterate Mr Wright as a clerk for a number of years. His first wife, Margery, a goodly woman who first introduced me to the use of amulets in the warning-off of spirits and disease and then to astrology itself, was much neglected by her husband. She loved me as a friend as well as a servant, but sadly perished of a canker of the breast despite my fledging efforts as a medic. When Mr Wright himself died a natural death, his second wife – Ellen Whitehaire, a corpulent woman, plain of face and tongue and a good deal older than myself, and having married twice before to old men for profit, not love of heart or the pleasures of the bedchamber – wished to marry an honest man who would love her in every manner and she cared not if he were penniless.

Faith, I am not a calculating man, but I do believe in grasping the good goddess Fortune if she so favours thee. I was twenty-seven years old and handsome enough in my visage and of strong health, despite my propensity to intellectual reverie and melancholy (my Moon in Pisces, my Mercury in Taurus and my Mars in Virgo, both in plodding Earthy signs). More pertinently, my fellow servant in the household had made it clear to me that my mistress moaned my name in her bed and thus I was encouraged to pursue my suit. But the courage it took on the night I declared myself was Herculean indeed, for I risked as much by staying mute as I did pressing my suit.

On one hand, I knew my audacity could find me in the gutter, yet if I did not present my case such an opportunity might pass me by. How confronting my quandary, and how significant was such a chance to move out of servitude and into a respected and learned class in which I might pursue both education and my astrology!

That evening, well plied with drink, my comely but aged mistress spoke of how she wanted to marry a man of genuine emotion and good bedchamber play, an honest fellow who cared nought for her wealth, but where to find such a man? Thus challenged, I swallowed my stomach down, jittery with doubt and suchlike fears, and suggested I knew of such a creature. With a knowing glint in her eye my mistress asked who that might be? (A tease, I realised afterwards, but in my naivety thought her innocent of my advances.) Puffing my chest out with the brash confidence of a young man who knows nothing but is sure of everything, I declared him to be myself.

At first she argued I was too young, but I convinced her that what I lacked in wealth I could compensate in love and other such sturdy things a youth has to offer – that, and the caresses I bestowed upon her that night, swayed her – and so, dear Reader, I secured both my match and fortune.

We were left with an income more than both gentleman’s and baronet, enabling us to live very pleasantly and to afford a servant and meat twice a week, and for myself to keep a couple of dogs.

It was both a good life and a good marriage. I would take breakfast at six, do all my study before noon, then after my meal to go out to meet friends or enjoy myself at the bowling green. Apart from the company of my loving wife and my astrological studies (the attendance of lectures two to three times a week) I occasionally angled, played a great deal of both basset and primero with friends but much of my time was spent down Little Britain, searching through the booksellers there for rare tomes of astrology and the occult, or at the tavern, drinking and conversing, or at my beloved church St Antholin’s, attending religious lectures. An insatiable hunger had come upon me to consume the wisdom of all the ancient teachers of such practices and I sought out those in England who could apprentice me in the hermetic arts.

I had many masters, but my first teacher was the talented but unscrupulous Welshman, Mr John Evans, a drunkard, Astrologer and scholar of the black arts, a most fantastic debauch, but he was well-versed in the Nature of Spirits.

I will describe, for the benefit of the disbeliever, one such ceremony I did witness. For the fee of forty pounds John Evans did promise to summon the fearsome angel Salmon to retrieve a stolen title of deeds for a righteous gentlewoman. The ceremonial magick took a good fortnight of both ritual and invocation and when the ferocious Angel did appear (being of the nature of Mars) the winged spectre did destroy some of the dwelling of the thief who had been withholding the title from Mr Evans’s client. Yet when the Angel returned the deed to the righteous gentlewoman, he did lay it upon the white cloth most gently before evaporating back into the ether. It were the most terrible and inspiring sight and, understandably, I was eager to take instruction from Mr Evans after such a display of expertise.

There was also an Alexander Hart, once a soldier and now aged; his speciality was to give auspicious times to gamble to the young noblemen addicted to the dice. He ended up upon the Pillory for cheating, but not before I purchased some of his excellent magick and astrology books to serve my study. And who can forget my drinking companion, the comedic William Pool? A middling Astrologer, who, after the death of the Justice who had accused him of theft, found the man’s grave and excreted upon it leaving two verses:

Here lieth Sir Thomas Jay, Knight,

Who being dead, I upon his grave did shite.

Indeed, as the carriage pulled up outside my house on the Strand I reminded myself to again befriend the amusing Pool, a dabbler in Astrology, sometimes a gardener, sometimes a civil servant, sometimes a bricklayer – but always a wit and a man most apt at drolling, as such distractions are sorely needed in these dark times.

Perhaps it was the alluring woman sitting beside me, or perhaps the ever-presence of my unhappy second marriage that brought back memories of great affection, but it might surprise you to learn that notwithstanding the difference in age and fortune between myself and my first wife – I was twenty-five and she in her sixties – and despite the opposition from her dead husband’s relatives, seeking to secure his substantial fortune and who thought me dishonourable, we truly loved each other and our adoration survived for six years until Ellen’s natural and peaceful death in October 1633. It were a year later I did purchase the majority share of thirteen houses along the Strand and my material fortune was secured.

After promising I would to Greenwich Palace the next day, I took my leave of Magdalene de Morisset. Then, after Mrs Featherwaite, my steely cook and housekeeper, escorted me to my bedchamber (as welcoming if not a little dusty as it ever was) I collapsed upon my bed and fell into the arms of Morpheus, still dressed in my doublet and hose.

The next morning, after being woken the noisy shouting of my neighbours, I found myself sitting at the kitchen table, a chunk of bread and cheese before me, simple fare I very heartily enjoyed.

As I stared out of the window I remembered how, as a humble servant, I’d swept the street in front of the house for my master, and had hauled water up from the local well for both washing and drinking. How my own fortunes had improved – but outside, the city and its most dense atmosphere hath undergone a transformation and it felt ill to my senses.

With crumbles still in my beard I turned to Mrs Featherwaite to ask how she found her fellow city dwellers; her being the eyes and ears of the temper of the streets.

‘’Tis a tinderbox, my good master, with much discontent. As you ’ave ’eard, last May Day we had the ’prentices rise up – thousands of them there were, howling for the blood of the Papist Queen’s mother, that Mary de’ Medici, and Archbishop Laud, the snake. Horace, that’s the baker’s lad down the road, he ran with them, told me they got as far as Lambeth palace, joined by the dockhands and sailors they’d picked up down St George’s fields but the Archbishop had run off – coward that he is – so they went on to the manor of Earl Arundel, and made a great racket and destruction there.’ She swore like the Devil. ‘It’s Queen Mary of France and all her Papist family! Even the money men with their wares and businesses are angry at this Popish King with his Popish wife in league with the Popish Spanish and French. Why, good master, I ’ave ’eard from yonder across the road, wot she’s heard from a maid serving down at Lady Cavendish’s in Mayfair that her mistress and her master were both persuaded by Queen Mary herself to trot to Mass (and them sworn Protestants both!) on Sundays at Denmark House. It’s a disgrace! Worse still, the servants were forced to accompany them, and so they all go, and now that poor maidservant, proper English and a good Protestant, is afeard for her soul and is probably heading straight to Hell all on the whim of a Queen!’ Here she paused to kick the cat. ‘King Charles is making an enemy of London and I blame the Scottish war and all the King’s finery and fancy art. What good is that to us? And what’s he buy that new palace – Wimbledon – for? He’s got six palaces already.’ And here she started counting on her fingers. ‘Greenwich, Hampton Court, Nonesuch, Oatlands, Theobalds …’ She faltered.

‘Holdenby?’ I added, eager to clarify our shared disapproval.

‘And now bloody Wimbledon – a gift for that stuck-up Queen of his who ’as him wrapped around her little finger, or his little cock wrapped around hers. Not to mention that French mother-in-law – remember when the Queen’s mother first came to London with her mob? What a procession, six carriages all sparkling with gold they were, acrobats, dwarfs, them Catholic monks, all them foreigners with their prancing and gilded ways, and us English expected to pay for it all with our taxes!’

At which I got up and pulled shut the window, worried that the neighbour might hear, but the good woman continued loudly indifferent to the possibility of an accusation of treason.

‘And you know what else?’ she exclaimed, ‘the King never comes out of Whitehall to visit London proper. He never lets the lame or the poor touch his cloak or hand to be cured, as is their Christian right. He is always hiding in the palace, he has no interest in his people, many of us …’ Then lowering her voice she glanced at the window as if there might be a spy behind it ‘… who was great supporters of those leaders of the people, Prynne, Burton and Bastwick, the great rebels of the Parliament, Godly men, Master Lilly, Godly, blessed men of God. Their humiliation is not forgotten, it were a crime to crop their ears. And when the guards rode the people’s leaders through the streets to display their shame, those poor men mustered a great cheering from the people – they were heroes, not traitors – cheering in front of the royal guard despite the royal decree by his Royal Majesty. I’m telling yer, go east to Tower Hamlets, speak to them who are gathering both arms and training – there will be a people’s army within the year.’

At that point, a young boy dressed in a coal-stained jerkin with a head of cropped red hair that made him look as if he’d just been rudely plucked from a field somehow, appeared at the kitchen door. I was about to shoo him away when Mrs Featherwaite pulled the lad to her ample bosom.

‘Oh, Master Lilly, I’ve been meaning to tell yer, this is Simon Pure-in-heart Featherwaite, my nephew. In your absence I have appointed him kitchen boy. He is very useful, hardworking and handy with a ladle or spade.’ She pulled me aside. ‘And he takes his Bible very seriously. Costs you nothing ’cause his wage comes out of my pocket, given his mum died last year and all.’

I studied the lad, who already had the look of a fighter about him. And I did wonder whether it was the cudgel and not the ladle he had such skills in. It then occurred to me that he might be useful as a guard to the house in these troubled times, and if he had cunning – a spy. In turn Simon Pure-in-heart gazed back at me with eyes wide with ignorance and wonder.

‘Me aunt says you are a great teller of fortunes and can magick up all manner of spirits, both good and evil?’

‘I did not, Simon, and that is no way to address your master! He is Master Lilly to you, you understand?’ His doting aunt cuffed him about the ears.

‘Tell me, Simon Pure-in-heart, are you strong and fearless?’ I asked, smiling to put the lad at ease.

The boy struck a pose. ‘As strong and fearless as them guards at the Tower. I’ll not let you down, Master Lilly.’

‘He is employed, Mrs Featherwaite, and I’m sure I can afford an extra shilling a week.’

As mentioned, dear Reader, Mrs Featherwaite is the vox populi and I have always valued her as such and so her observations of London perturbed me greatly. She also had a most industrious tongue and I dare not tell her I had been summoned to the very Court she so belittled for fear the whole street might eventually know. Instead, I took careful note of her opinions, for they indicated the sway of the land and would serve my calculations.

I have always believed the politick of above influences the politick of below (I am naturally referring to astral and terrestrial bodies) but I also believe the flow of authority, like water heated by the Sun, also runs upwards and there is no harm in gathering as much information before drawing up a horary figure. A good Astrologer collects notes to exercise his genius and, as such, I can only recommend the cultivation of friendship amid the clerks at the Old Bailey as well as several individuals who drink regularly at the three most popular taverns of Westminster, aptly named Hell, Heaven and Purgatory (Hell having the best pickings as that most favoured by members of Parliament with several hidden exits for a quick getaway). Other fortuitous places of loosely shared information are the playhouses and brothels of the city. For, a good Philomath should always endeavour to get in the way of luck and, in that manner, ensure good fortune. But as I have mentioned before, I am also skilled in the ways of manipulating luck and circumstance itself, and these skills lie in ceremonial magick – something even the best spy in the kingdom cannot manufacture.

I finished my bread and cheese and pushed the plate away.

‘Mrs Featherwaite, I will be back in practice as of the morrow. Please send out a crier to let the parishioners know. The usual charges – a horary, half-a-crown from them who can afford it, a shilling from the less well-pocketed, medical advice for those who seek it and any astrological predictions for love, objects lost, found or stolen negotiable at the same rates, and the poor I will see for free if they dare. Spread the word, Mrs Featherwaite, at church, the stocks and market – I know thy tongue is golden.’

*    *    *

That afternoon I took the boat to Greenwich, careful to place upon my head a wide-crowned hat, my personage wrapped up in a jacket with a high collar hiding my face for it would have been unwise to advertise my journey to my neighbours, or to my two servants. This city has always had the discretion of a drunk fishmonger’s wife, but now, more than ever, men have taken to labelling their neighbours in a most unchristian and dangerous way. I think it be the great uncertainty of our times. It was as if the country is drawing a huge struggling breath only later to exhale through two nostrils – one for the Royalists and one for the Parliamentarians. William Lilly, I told myself, stepping into the dank wood of the barge, you must watch your back for it is twice marked.

And so, with this sensibility, I paid the boatman an extra shilling for his silence. As I watched the swans and other barges sail past I reflected that some might call me a trimmer, a man who swims backwards and forwards with the tide, with no strong loyalties of his own, but in those troubled times it seemed even more imperative to adopt the flexibility of a reed. For all men are born with a set of astral equations and all are God’s creatures, no matter what their politicks, station or whatever evil or unfeeling aspect they care to adopt. Regardless of the qualities of their Nativities, the course of their lives is always a question of free will – Murderer or Saint.

King Charles was not exempt in this. I regarded him as manly and well-fitted for venial sports but he rarely frequented illicit beds. I had not heard of any children apart from those of the Queen’s, and I heard he was extreme and sober in both his food and apparel. And yet he ruled not wisely.

And so, pondering such paradoxes, I arrived at Greenwich Docks, where in a blaze of colour and billowing silk Magdalene de Morisset was waiting to escort me to the palace. The lady had with her a palace guard and a small African page dressed in the same colours as herself, by which I took him to be a loyal servant, and indeed, the child did help me up upon the docks to greet the Lady.

‘I trust you are well-rested, and settled in your house?’ she asked, strangely formal, at which I guessed both the page and the guard in attendance were paid spies for others.

‘I am, my lady, although I find London a changed city.’

‘How so?’

‘A storm cloud is gathering; men will soon be forced to declare themselves.’

‘Well, perhaps betwixt the two of us we might have some influence as to whether and when that storm breaks.’

By this time we were walking through the narrow streets of Greenwich village, through the market stalls, past the town square and stocks, amid the curious gaze of several sailors busy in a game of bowls upon the green, and the iron gates of the Palace loomed before us before I had a chance to collect myself.

‘You have the ear of the King?’ I asked making sure my gaze was held steady before me, but trying nevertheless to stay my growing excitement, for, although I had patrons amongst the aristocracy, I had yet to visit the palace – Parliament, the Old Bailey and the tavern houses of Westminster being my more natural milieu.

‘I have the ear of the Queen; I am one of her ladies of the bedchamber. You will find I will not disappoint,’ Magdalene murmured back, surprising me with the innuendo of her comment. I glanced over to catch her page grinning cheekily up at me whilst my lady’s face remained inscrutable.

The guards at the gates needed no instruction and it became obvious to me that Magdalene was more powerful than she had intimated, and again I wondered why she had felt so familiar to me.

‘The artist is to be found in the House of Delight,’ she told me, a description that could only intrigue as she led me through the gardens straight to a building with two curved stone steps, agreeably symmetrical, at the entrance. Well-pleased with the simple beauty of the place, more temple than dwelling, I paused admiringly.

‘It was built by Inigo Jones and was begun for the King’s mother, Queen Anne of Denmark, but only completed six years ago,’ Magdalene told me proudly.

We stepped into the hallway, to encounter a sweeping white staircase curling upwards in a spiral with fantastical ornate iron railings. When I looked up it were as if I was looking into a great eye with sunlight radiating down from a central oval window set above.

‘These are the Tulip stairs,’ Magdalene whispered reverently, and indeed I felt as if I had stepped into a cathedral but one that worshipped the aesthetic.

Beyond lay the main hall which was full of scaffolding stretching to the ceiling, and there, surrounded by several assistants in smocks, was a woman lying on her back atop a platform as she painted the tip of the wing of an avenging angel, her hair tumbling over the edge of the wooden scaffolding giving the impression of a languid repose, yet there was an air of fierce industry about this reclining figure.

Dumbfounded, I counted nine half-finished panels of extraordinary beauty and allegory above the artist. I had not, until that point in my life, seen a woman, especially a gentlewoman, engaged in such profession, and I watched, fascinated, as this figure (so slight against the drama of her own creating) continued to paint, a cloud of concentration tapering into one sharp point, which was both her will and her craft. And as I observed the wonder of her intensity, the abandonment of protocol as if all that mattered was the conversation between her paintbrush and the story unfolding under its sable, I could not help but bring my own craft into play. An ascendant in Pisces, born in the hour of the Sun, I concluded, after a second glance at the dark mane of tumbling hair and the grandeur of her surrounds, with perhaps Venus also in the sign of the Lion, close to the ascendant as this was a woman clearly at ease with royalty – such was her passion.

‘Signora Gentileschi, Mr William Lilly, the Astrologer, is arrived!’

Magdalene called loudly so that she might be heard. There was an exclamation in Italian before the artist leant over to one of her assistants straddling the scaffold behind her and spoke in the same tongue before sliding away from her position to allow him to continue her work.

Now a rounded face, which in a strange way mirrored the cherubic demeanours smiling down from the painted panels, appeared over the edge of the platform.

Artemisia stared down at me critically, as if to assess my intentions. Sighing, the artist abandoned her palette and began climbing down one of the narrow wooden ladders with a fearless dexterity that suggested this was commonplace for her.

Once she reached the bottom, I was able to observe the full extent of her personage. She was of short stature, and not as young as I had first thought, still comely to the eye, but somewhere around fifty years of age, I wagered, and of the dusk of the Mediterranean. There was a sharp intelligence to those black eyes, and a wryness to the full mouth. In short, a matron of pleasurable appearance.

‘My lady …’ I bowed, then indicated the painting above us. ‘Your work is sublime and quite without comparison; even unfinished it astounds me. What is it called?’

To my surprise she glanced at Magdalene as if she did not understand my speech.

‘The work was begun by the artist’s late father, who died two years ago,’ Magdalene answered for the artist. ‘Signora Gentileschi is commissioned to complete it. It is, naturally, an allegory for the benevolence of His Majesty towards the arts.’

‘Naturally,’ I responded, practising a smile on my future patron, to no avail. A slow fear started creeping up through my liver and spleen: why now did I feel as if I were on trial when I was the invited party?

To add to my discomfort, Artemisia Gentileschi began walking about me, examining me like a farmer examines a horse at market (I was half expecting her to open my mouth and examine my teeth or tap my hindquarter). Finally, she turned to Magdalene and spoke in her native tongue.

‘Quindi questa è la stargazer, spero che egli è buono.’ While I, unable to comprehend apart from the words stargazer and good, stood feeling a little foolish, to my surprise Magdalene retorted in fluent Italian.

‘I migliori, apparentemente, e un pensatore indipendente, sarà una valutazione del destino il più critico.’

Again, all I understood was the phrases ‘independent thinker’ and ‘destiny most critical’ and before I had a chance to query Magdalene the artist had replied, ‘Sono lieto.’

Again, I wondered whether that I was being led into some kind of political trap, like a fox offered a chicken to entice him to walk between steel jaws.

‘Ask the good artist why she is not consulting Sir George Wharton, the King’s own Astrologer? Surely he would be the more obvious candidate?’ I held my voice steady against my growing anxieties.

Magdalene turned to translate, but before she had a chance to begin, the artist had retorted, again, in her native tongue, which only led to more suspicion on my behalf, her tone growing harsher.

‘Cerchiamo una obiettiva opinione. Capitano Wharton è un servo, l’uomo prima di me è un uomo libero.’

‘We seek an unbiased opinion. Captain Wharton is a servant, the man before me is a free man,’ Magdalene translated.

The answer pleased me; it showed that although Artemisia was in the employment of the King, and although a Catholic (as are all her countrymen), she was also of an independent mind, and within that, I wager, she calculated the chance of a more honest reading from one such as myself. I bowed deeply.

‘And I can assure you, you will receive the most objective of calculations for whatever event you so choose—’

‘Enough!’ A veiled lady emerged from a darkened doorway. Immediately my companions dropped to a deep curtsey; assuming this must be an individual of great authority I followed with a low bow.

The gentlewoman walked toward us, her skirts rustling across the marble tiles, the veil of delicate gossamer concealing her features hung to her waist which was encircled by a gold chain beaded with the largest pearls I had ever seen. I could not help but notice she was unaccompanied, yet I sensed others watching us most carefully.

I glanced over and saw two faces staring out from the shadows; one was that of a dwarf, a grotesque indeed, wearing the cap of a jester and a striped doublet. Towering above him was an older woman, as grand as the other, and by her dress and face I recognised to be the Queen’s mother, Marie de’ Medici. I feigned ignorance, and returned to look upon the Queen, but to be in the presence of the two most influential women at Court pricked at my vanity. I had to remind myself to stay wary of my tongue and not to prattle in a dangerous narcissism. I have Mercury in Taurus and Mars in Virgo, out of its term and face, causing my conceptions to be dull and my discourse defective, and it receives Mars by trine, making my gabbling more of a hindrance than advantage.

‘Monsieur Lilly,’ the voice imperious, Queen Henrietta held out a hand, bejewelled by most costly gems. My bowels turned to water.

‘Your Majesty,’ I managed to utter.

‘Indeed,’ came the reply and she lifted her veil to reveal her features set in an air of sobriety and nervousness. She was far uglier and far shorter than her portraits, her teeth protruding over her lip yet there was a grace to her movements. ‘Your proclivity’ (and here I took her to mean my politick) ‘has not gone amiss in these parts. But, luckily for you, neither has your ability to predict and your particular skill in the horary.’

At which I found myself scraping even lower.

‘I am here to serve, Your Majesty …’

‘And you will,’ she replied firmly then turned to the artist, ‘Artemisia, I thank you for the ruse.’

‘’Tis my delight,’ the artist replied in perfect English, then turned back to me. ‘The mural is called The Triumph of the Peace and the Arts,’ she informed me curtly, then ascended back up the ladder. As the state of both the Nation and the Court was precarious, the title struck me as being ironic.

‘Artemisia is as good as her father and is a great heroine of our gender, sir, a woman who describes herself as having the soul of Caesar in a woman’s heart. We should all live in her example; however, I fear I will have no choice in the matter,’ the Queen elaborated.

‘I am to venture then, Your Majesty, it is you who is my client?’

‘I am your client, but not the subject.’ At which she slipped her hand into a pocket and produced a square of paper of the finest parchment. She handed it to Magdalene who then handed it on to me. It bore the royal seal and I held it gingerly as if it were a powder keg.

‘Monsieur Lilly, my husband has not knowledge of this meeting and I intend it to stay that way. You understand that if this encounter, or any of its imports, be made public in any manner whatsoever it will be the Tower and worse for you?’

‘I understand, Your Majesty.’

‘You may break the seal.’

Which I did, failing to hide my trembling fingers; inside was the exact time, date and location of the birth of His Majesty, King Charles the First.

‘As you can see, this is the true information of my husband’s Nativity. There is only one other who has such facts and that, understandably, is the Royal Astrologer, Captain Wharton. But I wager you are the superior practitioner.’

‘You have placed your faith well.’

‘Captain Wharton is blinded by love for his King, whereas I suspect that you are not. I am hiring the “clear eye”. I wish you to draw up a figure on my husband’s future in both Scotland and Ireland. The Scottish treaty concerns me, and I do not trust the Marquess of Montrose, James Graham, and now, of course, this rebellion in Ulster. It will not bode well for Charles.’

‘Quite possibly, Your Majesty,’ I interjected, perhaps a little too enthusiastically.

‘A set of auspicious dates is your order, and fear not, you will be paid well. Madame de Morisset will be my representative in this case. Good day to you, sir.’

At which Queen Henrietta replaced her veil, then with another swish of her skirts disappeared down a corridor, followed by the footfalls of the Dowager Queen of France and the dwarf. Magdalene and I waited in silence, with just the soft whoosh of the paintbrushes above us, until the footsteps had faded.

‘Her Majesty is a kind and brave lady in need of much comfort,’ I finally spoke, a query as much as a statement.

‘Her unpopularity eats at her heart, and say what they may, the love between the King and Queen is fidelitas incarnate, of body and soul.’

‘Is this not unusual at Court?’ I inquired wryly.

‘Politics makes whores of most men. Except you, Master Lilly, which is why she has hired you and not the Royal Astrologer.’

‘And yet I fear I will need to temper the aspects.’

‘The message is more important. How it is delivered is in your hands.’

And with that ominous warning Magdalene escorted me out of the palace.

At the docks, she placed me with the same discreet boatman, and pressed her address upon me, telling me if I needed any assistance she was there to serve me.

‘I am also myself an alchemist and amateur Philomath. It was my recommendation that brought you to the Queen, Master Lilly. You are not alone in this city; take faith, there are like souls whose practices mirror your own. We are watching you.’

‘We? Do you mean a cabal?’

‘Let’s just say when the time is right, you will be approached.’

I studied her carefully. I had heard rumour of such a society, secret and buried deep within the influential power mongers of the elite, but I also knew it would be certain execution if such alliances were made public.

‘The Queen was influenced with purpose?’ I ventured.

‘That I cannot confirm or deny, until then if you have any doubts or fears, I am both your servant and apprentice.’

At which my thoughts did wander in a most sinful way. The dress and cape she wore did little to conceal the curves of her body, and I did wonder on the beauty of her nakedness. The barrenness of my marital bed and the nocturnal wrestling I had with my own carnal needs preyed upon me. Here was a woman I sensed could meet me equally in matters of philosophy and the occult, and (I am shamed to say) in the sensual arts. This was most transgressive and I could barely look at her for fear my lust would be achingly apparent.

As if guessing at the cause of my discomfort, she smiled and I did wonder if I could trust myself to be alone with her in any chamber.
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