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PART ONE


Chapter One

The trivial prophecy, which I heard when I was a child and Queen Elizabeth was in the flower of her years, was

When hempe is sponne

England’s donne:

whereby it was generally conceived that after the princes had reigned which had the principial letters of that word hempe (which were Henry, Edward, Mary, Philip, and Elizabeth) England should come to utter confusion....

Francis Bacon, Of Prophecies

She had put away mirrors some years before, preferring to see herself reflected in the words of the young men who still thronged her court. Even now, she paused in the doorway, giving the two old men who waited for her time to see and admire and frame their compliments. The cool morning light that streamed through the diamond-paned windows would not flatter, and a part of her knew it and rejected it, even as she sailed forward to accept their homage.

“Spirit,” she said, with real fondness, and one old man—he was seventy-five this spring, had seen three quarters of a century—bowed stiffly back. He was bundled in his

Scott and Barnett robes of office, fur-lined gown pulled close about his throat beneath the narrow ruff, long jerkin buttoned close, the flaps of his wool coif pulled over his ears even in springtime. The woman, resplendent in white figured satin that showed a vast expanse of white-powdered bosom, rejoiced that she had not succumbed to that frailty of old age. “Dr. Dee.” Despite herself, her voice sharpened on the name, as she stared at the second old man in his scholar’s black. There was something of the crow about him, something of the ravens that haunted the Tower, despite his protestations that he used only white magic, and never more so than today. Perhaps he sensed her unease, for his bow was very deep, and he blinked weak eyes nervously at her as he straightened.

“Your Majesty.” It was Burleigh who spoke first, secure in his monarch’s favor—the only man now living who could make that boast. “I am very grateful that your grace has agreed to this interview.”

That was more of a barb than most men were allowed, considering how strenuously the queen had resisted seeing her court wizard of late. Elizabeth’s thin lips tightened further, wrinkles showing momentarily in the thick paint, and then she had smoothed her expression, seating herself carefully in her chair of state. The immense white skirt, sewn with silver and pearls and scattered with blood-red roses, pooled around her ankles, hiding her embroidered slippers; she rested her beautiful long hands on the arms of the chair, displaying them in a pose so practiced it had become natural. The rising sun shone through the upper coils of her immense red wig, glinted from the crown set precariously atop that pearl-strewn edifice. Her face, as she had intended, was in shadow.

“Well, Doctor Dee,” she said, and heard herself sharp and shrewish, “what news have you brought me?” The old scholar—he was only six years older than she, though she chose to forget it—blinked rheumy eyes at her again, and she frowned. “Does the daylight trouble you, master wizard? We will have the shutters closed.”

Burleigh frowned, the thickets of his eyebrows drawing down toward his beard. Dee said, stammering slightly, “I beg your Majesty’s pardon. It’s not the light but your Majesty’s presence that dazzles me.”

“We could withdraw that as well,” Elizabeth said, but her expression softened slightly. It was a feeble compliment, and delivered without courtly graces, but, she thought, sincere enough. She leaned back in the high chair, easing bones that woke tired now after a night’s dancing. “Come, sir, my dear Spirit says your news is both urgent and alarming. Let’s hear it—it may not be so fearsome in the sunlight.”

The wizard bowed again, and thrust his gnarled hands into the furred sleeves of his gown to hide their shaking. The room was chill, one of the long windows opened to let in the cool spring air, but it was not only the cold that made him tremble. “As your Majesty—and his lordship—know,” he began, “at the new year I cast your Majesty’s horoscope for England, and share those tidings with your Majesty alone.”

The queen’s eyes slid toward Burleigh, and were answered by an infinitesimal nod: a royal horoscope was more than a matter for private concern; could become, in the wrong hands, a matter of state. Dee was well guarded while he served the queen, in part to protect him from the mob who feared him and had once burned his library, but those guards were also there to assure that no state secrets, however obtained, made their way into the hands of Elizabeth’s enemies. If Dee saw the movements, he gave no sign of it, but continued in his soft, stammering voice, “At this new year, as my lord Burleigh has doubtless told you, the heavens were troubled, the portents strange, and I could read no certainty of anything in stars or glass. In such a case, the best remedy is delay, and I did delay, until the—storm—seemed past.” He glanced up, anxiously, but could read nothing in the queen’s shadowed face. Burleigh stroked his beard, weighing every word.

Dee bowed his head again. “Then, at your Majesty’s express command, I cast the horoscope. The portents were —well, ominous, your Majesty.”

There was a long silence, and then Elizabeth said, “Ominous, Doctor Dee? Could you perhaps be more specific in your terms?”

Recognizing the tone, Dee gave Burleigh a swift glance of appeal. The secretary of state said, slowly, “Yes, your Majesty. The signs concern what will befall England after your death.”

The words seemed to hang in the air. Elizabeth’s frown deepened. “Have you seen my death, then, Doctor Dee?”

“Oh, no, your Majesty.” Dee’s hands fluttered in the sunlight, shaping vaguely placating gestures. “I cast my horoscope for one year only, and no longer. I did not see your death in it, I swear it.” He took a deep breath, calming himself. “But this year is a time of—of decision, your Majesty. And what happens now will shape what is to come for England a hundred years from now.’

Elizabeth did not move. “What is this decision?”

“Your Majesty, I do not know.” Dee spread his hands. “I cast your horoscope, and the stars told me of a coming conflict between the powers of light and the powers of darkness. It will occur elsewhere and concern others, but your Majesty is its center, about whom all revolve. More than that—the powers of darkness are already on the move, and the rest of the meaning was obscured.” The wizard took another deep breath. “Which is why, your Majesty, I begged Lord Burleigh to secure me an audience. Your Majesty is a prince, anointed by God with the power of your office. And the matter concerns both yourself and your kingdom most nearly. If your Majesty will permit it, I wish to perform a ritual in your presence, which will allow me to see more clearly the nature of this decision.”

There was another, longer silence. Burleigh frowned even more deeply than before, looking from Dee to the queen and back again. Elizabeth sat unmoving, staring blindly into space. She had faced threats—and threats of witchcraft—before, but no one had ever offered to invoke such powers in her presence, nor had anyone had the effrontery to claim that her presence was in fact necessary to such an operation. She said at last, “When did you cast this horoscope, Doctor Dee?”

“Fourteen days after the new year, your Majesty,” the wizard answered.

“And today is the third day of April,” the queen said, almost to herself. “That was a fortnight ago, master wizard. Why such a delay?”

Dee bowed again. “I sought to find out more, your Majesty, and failed.”

Elizabeth nodded. “Very well,” she began, and Burleigh lifted his head sharply.

“Your Majesty must not consent to this until and unless Doctor Dee gives guarantees of your safety!”

The queen lifted a painted eyebrow at him, and turned to the wizard. “Well, Doctor Dee?”

Dee’s hands fluttered again. “Your Majesty, my lord, I assure you, there is not the slightest danger to her Majesty, I swear it on my soul’s salvation. The powers I invoke are white, beneficent, harmless to godly men. And I will seal her Majesty within a ring of Solomon, which no spirit whatsoever may cross.”

“Then you’d best stand within it, too, Burleigh,” the queen said, and smiled tartly. “I would not want my Spirit cut off from me.”

“As your Majesty commands,” Dee said, and Burleigh interjected, “Your Majesty doesn’t mean to do this, surely?”

“Be quiet, Burleigh,” Elizabeth said. “My England is threatened, or so this wizard says. I will know more.” She nodded to Dee. “You may begin.”

“If the shutters could be closed?” the wizard asked in return, his voice gaining confidence as he returned to things he knew.

Elizabeth reached for the bell that would summon her servants, but Burleigh cleared his throat first. “If your Majesty would allow me,” he said, and moved to close the first shutter himself, latching it securely. “The fewer who know of this the better.”

Elizabeth allowed herself a smile at that, thinking of the Puritans and their preachers, but Dee said, distressed, “My lord, my power is white—”

“Which is not the point at issue,” Burleigh said. He closed the final shutter with a snap, and came to stand beside the queen’s chair. Elizabeth glanced up at him through the sudden gloom, smiling slightly, then turned her attention to the wizard, kneeling now beside his satchel in the center of the room. Dee fumbled in the depths of the worn leather bag until he found a lump of chalk, then straightened awkwardly.

“It is my custom, your Majesty, to begin each such operation with a prayer,” he said.

“A wise and Christian precaution,” the queen answered, dryly.

Dee bobbed his head, then crossed himself and sank slowly onto his knees. The queen lowered her head slightly, folding her hands on her lap. After a moment, Burleigh removed his fur-trimmed hat.

“Oh God, from whom all knowledge and all holy desire, all wisdom and all true counsels do proceed, grant that our honest intentions may be answered honestly, and defend us thy humble servants from the assaults of thy great Adversary, that we, trusting in thy defense, may not fear his power, through the might of Jesus Christ our Lord.” Dee crossed himself again. “Amen.”

“Amen,” the queen murmured, and crossed herself as well. She rested her hands again on the arms of her chair. “And now what, Doctor Dee?”

“First, your Majesty, as I promised my lord Burleigh, I will draw the ring of Solomon, which no spirit may cross.”

Dee stooped, holding back his trailing sleeve with his left hand, and began slowly to trace a circle around the royal chair. His lips moved, shaping words the others could not hear. Elizabeth did not turn as he passed out of her sight behind her, but she was very aware of his presence, and of Burleigh’s disapproving frown that masked his fear. Then the wizard had reappeared, bringing the chalked line curving forward until he had closed the circle.

“Amen,” he murmured, crossing himself, then stooped to sketch a strange sign just outside the circle itself. He moved more quickly now, drawing similar signs at each of the remaining compass points, then walked the circle a final time, scribbling Greek and Hebrew letters along its edge. The words were not Greek, the queen knew, but she could not place the language.

“The ring of Solomon is complete, your Majesty,” Dee said. “Remain within it, and no spirit whatsoever will harm you.”

Elizabeth inclined her head graciously, unable to think of another response that would not betray her uneasiness. Dee stooped again, pushing a stool out of the way, and drew a second, smaller circle that enclosed himself and his satchel. He knelt again, sketching signs at each of the compass points, murmuring to himself as he did so. This time, the symbols were drawn on the inside of the line, as though to contain some power, rather than to ward it off.

Finally, he set the chalk aside, and reached into his bag to produce a silk-wrapped bundle the size of a man’s fist. He stared at it for a long moment, holding it in his cupped hands, then crossed himself and loosened the cords that held the crimson silk in place. The folds fell away, revealing a clear crystal the size of an egg. The queen drew a sharp breath, barely restraining herself from speaking. For an instant, the stone had seemed to glow with a moon-cold light of its own.

“Father Almighty,” Dee said, “very God of very God, grant that we thy servants may make true use of the powers thou hast granted us.” He lifted the stone above his head as though serving in the church, and his voice took on a new fullness. “And seeing that by thy grace good angels were sent to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, to Joshua, Gideon and Esdras, to Daniel, Tobias and to many others, to instruct them, to inform them, and to help them; and seeing that this wisdom cannot be obtained in any other way than by thy great grace and comfort, either mediately or immediately granted, we beseech you, o Lord, to allow thy spirits to appear to us, that we may know thy will.” He turned to the north, the crystal still held above his head. “Raphael, angel of the air, we beseech thy aid in thy master’s name.”

The dim air seemed to shiver, the shadows taking on palpable substance. The chalked lines and symbols seemed suddenly brighter, as though all the light in the room had become concentrated on those pale markings. Burleigh shifted uneasily, one hand tugging gently at his beard. The wizard did not seem to see, turning now to the east.

“Uriel, angel of the earth, we beseech thy aid in thy master’s name.”

The air seemed to thicken. Elizabeth tasted dust, and her hands closed over the arms of her chair, as though that solid touch would be as much protection as the white ring that enclosed her. Dee turned to face the south.

“Michael, angel of fire, we beseech thy aid in thy master’s name.”

A light glowed in the depths of the stone, as though a ray of sunlight had somehow struck it. Patches and sparks of color danced across the paneled walls, like the reflection of the sun on water. Dee turned to the west.

“Gabriel, angel of water, we beseech thy aid in thy master’s name.”

Instantly, the sense of oppression vanished, and the air lightened fractionally. The patches of light continued to dance across the walls and floor, but the light at the heart of the stone cooled, became somehow mild. Dee turned back to the north, lowering the stone so that he held it at waist height. It cast strange reflections back at him, silvering his long beard.

“Spirits, in the names of him who created you and in the presence of his anointed, show us the fate of this kingdom of England.”

There was a rushing sound, and light fountained up from the stone, rising like an Accession fireworks. The sparks did not fall, however, but rose until they reached a point perhaps a foot above Dee’s head, and vanished again into nothing. Against that curtain of silver fire, a face began to take shape. It was a man’s face, long and lined with care, framed by flowing brown hair, the eyes mild and sorrowful above a tiny pointed beard. A voice, giddy as a girl’s and sweet as a choirboy’s, said, “This is the king who will be.”

“Name him,” Dee commanded.

“Charles Stuart,” the voice chanted, “King of England and King of Scots. And this is his fate!”

With whirlwind suddenness, the mild face vanished, and was replaced with a tiny picture, perfect as a painting. Elizabeth frowned, recognizing the platform and what stood at its center. A hooded man stood beside the block, his hands folded on the haft of his axe. A second man came forward, instantly recognizable as the king the voice had named in its first vision. He knelt in prayer, then bent his head to the block. The executioner lifted his axe, and then, at the king’s signal, brought the axe crashing down. The picture vanished.

“No!” Elizabeth did not realize that she had spoken aloud until Dee’s eyes flickered toward her.

“Please, your Majesty, you must keep silent.” He returned his attention to the stone. “Answer, spirit. Who will do this thing?”

A swirl of shapes fluttered through the fire. The voice said, “The masters of England, the Parliament. And the powers of God shall be cast down.”

In the fountain, a bonfire rose, fueled by books and strange instruments of brass and leather. Men in the robes of the universities watched and approved, some even going so far as to toss objects into the flames with their own hands. A spasm of pain crossed Dee’s face, but he said strongly, “Answer, spirit. How may this be prevented?”

The vision of the bonfire whirled away into sparks that vanished before they reached the ceiling. Nothing appeared to take its place, and the wizard frowned. “Spirit, by the sacred names of God thy master, I command you. Answer!”

“The Queen of England is but barren stock,” the voice chanted, more slowly, its pitch dropping from treble to counter. “The King of Scots shall be her heir.”

Elizabeth, who had not admitted her decision even to her intimates, frowned terribly to hide the shiver of fear. “Continue,” Dee said.

“The powers of darkness are arrayed against him,” the voice answered. “They seek to drive him from the middle way, to either side of which lies hell and the abyss. Send forth the Queen’s champion, let him go north to aid the heir of England. His fate is England’s, his fall England’s bane.” The fountain roared upward, almost to the ceiling, and disappeared. “This seeing is ended,” the voice said, in the sudden dark, and then the power that had sustained the visions had withdrawn.

“Amen,” Dee said, his own voice drained and hoarse, and folded the crimson silk back over his crystal. Even more awkwardly than before, he stooped to rub away each of the cardinal signs, then straightened slowly. “Your Majesty may leave the circle now, if you wish. The spirits have departed.”

Burleigh cleared his throat. “And how may her Majesty know that this was a beneficent spirit?”

Dee did not answer for a long moment, moving instead to reopen the shutters. The cool spring air streamed into the room, washing away the last taint of the wizard’s power. “You heard the names by which I conjured the spirit, my lord. Holy names and holy symbols, every one. An evil spirit cannot answer such a summons, nor, even if it could, could it remain once I had called upon the holy names.”

“Even if I accept this, just what does it mean?” Burleigh glared at the wizard, who stooped again to erase the last traces of the chalked circles.

“Oh, be quiet, Burleigh,” Elizabeth said. “You know as well as I what has been happening in Scotland. Perhaps better.”

Burleigh grimaced, acknowledging the hit. The queen pursued her advantage. “Our own agents hint that witches conspire against him, as they did five years ago. We have discussed already what we might do to aid him—or not, as the case may be—and now these spirits tell me that the rights of kings, of the kings of England, hang in the balance. Very well.” She glanced at Dee, her face softening slightly. “I think you know my champion, Doctor Dee. I believe Sir Philip Sidney was your student once.”

Dee bowed. “Yes, your Majesty, I had that privilege.”

“Your Majesty,” Burleigh exclaimed. “He’s your champion in the Tilts—it’s purely ceremonial.”

“Yes.” Elizabeth nodded, smiling slightly. “Sir Philip is the one the spirit meant.”

“How can you be sure?” Burleigh asked, and with an effort managed to keep his tone reasonable. “Doctor Dee will surely tell you—”

He broke off as the wizard shook his head. “Her Majesty is God’s anointed, and so has powers not granted to others. If her Majesty declares Sir Philip her champion, it is done. And I believe it is well done.”

Burleigh’s lips tightened, but he said nothing. Elizabeth pushed herself to her feet. “Doctor Dee, I thank you for your services. And I know I do not need to tell you that nothing you have heard or said must ever be revealed to anyone.”

“My lips are sealed, your Majesty,” the wizard answered promptly. “I swear it.”

Elizabeth favored him with a smile, then turned to Burleigh. “Robert Sidney is at court, is he not? We’ll send him with the message.”

“As your Majesty commands,” Burleigh said, and bowed as she swept from the room.

When the queen had left, and Dee had been sent back to his house at Mortlake with a suitable present and a repeated warning, Burleigh moved slowly through the long gallery, pondering his next move. He was aware of servants and courtiers watching, and kept his face impassive, a corner of his mind rather enjoying the stir his very lack of expression would produce. It would do some of those who haunted the court good to search their consciences; equally, it would do him no harm to reinforce their fears. Still, he reminded himself, all that was, at the moment, distinctly secondary to the threat Dee had foreseen. Quite suddenly, for all that he had already committed himself to following the queen’s orders precisely, he felt the need to discuss the situation with someone who thought as he did. He gestured to the nearest servant, and the young man came forward, bowing.

“Have my coach sent for,” Burleigh said. “I will go into London.”

Robert Cecil welcomed his father most effusively, bustling about his cluttered study to put aside his work, and shouting for wine at the same time. When the maidservant brought the silver tray, Cecil dismissed both her and the black-gowned secretary, begged his father to be seated, and poured the wine with his own hands. Burleigh accepted the fragile crystal glass cautiously, watching his son over its rim. As always when he did business with his son, the old minister was filled with a strange mix of pride and a sort of regretful pity. Cecil was an excellent politician, his native flair for intrigue balanced by the hard-headed practicality he had learned from his father; it was a shame, Burleigh thought, taking a sip of the sweet wine, that his son had allowed the cares of office to age him so prematurely.

“How may I serve you, Father?” The amenities concluded, Robert Cecil reseated himself behind his long table, leaning forward to plant both elbows firmly on the scattered papers. It was a pose that had always served him well, suggesting a blunt honesty that was in fact foreign to his nature. Burleigh recognized the pose, but chose to ignore it.

“There is a matter at hand,” he said, and sighed deeply. “It seems things in Scotland will be coming to a head soon, and the outcome concerns us more nearly than we thought.” Quickly, he outlined what Dee had seen, but did not bother to expound on the political consequences. Cecil would see them soon enough, or should—and if he does not, the old man thought, he’s not worthy to be my successor.

When he had finished, Cecil nodded thoughtfully, stroking his beard in unconscious imitation of his father’s gesture. “Things aren’t easy in Scotland now,” he agreed. “James is still juggling his various factions—and doing a good job of it, I must say—but witchcraft’s the one thing that could drive him over the edge. What does Dr. Dee think we should do about it?”

There was a faint note of contempt in the young man’s voice, and Burleigh frowned. “Her Majesty intends,” he said, with deliberate emphasis, “to send her champion north to deal with the matter.”

“Her champion?”

“Her champion of the Tilts,” Burleigh elaborated. “Sir Philip Sidney.”

Cecil’s lips tightened, and there was a momentary silence. At last, the younger man said, “I assume this is in honor of his arcane studies.”

“I hoped you could explain it,” Burleigh answered. “I respect the capabilities of your agents.”

Cecil blinked, then smiled, seemingly surprised and pleased by the compliment. “I’m afraid I don’t know much more than you do, Father,” he said, and couldn’t resist adding, “I’ve never been instructed to keep watch on Sir Philip’s activities—quite the opposite, in fact.”

“That has rarely made much difference to you,” Burleigh said dryly. “I know you have at least one man in his household.”

“If you are referring to the playwright Marlowe, I fear I can’t at the moment call him mine.”

“Yes.” Burleigh’s face grew thoughtful. “I can’t say I approve of murder, Robert, unless it’s absolutely necessary.”

Cecil bowed his head, in apparent acceptance of the rebuke. “At the time, it seemed necessary—I felt there were those whose safety was far more important than an atheist poet. There was no reason to think that Sir Philip would—or could—guarantee his silence.”

“True,” Burleigh said, “very true. It’s beside the point, anyway. I want to know, Robert, why Dee’s chosen Sidney.”

Cecil blinked again. “As I told you, Father, I know very little.” He paused, and seemed to gather his thoughts. “Rumor has it that he has been more and more involved in his occult studies since his return from Holland—he visits often with Dr. Dee, though that may simply be out of old friendship—Dr. Dee was his tutor before he went abroad. Certainly it’s general knowledge that he has taken Sir Henry Lee’s place at the center of the Tilts, and we all know the significance of that.”

Burleigh nodded, a little impatiently. The Accession Day Tilts, the centerpiece of the week of celebration surrounding the anniversary of the queen’s succession, were filled with curious symbolism, a symbolism designed to reinforce the special aura of good fortune that seemed to surround Elizabeth. The minister’s mouth twitched unhappily. Sir Henry Lee, who had initiated the Tilts in their present form, had once admitted that the theories behind it all were French, and Burleigh had never been comfortable with the idea of surrounding an English monarch with French ceremonial. Still, no harm had ever come of the elaborate productions, and it gave the younger, vainer members of the court something on which they could waste their time and money. Burleigh’s mouth twitched again. If Dee were to be believed, the effects had been far greater—and Burleigh had always had a great deal of respect for the elderly wizard.

“There is one other thing,” Cecil continued, more slowly.

“I have heard a whisper—servants’ talk, and maybe something more—that Sidney acquired something, perhaps a book, while he was in Europe, and that he guards it most jealously.”

Burleigh eyed his son dubiously, and the younger man shrugged.

“It is, as I say, little more than a whisper.”

“But you believe he does practice the arcane arts.”

“Yes. At least, he has a thorough knowledge of them.”

Burleigh nodded slowly. “That will have to be enough,” he said, and pulled himself upright. “There are two other things you can do for me, Robert. First, I want you to double the watch on Dr. Dee—not because I mistrust him,” he added hastily, “but because I want to be sure he’s protected. Second, I want you to forward to me every scrap of information you receive from Scotland, no matter how old or how trivial. Her Majesty will want to be informed.”

“Of course, Father,” Cecil said, but there was a note in his voice that made Burleigh look sharply at him.

“I mean it, Robert. This is no time for lesser intrigues.” Cecil bowed again.

“I’ll do as you ask, Father.”


Chapter Two

They say miracles are past; and we have our philosophical persons to make modern and familiar, things supernatural and causeless.

William Shakespeare, All’s Well That Ends Well

It hung in the air like thunder in winter, something utterly out of place and time. As with the weather, too, the animals felt it; the mare Sidney was riding was sullen and skittish, completely out of her usual sweet temper. She curveted and shied at a low jump, nearly knocking her rider into a low hanging bough. Frowning, Sidney steadied her with a hand on her damp neck. The hounds were snappish, too, the game poor—though none of the other human beings in the hunt party seemed affected. He held the mare in her place and sat still for a moment, head raised and tilted, vaguely irritated with himself, certainly exasperated that he was feeling as restless as his animals, when no one else seemed troubled.

It was nothing local. He knew that, intuitively, but something hung over Penshurst, Kent, England—Europe? He was filled with a sudden compulsion to flee the dim forest. He shook his head angrily. It was merely the undirected night fear of a child. Yet—there was something, in the verdant, overly green smell of the air. There was something...

“Philip!”

The sound of his name broke through his imposed stillness and suddenly the sounds of the forest resumed, normal and unthreatening. He turned; his brother Robert waved and urged his horse on to meet Sidney.

“What were you listening for?” Robert asked, as the two riders drew abreast. “You were as still as a poacher.”

“Something—in the air,” Sidney replied with a shake of his head. Robert looked quizzically at him, but did not pursue the point. Unlike Sidney, and like their sister

Mary, Robert lacked the arcane brilliance that was part of the Dudley legacy to the Sidney line. He was more than content to leave such affairs to his elder brother, and he did not sneer. As far as the high sciences were concerned, Robert was a stone wall—but he was happy in politics, as Sidney had never managed to be. For a second son, Robert had done well for himself in the service of his queen, having succeeded Sidney as governor of Flushing, and he stood high in the queen’s favor as one of her more reliable servants. He must have just ridden down from Westminster, Sidney realized, and smiled. Court life and royal favor suited his more robust younger brother. Robert had a nice sense of fashion, though the falling collar he wore in place of even the smallest ruff was definitely something of an innovation. The doublet, dark red leather slashed and guarded with gold braid, suited Robert’s high coloring, and his dark slops were of the first quality. Looking at him, Sidney felt a rueful smile tugging at his lips. Corn-pared with Robert, he was some small, drab songbird... Philip Sparrow, indeed.

“She wants you at Westminster, Philip,” Robert was saying.

Sidney dragged himself back to the matter at hand, and looked up in some surprise. “Why?”

Robert grinned. Only his brother, of all her majesty’s courtiers, would make that his first question—and expect the poor courier to know the answer. “Lord, Philip, am I you, to question her majesty when she doesn’t choose to tell me?”

Sidney looked at him, one eyebrow rising in mild rebuke, and Robert held up his hands in surrender. “Before you accuse me of being craven, I can tell you it has something to do with Scotland.”

Sidney’s eyes darted upward, and then back to meet Robert’s. He smiled, and it was the kind of smile that Robert had learned to fear in his brother, if only for some other person’s sake. “When I wanted to go to Scotland, her majesty sent me to the Netherlands. And that remains the greater part of my experience—with a set of people as unlike the Scots as God could have framed.”

“I rather think,” Robert said slowly, “your library may have something to do with it.

“What about my library?” Sidney asked, and once again there was a hint of steel in his voice.

“I’m sure I don’t know. While I was with her majesty, Burleigh broached the subject of a book you might possess...” Robert let the sentence trail off, looking expectantly at his brother. Sidney looked thoughtfully amused.

“That’s Cecil’s doing, I’m bound. But how? Not Fulke, surely. Nor does Dr. Dee have any great love for Cecil. I wonder—Kit?”

Robert’s lips thinned. “That one would be capable of anything, as he never fails to delight in saying.”

“Oh, he’s hardly betrayed anything. He couldn’t be sure himself. I daresay—” The smile touched Sidney’s eyes. “I daresay Kit was just protecting himself.”

“Philip—what book is this?” Robert demanded.

Sidney shook his head, the smile fading from his face. Robert’s presence had momentarily dispelled the leaden feeling of the day, but now it was back, full force, like a weight oppressing heavens and earth alike. The day was cloyingly warm, but Sidney shivered. “Not just now, Robert. Come back to the house with me, then we can talk.”

Robert frowned at his brother, knowing in full frustration that there was something he was missing. Involuntarily, he glanced up and around him, as he had seen Sidney do. The sky was hazy, the air limp with springtime damp, nothing more—but when Sidney turned the dun mare back towards Penshurst house, Robert followed quickly, and kept close at his brother’s heels.

The air was cooler in Sidney’s library, and the heat of the sun had stirred up the warm, woody scents of the herbs mixed into the straw that covered the floor. Robert settled himself in a chair and stretched his long legs out in front of him, watching as his brother accepted a tray from one of the maidservants and politely dismissed her. Sidney poured the cool ale for both of them. Robert accepted his mug with a nod of thanks, but repeated, “What book, Philip?”

Sidney grimaced, and walked over to the window, staring out at the sunny day as if it surprised him. Watching, Robert shrugged, vaguely, hurt. “Well, certainly, if you don’t want to tell me...”

“No, it’s not that, Robert. I—” Sidney broke off and, with an apologetic smile, turned back to him. He settled himself in the window seat, stretching one booted leg out along the curtains. It was simply that it was all, still, so fantastic, and he did not know where to begin. In his youth, like so many aspiring courtiers, he had spent several years in Europe, travelling through France and on into Germany. There he had met and had earned the privilege of studying under Hubert Languet, unquestionably the most brilliant man he had ever known—but there had been a price. Once again, even after all the intervening years, Sidney felt an echo of the writhing embarrassment mixed with the gratification of which only youth is capable. Languet had conceived a doting fondness for him, and had appointed himself Sidney’s guardian as well as his teacher. How the old scholar had cosseted and chided, fretted over and berated his young pupil in the letters that had pursued Sidney across Europe—Italy, especially, was not a proper place for someone of Sidney’s delicate constitution, or for any devoted Protestant; the Papists would surely be the death of him if disease weren’t, and he was only going there to see Don John of Austria, so like a young man.

Sidney smiled sadly at the memory. It had been a passage in one of Languet’s own texts that had sent him into Italy, though he had not dared to tell the old man that, first for fear that he was wrong in his deductions, but also because he dreaded the reproaches Languet would have heaped upon himself for keeping such a dangerous book in his library. Sidney had even half hoped that, once Languet discovered his pupil’s real intentions, that the discovery might dampen the old man’s enthusiasm a little. Unfortunately, the tale that reached Germany some months ahead of Sidney’s return had only added to Languet’s version of the Sidney hagiography.

Scholars and wizards, true men and charlatans, had been scouring the countryside around Naples for over a thousand years, seeking the great Virgil’s secret resting place. Naturally interested in such matters, Languet’s imagination had been caught by the story that had spread through the scholarly circles of Europe like wildfire, the tale of a wizard from some ungodly, distant land who had come down out of the north and discovered Virgil’s tomb, the location of which had been forgotten even by the local people who were called its guardians. This person—creature, some said, for it seemed very young and very fair, and only something diabolic could seem so and still possess the necessary knowledge—had caused the tomb to open to him, and had made his way past its wards and spells, until the very bones of the great wizard were his, and at his command. The so-called guardians had been terrified, for not only had they failed, but now their protecting spirit would be taken from them.

So the stranger had bargained, and Sidney had come away with Virgil’s books, beautifully preserved scrolls that held all the learning of the greatest of wizards. He had returned to Germany on the heels of the wild story, and offered at least a copy of the scrolls to Languet, as a sort of apology for the worry he’d caused the old scholar. He could still remember the mingled shame and pride he’d felt when Languet refused. He himself, Languet had said, was not the man for them, was too old to use them wisely, or to guarantee that he could protect them. Better Sidney, who was, after all, what he was, a scholar, a soldier, a courtier destined for greatness, should keep and protect the only copy from those who were unworthy of it. Unfortunately, Sidney thought, I’ve fulfilled only one of Languet’s predictions in all the years since then. I’m at best a middling soldier, and I’ve never learned the discretion that makes a courtier.

Robert cleared his throat, and Sidney shook himself back to the present. He opened his mouth to speak, but the words would not come. Finally, with a self-mocking sigh, he gestured toward a small chest that stood on the corner of his desk. Raising his eyebrows, Robert still obeyed the movement and crossed to the desk. He set his mug down and examined the plain box, then tried to lift the lid.

“All right, Philip, it’s another of your sage tricks. There’s no lock—why can’t I open it?”

“The box that is locked may—can—always be unlocked. Only the box that is not locked cannot be.”

“Very pretty. Sophist,” Robert replied sourly. “Enlighten me, if you will.”

Sidney shifted on the window bench, dug into the pouch at his belt. From it he withdrew a small golden triangle, enameled in blue and green. He held it tightly for a moment, then tossed it to Robert, who caught it with a whispered curse. “Fit it into the back of the box,” Sidney ordered.

With a wary glance, Robert did as he was told, then stared as a thin line became visible around three sides of the box. He looked over at Sidney, who nodded.

“Go ahead. Open it.”

Robert did so, leaning back slightly as if he expected it to be none other than Pandora’s box. When nothing swarmed out, he leaned forward and looked in. There were several scrolls lying in the bottom of the box, which smelled faintly of spice, like incense. “They’re very old, Philip,” he said.

“But quite sturdy, I assure you,” Sidney said, unable to resist any longer. He got up and crossed to Robert, then reached into the box and withdrew one of the scrolls. He unrolled it carefully, though not gingerly, and held it out for Robert to take and read.

For a long moment, Robert was silent as he read the elegant Latin phrases, words he did not fully comprehend, but of which he knew at least surface meanings. Then he looked up at his brother. “Philip—what are these?”

Sidney’s eyes were dancing with an innocence that would be ludicrous in any other man of forty years. “Virgil’s texts, of course.”

It was said with the cherubic smile that Sidney performed so well. Robert restrained a brief, murderous impulse and turned his attention back to the scroll he held. “And Cecil knows you have this,” he said slowly.

“Cecil suspects I have something of value. Arcane value. And Fulke knows, of course,” Sidney said.

“Of course,” Robert echoed, trying not to feel a little hurt. Of course Fulke Greville knew. Besides being Sidney’s oldest and dearest friend, he was also a scholar to whom this discovery would mean more than it would to either Robert or Mary. “Is he here?”

“Oh, yes. He’s been here for a fortnight now. He’s doing more work on that house of his in Warwickshire. Mary’s here, too, though I daresay you know that. So you see, it’s open house here at Penshurst.”

“Poor Frances. A houseful of Sidneys. What a plague.” Robert shook himself, recalling the matter at hand. “You said—does your playwright know about this?”

Sidney frowned. “I don’t believe so. Of course, Kit has free run of my library—but he couldn’t get into the box, and I doubt he’d try. He has his own sense of honor, you know. Any betrayals on his part would be on a grand scale, nothing so petty as snooping in locked boxes.”

“But if he knew, somehow? Don’t you think he’s more than capable of giving the information to Cecil?”

“But why?” Sidney asked.

“To protect himself?” Robert answered, and when Sidney frowned, added, “Well, you said earlier—”

“I know,” Sidney said. “On consideration, though, I don’t see how it could protect him. And I don’t think he even knows of its existence. Kit’s talents are along an altogether different line. You said it was Burleigh who mentioned a book?”

Robert nodded.

“Dr. Dee knows I have a book I treasure, and he would tell Burleigh, not Cecil. I suppose it’s possible that’s how they knew.” He rubbed his chin, then shrugged. “I don’t think it really matters. Still—a book in my possession, and Scotland. That’s interesting.”

“I’ve told you all I know,” Robert said warily.

“No, I’m sure. But Scotland, and my book—are James’s witches stirring again, I wonder?”

“Would her Majesty trouble herself and you over another outbreak of hedgerow wizardry?” Robert asked.

Sidney glanced up at him. “You’ve been talking to Dr. Dee again, haven’t you? That sounds like his turn of phrase.” Robert smiled, nodding, but Sidney’s mind was already elsewhere. “Her Majesty shouldn’t need me for something like this, God knows—but I can’t think why else I’d be chosen. “

“Send a wizard to cure a fear of witchcraft?” Robert said, dubiously.

“Ah, but so very unprepossessing a wizard could not possibly strike fear into anyone’s soul.”

“You terrify me, Philip, let me tell you that.”

“You flatter me, I fear.”

“Hardly.” Robert gently let the scroll roll up, and set it reverently into its box. Sidney closed the top and retrieved the enameled wedge. Once again, the box was a sphinx, its lips closed on its secrets.

It took the better part of a day to ride from Penshurst to London, for all that the Sidneys could travel light when they chose. The abbreviated train, mostly grooms of Robert’s household, reached Robert’s London house in the early afternoon. It was too late to make the trip upriver to Westminster, a fact for which Sidney was distinctly grateful. The ride had tired him more than he liked to admit, and the wound he had gotten at Zutphen ached dully. All in all, he was not in a suitable condition to face her Majesty. He would be better for a good night’s sleep, and knew it.

The next morning dawned cloudy. Sidney, dressing quickly but carefully, could hear the watermen cursing the last of the fog, and knew that Robert’s barge-master would be furious that there was no sun to gild the fantastic carvings decorating the long barge. The oarsmen, on the other hand, would be grateful.

As he had more than half expected, the barge drawn up at the water gate was the one which had belonged to his late uncle. Nothing but the best had served for Leicester; every conceivable surface had been gilded, and anything that did not glitter gold had been painted in colors as bright as Florentine enamel. Even the seat cushions were covered in tapestry rather than the more serviceable leather. On the other hand, Sidney thought, allowing the barge-master to hand him down into the canopied seats, Leicester had also had a sense of humor. The beasts that formed the gilded bosses were porcupines, Leicester’s chosen crest, and despite the carver’s best efforts to instill ferocity the animals still looked merely plump and content. Sidney settled himself against the embroidered cushions, smiling slightly. He had adopted the porcupine himself after his uncle’s death: it seemed an appropriate symbol of his occasionally difficult relationship with the queen.

It was a slow journey upstream, the heavy barge awkward against the current, leaving too much time for fruitless speculation. Sidney was very glad when the barge finally drew up at the dock that served Westminster. One of the royal pages came forward, bowing deeply; beyond the dock, a knot of ladies-in-waiting sat sewing, listening to a singer on the lawn beside the banqueting house. Their gowns were blindingly white against the red stone and the vivid green of the lawn.

“Her Majesty will see you at once, Sir Philip,” the page announced, in a voice that would carry to the distant watchers, and Sidney carefully hid a smile. He followed the boy across the lawn, bowing politely to the murmuring women, and then through a maze of corridors smelling of roses and musty straw.

The boy stopped at a painted door. Sidney saw him take a deep breath, bracing himself, then threw open the door. “Sir Philip Sidney,” he announced, and Sidney stepped past him into the royal presence.

Elizabeth regarded her reluctant courtier approvingly. He did not possess the gaudy maleness of his uncle, her dear Robin, or of any number of her favorites. Clean-shaven as always, his face was considered by some to be of too feminine a cast for any real beauty, though the chestnut hair, cut short in a soldier’s fashion, was the envy of many of both sexes. He dressed in darker tones than his brother, but it was not sobriety. The black doublet, trimmed with rows of pearl clusters, flattered his fair coloring. And if he walked with a distinct limp, it only added to his glamour. Sidney was her court’s parfit, gentil knight, her chosen champion. She found herself smiling as she had not since her Robin had died—and at the wary light that flared in Sidney’s eyes, nearly laughed aloud.

“No fear, Sir Philip, you never yet danced to my tune. I’m not about to embarrass myself by trying now. “ She waved a heavily ringed hand. “Sit, Philip. You’re looking well.”

Sidney bowed before taking his seat. “I thank you, madam, but you’ve had my brother to gaze upon. I scarce dare hope to measure up.”

Penciled eyebrows rose. “Stuff. Young Robert dresses quite brilliantly, but sometimes even a woman of my peacock tastes will prefer diamonds to rubies. There. I’ve paid you two compliments, and you’ve paid me precisely none—indeed, your comment on Robert might be seen as a slap, so I can safely say you’ve won this set. We can get down to business.”

Having said this, she seemed disinclined to proceed, only sat staring into the brilliant sunshine that flooded the gallery. Like an eagle on its aerie, Sidney thought. Was it true that the eagle that blinked was thrown from the nest—and had Elizabeth learned that lesson from her mother? Had Anne Boleyn blinked? An interesting thought, and it teased him on. Semele, perhaps? Lightning was light. Had she been able to face Zeus in his epiphany, might she have survived—and their son not demonstrated so many traits undesirable in an Olympian? It was an idea that might be worth tracking down on paper. Seeking the light, being destroyed by it—he was beginning to think like Marlowe. He put the idea aside, turning his attention back to the queen.

“Philip, you’re my champion—and Dr. Dee agrees with me that you’re the only man for me to consult in this matter.” She brought her hands up, fingers steepled just below her lips. “He has seen terrible things, Philip. A cloud hangs over England, a dark, malevolent angel, envious of our prosperity, perhaps wanting to humble our pride.”

“It sounds remarkably like Señor Mendoza; is he at court these days?” Sidney asked lightly, despite a sudden tightening of his heart. The queen saw—felt this presence in much the same shape he did, and she had called Dee in to explicate.

She smiled, thin-lipped. “It does, rather, but I fear this is a bit more—potent—than the ambassador. Tell me, Philip, what do you think of the people of England executing their prince?”

“Your Majesty—” Sidney’s memory of that brooding presence stopped his inarticulate protest before it began.

Elizabeth held up a hand. “A gratifying response; no, Dee assured me I’m in no danger, but our England is.” She paused, hawk’s eyes momentarily hooded. And why is it, Sidney wondered, we think always—when we’re honest —of birds of prey?

“Executed,” Elizabeth repeated. “Kings have died from time to time, and not always at God’s will, or if so through the agency of some most zealous servants. But executed, by law or rather a mockery of law...

“Listen, Philip. I needs must make you my confidant in matters that would shock Burleigh. Yet I know my man. I can trust you because you’ve never sought my confidence. You don’t flatter, Philip—I wonder where you unlearned that? No matter.” She raised her head and looked through Sidney. “Many lay it to my charge as a grievous fault that I have no heirs of my body—yet it was because I would not give England into the hands of one not born by God’s grace to rule. So, instead of pressuring me to marry, for the past ten years, Philip, my trusty councillors have been pressuring me to designate an heir. Well, I have done. I have chosen my cousin, James Stuart, as my heir. He’s young enough, he has the blood, and I understand he’s canny enough—when he can keep his mind above his points and off his handsome bedfellows.” She looked hard at Sidney, the look daring him to contradict or to condemn. He returned the look mildly.

“Ought I to blush, madam?” he asked. “Don’t forget, I have been Kit Marlowe’s patron for the last two years. I have been rendered impervious to shock.”

Elizabeth laughed, a short, harsh bark that some said was very like her father’s. “What in God’s name caused our gentle Sidney to rescue the likes of Marlowe from the rope of his own making?”

“If it had been a rope, there would have been precious little I could have done. I’ve learned the effectiveness of arguing with your Majesty.”

“He’s a dark one, Philip. Doctor Faustus was written by a man aware of his own power, scornful of others who reject those powers.”

“It’s not, I think, an evil power, madam. Undisciplined. Fond of chaos. But, in its own way, working toward the light.”

“He’ll never be the wizard you are.”

“No. In some respects, I rather think he is my master. Certainly so as far as practical application is concerned. I’m very much a theoretician, an historian.”

For a long while, she just regarded Sidney. An historian, certainly. A book, Burleigh had mentioned—yet not even Burleigh knew what it was. Well, it was not for the resources of his library that she had summoned him, though doubtless they would be more than useful. It was for the resources of his mind. And other resources—this Marlowe, for one. His power was dark, disruptive, like the man himself, yet, if joined with someone like Philip—might one not get a picture of as complete a power as dwelt on the earth? Dionysius and Apollo. Shade and light, unreason and order. Was this crisis, then, ultimately the reason for Sidney’s unlikely rescue of a troublesome playwright from that tavern in Deptford? She lifted her head; the sun struck the rubies in her hair, and sent shards of light flashing about the room.

“Philip, I want you to go to, Scotland, as my ambassador. You will go—” Her eyes narrowed and she smiled. “Bearing gifts. Ostensibly for the child. Also for James—who is in terror of his life and soul. Again. He is being assailed by witches. Again. Normally I would shrug it off, but not after what Dee has seen, and told me. James is in danger of being driven off the middle way. Either the damned witches or the damned Spanish will win. We will not let that happen. I shall be long dead, but I cannot shuffle aside my obligations to England because of extreme disinterest. A king executed by Parliament? It must never be. You must put an end to this threat to James. And only you can do it without driving him to a Popish extreme.”

Sidney sat quietly for a moment, assimilating all she had told him. James was fascinated by the arcane, but experiences in his life had caused him, not unreasonably, to fear it in all its forms. There was the danger. James had to be taught moderation—but in a presbyter court, Sidney was not sure an Englishman was the man to do it. Still, he could not refuse, nor did he feel inclined to. He’d felt the challenge in the miasma that had hung over Penshurst. He nodded slowly. “I am at your command, Majesty.”

She looked as close to relieved as Sidney had ever seen her. “Alas, Philip, why have we wasted so many years wrangling?”

“Because no one else dared to.”

“True. Thank you, Philip. Burleigh will provide you with everything you will need. Money, of course—James always needs money. You will travel post—if that is agreeable to you?”

Sidney answered the question that was actually being asked. “I can manage, madam, quite easily, and with my own horses.”

Satisfied, Elizabeth nodded. She rose, and held out her hand. Sidney went to one knee before her, as gracefully as he had done even before Zutphen, and kissed the proffered hand.

“Your sworn champion, your Majesty.”

“God bless you, Philip—and go with you. When do you think you’ll be ready?”

“A month at the most. I should return to Penshurst, set things in order there.”

“You must bring your daughter to court soon, Philip. I heard from Master Greville that she’s quite a charming little lass now.”

“I thank you, madam. Lady Sidney will be grateful for your offer, as well.”

Elizabeth shut her mouth against the response that rose to her lips, and she saw that Sidney saw it as well. “As you say, Philip,” she said, lifting her hands. He was no fool, even if Frances Sidney chose to play him for one; if Elizabeth chose the Earl of Essex as a favorite, she was certainly aware of his faults. Was Frances Sidney? She hoped so; she was beyond her old jealousies at sharing a favorite, and she did not want to think that Sidney had married a witless female.

“So, then. Perhaps you will stop at Mortlake, and see Dr. Dee. It would please him to see you. What is this power you have over your elders, Philip? First Languet, then Dee—and me. Languet taught you logic, Dee philosophy—and what have I taught you?”

“Tact—and when not to use it. And the value of surprise, madam.”

Elizabeth threw back her head and laughed aloud. “Hurry UP this business, Philip. Our last argument kept you away from court too long.”

Sidney bowed. “As your Majesty commands.”

He made his way out into the long hallway lost in thought, only a part of his mind responding to the salutations of the servants and lesser courtiers who filled the entranceway. This mission—this trust—that had been placed on him was rather frightening, even overwhelming; it would take some soul-searching to come to comfortable terms with it. Sidney smiled slightly, aware of his own contrariness. Ten years ago, he would have leaped at such a commission from the queen, and now, when he finally had the responsibility he’d so desired, he was prey to doubt. A familiar voice spoke from the shadows to his left.

“Welcome back to London, Philip. You’re very prompt, as always.”

Burleigh sat in a window embrasure, the furred collar of his old-fashioned gown drawn up against the chill. He smiled as Sidney turned to face him, and rose stiffly to his feet. “Not here, Philip, but I would like to speak with you. Walk with me in the gardens.”

“Of course, sir,” Sidney murmured, falling into step at the old man’s elbow. They made their way slowly through the dim hallway, crossing from light into shadow and into light again. Motes of dust danced in the blocks of sunlight; the shadows seemed doubly black by comparison. Sidney was suddenly, acutely aware of people watching from those shadows, the greater men eyeing them surreptitiously, the lesser—or those with less to lose—frankly staring. It had been many months since Sidney had been in London; his sudden return, without the excuse of the Tilts or of any state occasion, was cause for speculation. He frowned, annoyed by the feeling that he could drown in this sea of whispers, but then they had reached the doorway, and stepped out into the quiet of the gardens. The air was still cool, but the sun had warmed the perennial herbs, and the scent was heady.

They paced the circular paths for a few minutes in silence, Sidney glancing warily at the other out of the corner of his eye. He could see the tension in the set of Burleigh’s shoulders, and the knowledge did nothing to
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