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Prologue




Long Live the King




After spending most of his reign working through a stable of six wives in a desperate attempt to sire a male heir to maintain the Tudor dynasty, King Henry VIII of England died on the 28th of January 1547.

He left a single son, the precocious nine year old Edward, with a Regency Council of sixteen great men, to collectively guide him through his minority until he came of age at eighteen. The boy’s uncle, Edward Seymour (the elder brother of Jane Seymour, Henry’s third wife) was on the council.




In less than one week the council decided to raise Edward Seymour to the position of Lord Protector. Within two months the Protector secured letters patent from his young charge, granting him the right to appoint members to the Privy Council himself, and to only consult with them when and if he wanted to. These powers enabled an autocratic system where Seymour ruled largely by proclamation.




Edward Seymour’s younger brother, Thomas Seymour, seethed at his own lack of prestige; he wasn’t on the Council, and certainly wasn’t co-Lord Protector, which he felt he should be. He demanded to be responsible for the King’s person, and wanted a greater share of power. The Lord Protector sought to placate Thomas by promoting him to the Privy Council and making him Lord High Admiral of the navy, but he was still not satisfied.




Most of the Reformers at court approved of the Lord Protector’s policies and supported their implementation, but that still left plenty of unhappy nobles in opposition, creating an unsettled hotbed of intrigue. 




The Machiavellian plotting began… 




Dramatis Personæ




At Cambridge






	John Dee, student of mathematics and fellow of Trinity College

	Nicholas Whitely, student of mathematics

	Robert Recorde, student of medicine and fellow of Trinity College

	John Redman, Master of Trinity College

	Mikołaj Kopernik, an elderly Polish astronomer

	Sir William Petre, Secretary of State

	Richard Eden, Petre’s assistant






At Hampton Court Palace






	King Edward VI, the new Tudor King

	Edward Seymour, Lord Protector, President of the Regency Council

	John Cheke, the King’s tutor

	Catherine Brandon, Duchess of Suffolk, lady of learning

	Thomas Seymour, Lord High Admiral, brother of the Lord Protector

	Mary FitzRoy, widow of Henry FitzRoy (Henry VIII’s illegitimate child)

	Captain Mercer, officer in the King’s Guard










Chapter 1 - The Astronomer

Early April 1547

Cambridge, England







A study in brass

The bruised Cambridge sky threatened to ruin the day of any students unlucky enough to venture outdoors.

I’ll be glad when spring finally arrives, thought John Dee, as he hurried across Trinity College courtyard, his scholar’s gown billowing behind him like a sail.

He was late, again, and this for a lecture that his colleague and mentor Robert Recorde had arranged specifically with him in mind. 

As he skipped up the steps and passed under the arch into Michael House, John wondered how grave an insult the visiting Polish astronomer, Mikołaj Kopernik, would consider such tardiness. Robert had warned him that the old man was very traditional in his manners. 

Clutching a leather folio full of his own astronomical notes, Dee cursed under his breath as he navigated the labyrinthine corridors of Trinity. At twenty years old, he had already earned a reputation as one of Cambridge’s most promising minds, although his claimed Welsh ancestry and sometimes over-confident demeanour had made him as many detractors as admirers.

Every head turned toward him as he attempted to slip in the back of the lecture hall unnoticed, the ancient door hinges saw to that. Amongst the disapproving glances of his peers, the frown from Robert cut the deepest. He offered an apologetic half-bow before settling into the remaining seat at the back of the hall.

At the front of the hall stood a man who seemed to bear the weight of his seventy-four years with a mixture of dignity and weariness. Mikołaj Kopernik’s white hair was thinning on top and extravagantly curly where it framed his face, a face whose deeply etched lines spoke of a lifetime spent in observation and contemplation. His hands, marked with prominent veins and liver spots, moved with remarkable precision and dexterity as he adjusted a complex brass instrument on the table before him.

“Gentlemen,” Kopernik began, his accented English carrying clearly to Dee at the back of the hall despite its softness, “Thank you for your attendance this evening. What I will present to you today is not merely a method of divination, as some might dismiss it, but rather, it is a mathematical system for understanding celestial influences in our earthly realm.”

Dee leaned forward, trying to get a better look at the array of manuscripts and instruments laid on the table, all frustrating far from his rearmost position. He cursed his lateness once again.

Beside an astrolabe of exquisite craftsmanship lay an intriguing device that Dee could not recognise, a series of interlocking brass rings and dials that seemed to be a mechanical echo of the heavens themselves.

“The movements of the celestial bodies,” continued Kopernik, “follow patterns that can be measured, calculated, and, most importantly, predicted. With a proper understanding of these patterns and their projection to the earth, the skilled astronomer can understand their influence upon the tides of human affairs.”

A murmur rippled through the audience. Whilst astrology remained a respected field of inquiry, Kopernik’s claims went beyond the conventional, challenging the balance previously established by the church.

For the next hour, the elderly Pole demonstrated his methods, occasionally consulting a small leather-bound journal whose cramped notations were far too distant for Dee to discern. He showed how to calculate the positions of planets at future dates, and how those relative positions and paths of travel could be combined to forecast events ranging from weather patterns to political trends and even ruling dynasties.

Finally, he turned to his most elaborate brass instrument, his voice taking on a renewed vigour.

“This device, gentlemen, is the result of thirty years of refinement. It allows for rapid calculation of the planetary positions, alignments, and aspects.” His gnarled fingers manipulated the dials with surprising dexterity. “What might take hours with quill and paper can be accomplished in minutes.”

Dee stared at the old man in awe, his mind racing ahead to the applications and possibilities that such a tool could yield to the operator. It was precisely this sort of intellectual challenge that Robert had known would captivate Dee’s mind.

When Kopernik finally invited questions, Dee’s hand shot up with an enthusiasm that belied scholarly reserve. The elderly astronomer nodded in his direction.

“Master Kopernik,” Dee began, rising to his feet, “you previously published a treatise on how magnetic declination might be influenced by the movement of the heavens. Does your device have the ability to forecast its variability as well?”

A hush fell over the room. It was an intriguing question, not fully appreciated by half the attendees as it required an up to date understanding of navigation and compasses as well as the limits of celestial mechanics.

Kopernik’s tired eyes seemed to sharpen as they focussed on Dee. “You have read my lesser works, I see. And you are?”

“John Dee, sir. Fellow of this college.”

“Ah, yes. Doctor Recorde mentioned your name I believe.” Kopernik studied him for a moment before answering. “The variability seems to be an expression of God’s whim, and is not as elegantly mathematical as other aspects of divine architecture. So, I’m sorry to say, the short answer is, no.”

Dee was not finished. “You also mentioned predictions for the conjunctions of planets, but you seemed to neglect the refraction effects documented by al-Battani. Might this not lead to errors in your predicted dates?”

Every other face turned from the lecturer to Dee, and then back again. Some expressions showed admiration, some annoyance, and some mere confusion. Robert Recorde’s face showed the closed eyes of one praying for patience.

But Kopernik merely smiled, a thin indulgent smile that barely troubled the deep creases that lived on his craggy countenance.

“A keen observation, Master Dee. However, if you had the opportunity to examine my calculations, you would see that I have indeed accounted for refraction, using a coefficient derived from extensive physical observations conducted from my own observation tower. The factor differs from al-Battani’s - a difference that I believe, but have not yet proven, is because of the difference in the desiccation of the desert air in Baghdad versus the air in Kraków.”

Dee opened his mouth to respond again, then closed it, smiling. He realised he had overreached, and the old man was more than his match. His admiration for the man increased. Before him stood a man whose mind had already considered those factors that he thought he alone had identified. More than that - he had observational data to back up his claim.

Dee was humble enough, just, to take the lesson to heart.

When the formal question session concluded, the gathering dispersed into smaller conversations amongst colleagues. Dee waited impatiently as several medical scholars questioned the old man on the application of his theories to disease identification. He watched as the astronomer carefully packed most of his instruments into a shipping crate, except for the last device, the brass calculator, which he slipped into a separate leather case whose strap he reverently looped over his head. When the crowd finally thinned, Dee approached.

“Master Kopernik, I must apologise for my overzealous questioning,” he began.

“Not at all,” Kopernik said, smiling again. “Youthful enthusiasm is to be encouraged, just like caution in the aged is to be forgiven. You have a sharp mind, that much is evident, and you are not afraid to challenge authority, which is a valuable trait, although also one that can bring its own challenges in these troubling times.”

Dee hesitated, then ventured, “I wonder about the precision of your device and hence your forecasts. Are you not concerned that the tiniest deviation from the absolute could vary a prediction from useful truth to dangerous fallacy?”

Robert Recorde, who had been nailing shut the lid of Kopernik’s crate, stared at Dee before covering his face in horror at the presumption of the question.

Kopernik glanced around the nearly empty hall, then lowered his voice. “To ask such a question, you must have experienced such variability yourself - perhaps brought about by a tiny error in a calculation?” His penetrating eyes transfixed Dee, who could only nod his confirmation. “My device is a hundred, no, a thousand times more reliable than the most diligent mathematician, and significantly faster too, as you have seen. And its accuracy, I have no doubt, exceeds any calculation performed by mortal man.”

He leaned closer still to Dee, so close that Robert had to shuffle closer to hear what came next. “Knowledge, and especially the output of astrology, is a powerful tool, and can be dangerous in the hands of the uninitiated or untalented. And can bring danger to your door, too, if you’re not careful.” His pale blue eyes held Dee’s gaze with surprising intensity. “Those who control the interpretation of omens may shape the actions of powerful men. Remember that, young fellow.”

Before Dee could press further, Robert interposed.

“Your case is all packed, I’ll have it shipped immediately as you requested. Meanwhile, young Dee - I think you have harangued our guest enough for one evening.”

Kopernik nodded his thanks, for the crate and for the chance to rest, but before he turned to go he extended an invitation to Dee, “If you wish to continue our discussion, Master Dee, I am lodged at the Cross Keys Inn until the day after tomorrow. Perhaps you might call upon me in the morning, say at nine of the clock? We could take breakfast together and I could share further aspects of celestial mechanics that I believe you will find…illuminating.”

“I would be honoured, sir,” Dee replied, hardly able to contain his excitement.

“Until tomorrow, then.” With a slight bow, Kopernik departed, moving with the deliberate care of one who has learned to conserve his energy.

Robert moved to Dee’s side.

“Your questions were a bit impertinent, John, and you nearly humiliated yourself with that reference to al-Battani.”

Dee blushed and stammered, “I…I was not testing him. It was just a thought I’d had, that…”

“Yes, well,” cut in Robert. “Just don’t squander your meeting tomorrow with unnecessary displays of cleverness. Listen to what the man has to say - he does not give out invitations on a whim.”

Dee was already thinking about the topics he wanted the Pole to elucidate.




That night, outside Dee’s window, the stars wheeled in their well-grooved patterns, coldly brilliant against the black canvas of the spring sky. Somewhere in those patterns, Kopernik claimed to see the future - not just of natural phenomena but of human affairs. The implications were both thrilling and unsettling.

Dee’s candle burned low as he worked, his quill scratching across parchment as he attempted to recreate some of the calculations that Kopernik had so casually performed. It was well past midnight when he finally set his work aside and retired to his bed.

As he drifted toward sleep, what he couldn't know was that soon Mikołaj Kopernik would be dead, and that he would find himself at the centre of a mystery that threatened not only his academic future but the stability of the realm itself.
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