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Prologue




The Magical Vanishing Act




England had been a Catholic state for almost a thousand years. It had obediently followed all the rites and customs of the See of Rome from St Augustine’s evangelisation of the Kingdom of Kent in 597 AD through to King Henry VIII’s Act of Supremacy in 1534.




Catholicism was full of magic, saints and miracles. The congregations were awed by the magic and prayed to the saints, while learned scholars sought to understand the miracles.




As the religious reformation gained ground, the Protestants slowly removed the magic and eliminated the saints from church doctrine, to the despair of the Catholics. 

In 1542, the fifteen-year-old John Dee entered St John’s College, Cambridge University. A trickle of leading Catholic humanists were already leaving St John’s to continue their studies in Leuven University, in the Hapsburg-controlled Netherlands. That trickle steadily increased in the subsequent years. Leuven was a bastion of Catholic theology, indeed its university had been the first institution to condemn statements contained in Martin Luther’s ninety-five theses back in 1519.




In 1546, after four years of study, Dee gained his bachelor’s degree. However, the dominant Protestant faction at St John’s refused to elect him as a Fellow of the college due to his Catholic magical beliefs, thus denying him the meagre stipend that came with Fellowship. Such accusations of demonic conjuring would follow Dee for the rest of his life, impugning his character and casting doubt on his respectability.

At this time, King Henry VIII was founding a more conservative faculty, Trinity College. He required Catholic scholars for the college and appointed Dee as one of the founding Fellows, thus providing him with a small income.




In January 1547, Henry VIII died and Edward, his son by Jane Seymour, succeeded him.

At Edward’s coronation, Thomas Cranmer, the Archbishop of Canterbury and the architect of England’s reformation, called Edward a second Josiah and urged him to continue the reformation. He needn’t have worried, Edward would soon show himself to be an enthusiastic Protestant.




Dee arranged to study in Leuven with the famous Gerard Mercator, supported by funding from Trinity. He returned bearing examples of Mercator’s globes and astronomical instruments as gifts for the college and soon after, he was awarded his Master of Arts. 

His colleagues at Trinity College considered his sojourn in Leuven a great success, and so a second trip was arranged… 




Dramatis Personæ




John Dee and his associates



	Hamza Vallesquez, courier

	John Dee, student of mathematics, astrology, and cartography

	Gerard Mercator, cartographer and instrument maker

	Gemma Frisius, cartographer and instrument maker

	Guido de Brès, craftsman

	Medart, apprentice bookbinder, previously a grocer

	Pierre de La Ramée, Professor at the Collège de Navarre

	Denis Delacroix, bookbinder

	Madeleine Delacroix, herbalist and closet alchemist

	Guillaume and Claude, apprentice bookbinders

	Pierre de Ronsard and Pontus de Tyard, Brigade poets

	Jean de Hussey, Treasurer of the Knights Hospitaller, Paris Langue






Jesuits and Catholics



	Francis Faber, leader of Manus Dei, a Jesuit splinter group

	Arrabella de Nemours, Manus Dei intelligencer

	Petrus Faver, founding Jesuit priest and theologian (deceased)

	Andrea and Jacopo, Roman hirelings

	Bishop Piero del Tramazzo, Grand Inquisitor of Paris






Scholars



	Oronce Finé, Professor of Mathematics

	Pascal du Hamel, assistant to Professor Finé.

	Guillaume Postel, linguist, astronomer, cartographer

	Isaac Luria, Jewish rabbinic scholar and mystic






Locations

Leuven, Brabant, Spanish Netherlands



	Oude Markt, a lively marketplace

	Grote Markt, the central town square

	House and workshop of Gerard Mercator






Mons, Brabant, Spanish Netherlands



	The Pride of Hainaut inn






Reims, France



	The Blue Cockerel inn






Paris, France



	Collège Royal

	Les Halles (market)

	Le Gland (a cabaret)

	The martyrium of Montemartre Abbey

	The Holy Innocents’ cemetery

	Saints-Innocents church

	Notre-Dame cathedral






Maps

South-east England and the European coast
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Part I







“All the world’s a stage,

And all the men and women merely players;

They have their exits and their entrances;

And one man in his time plays many parts”

 - William Shakespeare. As You Like It.










Chapter 1 - Obligation

Monday the 2nd of June 1550

Leuven, Brabant







The leap

They plunged across the stream, man and horse in perfect harmony, galloping for their lives.

His tattered and mud-splattered cape streamed behind him, and his breeches bore the scratches and rips that headlong flight through dense woodland had inflicted.

And yet, his mind sang with exhilaration that approached ecstatic joy. He lived for this. The Chase.

Of course, he grudgingly thought. Normally, I am doing the chasing.




Up a sandy path, slipping and sliding as hooves dug deep, shredding the sparse turf in their fury, climbing from the valley bottom toward the ridge that loomed above.

Atop the crest, they raced, twisting and turning through the trees, leaping over fallen logs. Thorny brambles grasped longingly at expensive breeches and slick horseflesh. 

Finally, the way was clear and straight, so he hazarded a glance over his shoulder.

Despite his efforts, the pursuers had gained ground. 

Terpsichore was tiring. 

He could feel it in the slower beat of her hooves, in the cadence of her rise and fall, in the snort and whistle of her laboured breathing.

She had given her all, and then some more, but it had not been enough.

It was not the mare’s fault; it was his own. He was the one who had overstretched their limits, trying to reach the next town before dark.

The posse of brigands had charged from a shadowy stand of trees, whooping and hollering like heathens. The fastest two had pinned him between them as they galloped together across the broad meadow. One had reached over to grab his reins, stupidly exposing himself to a punch that unhorsed him. His compatriots had been too close to avoid his tumbling body, and his muffled cries had abruptly cut off. 

It took skill to fight on horseback, and he was a veteran whilst his assailants were clearly amateurs. Unfortunately, even fools can land a lucky blow if they have sufficient chances. And these fools did. One managed to slice his side with a dagger. He judged that the wound itself was not fatal, but it was streaming blood and his strength was draining with it.

I refuse to die from a puny scratch, he thought angrily. I would never live it down!

Then he heard the characteristic twang of a crossbow.

That would be more acceptable. 

But I cannot allow it - I swore an oath!

His back stiffened, bracing for impact, even though he knew a direct hit was nearly impossible, at this distance and at this speed.

From the corner of his eye, he saw movement. Time slowed to a crawl as he turned and watched the quarrel fly sedately past at head height. It seemed slow enough and close enough for him to just reach out and pluck it from the air. It would be the easiest thing to throw it back at his pursuers like brave Achilles tossing a javelin.

He blinked a tear from his eye and the bolt sped away at normal speed to hit a tree trunk square on and bury its barbarous head several inches into the dense wood. He rode through a shower of bark, realising then how close death had been.

Not that he feared death.

Not while he served the Order.

But this mission couldn’t fail. He couldn’t fail.

They are relying on me.

He feared failure far more than bodily hurt. So he bent low over his horse’s neck and whispered in her ear, “Fly, sweet Terpsichore, dance for me a little longer.”




He realised his error as soon as he straightened up. 

The ridge was angling sharply to the right, but Terpsichore was showing no intention of turning. 

With a mighty thrust of her hind legs, she launched them both from the clifftop and out toward the darkling sky.

I didn’t mean literally fly, he thought, before the horror of certain oblivion blanked his mind.

They separated as they fell, six legs flailing and two arms hugging a satchel. Whatever happened next, he was not losing the satchel.

The whites of Terpsichore’s rolling eyes signalled the terror she was feeling. He squeezed his own eyes tight in an attempt to contain his own dread.

There was an explosion of sound, then extinction claimed him. Or so it seemed at first.

Dark and silent.

So, this is it? 

Blank nothingness?

No angels, nor archangels?

No clarion call to my Lord’s presence?

Just endless darkness and shameful regret gnawing my soul?

I miserably failed my brothers in arms. 

My oath is unfulfilled.

And the ignominy: Bested by a handful of ruffians.

I throw myself on our Lord’s mercy and embrace his grace.

Ah, my chest explodes!

I welcome the end.




His clothing ballooned out and with a bubbling rush a powerful force thrust him upwards from behind, while a blinding light pierced his eyes.

His arms and legs thrashed, echoing the chaotic ramblings of his mind. A primitive need to breathe drove him upwards towards the light.

He broke the surface of the lake and drew in a long, rattling breath.

All thoughts of death and failure were expunged from his mind.

Shaking the hair from his eyes, he twisted left and right, desperate to find Terpsichore. She was already paddling toward the shore. He lunged forward and grabbed the pommel of the saddle, then half swam and half dangled as they jointly struggled toward the bank.

 She limped out through squelching mud, while he dropped to his knees and crawled, dragging the satchel like an anchor through the reeds, until the ground was firmer, and he allowed himself to flop, bedraggled, to the sand.

Coughing out water, he rolled and hauled himself upright. Discipline drove his body more than any conscious thought.

Terpsichore shook herself violently, scattering water and pond life for several feet around. 

He clawed the freshly deposited grasses from his face and cast a sardonic glance at the horse.

In the distance, screams and snapping branches indicated that at least one of his pursuers had attempted the same leap from the ridgeline. Perhaps lacking conviction, they had failed to clear the stand of trees, to their own loss. The sounds abruptly died away, and he lowered his head and traced the sign of the cross with his right hand. 

The setting sun lowered behind the hill, throwing the three remaining riders into stark silhouette. He watched them wheel about and canter back the way they had come. 

He was not comforted.

Their tenacity had marked them out as more than casual brigands. Perhaps agents of a foreign power, or enemies of the Order? Either way, he suspected they were not giving up the chase, merely looking for a safer path down. Besides, with two of their number dead, they were too invested to leave him be.




How far to Leuven? Not more than five miles, surely? I have strength enough.

But brave Terpsichore cannot make that journey tonight, not with that limp, even though I must.

She stood still, too exhausted to move, as he drew his sharpest knife and approached. She eyed him warily, this trusted human that she had spent the last two weeks carrying from Antwerp.

With a quick movement, he sliced deep and sure, trusting the keenness of the knife that had bloodied countless enemies over the years. 

The leather parted, and the bridle fell away. Next, the saddle slid off her back, slick with pond-slime and horse-sweat.

He pulled a cloth from his bag and used it to rub her down; stroking her trembling muscles and wiping away the remaining water. He let the gentle mare nuzzle his neck, and reciprocated by resting his forehead against her cheek, while whispering a prayer to keep her safe.

Lord, I pray you take care of this, your noblest of creatures, as I, Hamza Vallesquez, your humble servant, continue my mission.

She seemed to sense the imminent parting of their ways; that tearing at the heart when you separate from one you love and trust, however short the acquaintance. She nickered softly and pawed at the ground before limping away into the forest.

He belted on his sword, threw his satchel over his shoulder, and trudged away toward the nearby town, leaving Terpsichore to her well-deserved freedom.







Not my problem

John Dee loved the city of Leuven; 

He loved the quality of the evening light. 

He loved the grand buildings and the tolerant population.

He loved the Catholic university with its hundreds of students.




Here he felt important and useful, more so than he ever did in dreary Cambridge. 

Cambridge: he shivered at the memory of the sleet-laden wind scouring across the fens from the North Sea. Yes, it had even more glorious buildings, but the students were mostly impoverished, as indeed was he.

In Leuven, he could almost feel the energy of new discoveries in the air. There were hundreds of students researching theology, law, mathematics, astronomy, and so much more. It was the very centre of modern learning; he had no doubt.

In June, however, the city was a comparative oasis of tranquility. Many undergraduates returned home for the summer, leaving just the resident clergy, professors, and the post-graduate research students, like himself.




He had spent a dull day studying civil law in the library, and felt he truly deserved an evening of good company and golden beer. He ambled through the Oude Markt. As he weaved between partially dismantled stalls, he recognised where his subconscious was leading him; to his favourite café, Engele’s. 

At Engele’s, the beer was strong, the company was boisterous, and the staff were attractive. Particularly Odriana, Engele’s eldest daughter, who often served in the bar. The last time I visited Engele’s I’m sure Odriana had been flirting with me, hadn’t she?

There was a shout of alarm to his left, pulling him from his reverie. 

He turned and saw a runaway handcart barrelling down an incline toward him, being chased by a frantic dark-haired youth crying out in Flemish, “Look out! My cart!”

He leapt backwards out of its path, and the cart narrowly missed him. Instinctively, he reached forward and grabbed at the closest handle, trying to slow the laden cart, but it slipped from his grip, barely slowing at all. It did, however, swing off its previous course and now veered toward a stall that was still partly stacked with unglazed pottery.

“Nooo,” yelled the boy as he careened past Dee, arms windmilling and sandalled feet slapping on the cobbles.

Dee flinched as the cart crashed into the stall and half a dozen pots were thrown from the shelves onto the ground, smashing into hundreds of shards. Simultaneously, loose vegetables were catapulted from the upper boxes on the cart and whistled through a shallow arc. With a patter of repeated thuds, they pelted a group of market traders who had been warming themselves around a brazier. Sparks flew as a turnip landed amongst the coals and one trader yelped in fright as his cape caught fire. Throwing it to the ground, he and his friends hastily stamped on it to extinguish the flames, ruining it beyond measure.

The cries of rage from the bombarded men alarmed Dee, who avoided conflict assiduously, especially since his contentious final days at St John’s. The peaceful atmosphere of the market had turned ugly in a moment. Paying for the damages was out of the question for his humble purse, and besides, it was hardly his fault, was it?

Keeping his head down, he slipped through the growing crowd and hurried away without a backward glance, soon disappearing into the gathering dusk. The last he heard from behind him was a chorus of profanity-laden accusations, accompanied by yelps of pain. Presumably the furious stallholders were venting their displeasure on the unfortunate young grocer. After all, he was the only remaining target for their anger.







A grudging oath

Leaving the chaos behind him, John Dee soon entered the new Grote Markt, the large plaza at the centre of the town.

He paused and admired the buildings.

Directly ahead of him was St Peter’s church. Its bulk heaved heaven-ward, with arched windows that he estimated were easily forty feet tall. The west façade was surmounted with an incomplete tower that Dee believed would be magnificent if it were ever finished. Completion was not at all assured, as construction had been paused while the city worthies struggled to allocate sufficient funds, and perhaps more worryingly, concerns had been raised about the stability of the foundations. Even in its foreshortened state, Dee felt the church trumpeted the glory of God.

Just to his right, and facing St Peter’s, was the Town Hall. It rose an elegant three stories, topped by a steep roof with elaborate turrets at each corner. It was as tall as St Peter’s and far more ornate. Although he admired the building’s architecture, Dee felt it was disrespectful to locate it so close to St Peter’s.

His eyes roamed the three tiers of windows, each window having two inner arches and being bracketed by fluted columns and highly decorated niches. 

He gazed at the empty niches in particular and wondered whether one day a marble statue of himself would adorn one of them. It’s possible, he thought; Leuven values higher learning and, despite the availability of candidates, none of the niches are occupied yet. They could label it ‘John Dee. Pre-eminent English Lawyer’. He replayed the phrase through his mind several times and thought it sounded rather grand.

Behind him, angry shouts drifted up from the Oude Markt. It sounded like a brawl had broken out.

A wave of shame rippled through him at having just walked away from the accident. But what could he do now? It was too late, wasn’t it?

He shivered as he realised that they could easily label the future statue ‘John Dee. Trouble-maker. Hanged here in ignominy. 1550’




His stomach growled, a reminder that to reach Engele’s, he would have to retrace his steps toward the maelstrom that he had helped to start. 

No. No matter how guilty he was feeling, that didn’t seem a very viable option.

So, with a regretful glance backwards, he proceeded instead to the nearby Brabghia Inn. He swallowed hard as he read the prices on the chalkboard. They were easily twice those at Engele’s.

With a surreptitious grasp at his purse, to confirm sufficient coins, he sat alone at an outdoor table with a view across the plaza.




The service was fast, and within a few minutes he was supping a hearty beef and beer stew, and greedily mopping up the thick gravy with a hunk of bread. A tankard of dark beer awaited his attention.

As he supped his beer, he let his eyes wander over the row of grand guild houses on the opposite side of the square, nearer the town hall. They were very handsome, though perhaps overly ostentatious. Some even had statues on the roof gables, holding spears or sets of scales. One even had a little sailing ship at the peak. Another statue was of a kneeling man sighting down a gun barrel! Really, that is ridiculous over-decoration, thought Dee, as he returned his attention to his beer.

Crack.

A muffled report echoed around the market.

Was that…a gunshot? No, surely not. 

Dee urgently looked up and down the square.

There! What’s that?

A puff of smoke was already dissipating from near the rooftop statue that held the musket.

The statue stood! It shouldered the weapon, then scrambled up the steep roof and slid down the other side, before repeating the pattern on the next house’s roof, passing the little ship statue as it went. Three houses away, another figure emerged from the shadows of a chimney pot and limped away slowly.




The musketeer quickly gained on the shadow and soon Dee heard the frantic clash of steel on steel and could just make out the flash of the blades in the moonlight as the men duelled on the roof. Leaving a few coins at his table, Dee ran across the plaza, but before he even reached halfway, he heard a ragged cry. He looked up in time to see the pursuer fall backwards off the roof, disappearing from view. He cheered silently, though he had no reason to prefer one fighter to the other, except perhaps an inclination to support the underdog, in this case the man who had been fired upon.




Still peering up into the gloom, he gasped in alarm as the victor doubled over and collapsed, sliding down the valley between two roofs, then hurtling off the eaves, heading for the cobbles of the square.

Fortunately, a large awning was stretched over the ground floor entrance to the building and the man hit it plumb in the middle, bounced a little, then came to rest.

Dee let out the breath that he hadn’t realised he had been holding.

Too early.

A loud ripping sound was followed by a sickening thud as the dark shape fell the last ten feet to the ground, just visible beneath the tattered remains of the canopy.




Dee redoubled his speed and raced towards the body, but stopped after a dozen strides. 

One part of him wanted to sprint away and avoid commitment, like he had for so many years. The other part of him felt morally obliged to help, because there just wasn’t anyone else available.

Avoiding commitment seemed like the best idea, so he turned back to the safety of the Brabghia.

The man groaned out a plea. “Arghhh. Help me…”

With a groan almost as loud as the fallen man, Dee turned again toward the body, then reluctantly jogged the last few steps to its side.

Gingerly, he pulled on the shoulder and rolled the body onto its back. He recoiled in horror from the bloody visage that was revealed. The nose was smashed and the front teeth broken. The man’s jerkin had a jagged tear down one side, soaked in thick dark blood that suggested a deep stab wound, and one leg was bent at an unnatural angle. Dee thought the knee looked shattered, perhaps by a musket ball, perhaps by the fall. He wasn’t a doctor, and he didn’t have experience in such things.

He wanted to look away, but couldn’t summon the will to move.

Suddenly, the man’s eyes jerked open and swivelled toward Dee’s face. The ragged mouth expelled air and a few bloody bubbles, but no sound. A swollen tongue flickered over the lips.

He tried again, “Art thou … a true Christian soul?”

Not what Dee had been expecting. 

Dazed, he nodded, then found his voice, “Of course, of course. Are you hurt?”

This last produced a rasping chuckle.

“Help me up.” It wasn’t a request, more like an order.

Dee struggled to haul the man to his feet, amazed that he was breathing, never mind considering walking.

Grunting, he thrust a heavy satchel into Dee’s hands.

“Swear in the name of God and all that is holy, that you will deliver this package to Jean de Hussey, 85 Rue Saint-Jacques, in Paris, before October.”

“Whaa, what?”

“Swear it. Now. By all that is holy.

“Go on.”

He shook Dee by the shoulders until he elicited a response.

Dee stammered, “I… I swear it, I swear it. Paris, Rue Saint-Jacques, number 85.”

“Jean de Hussey, before October.”

“Yes. Yes. To Jean de Hussey”

“Before October. It is important!”

“Yes alright. Before October.”

“Repeat to me.”

“There’s no need to repeat, I’m a scholar and…”

“Repeat!”

“Alright. Deliver the package to Jean de Hussey, 85 Rue Saint-Jacques, Paris, before October. There. Now, can we get you to a surgeon? You’re bleeding to death.”

“You are a Christian man and have sworn an oath. You will burn in hell forever if you fail. Now go, leave me. There are others chasing me. I must lead them away. Go. Go!” 

The stranger pushed Dee away and staggered westwards across the square, using his scabbard as a crutch, his ruined leg dragging behind him.

Dee realised he was still staring at the retreating back of a man who had fallen fifty feet and was still shuffling along quite quickly, unlike himself, who hadn’t moved at all. He glanced around the still deserted plaza, then hurried back to the Brabghia Inn.




Crouching near the steps of the town hall, a hooded figure had witnessed the whole encounter. A few minutes later, two burly men jogged into the middle of the square. The hooded figure rose and gestured west. The two men nodded and sped away on the trail of the battered stranger.

Wraith-like, the caped figure seemed to glide across the plaza toward the inn.




Dee went straight to the bar and ordered a large brandy, drinking it in one swallow. The coarse liquor burned down his throat and made his eyes water. He rocked his head as a shiver rippled through his body.

His mind whirred with questions. Who was that man? What have I just promised to do? How can I possibly go to Paris? It’s absurd. They lock the city gates against all traffic unless you have a signed royal warrant. Am I even considering doing this? I need to talk to someone…Gerard! He will help me understand. Yes, I will go to Gerard tomorrow morning. But now I must leave quickly, in case I am being followed.

Fearfully, he looked around the bar, and despite his fears, he judged that the late-night crowd was totally ignoring him.

Gripping the satchel tightly, he edged through the clientele to the back of the café. With a last glance around, he ducked through a low door to the rear courtyard and scuttled across as silently as he could.

He passed through several smaller alleys, then turned sharply into the normally busy Hallengang, deserted at this time of night.

He slipped into his boarding house and, as quietly as possible, he went up to his room. 

In the pitch dark, he lay on his little bed, fully clothed, still gripping the bag. He replayed the events of the last hour over and over in his mind, until finally, exhausted, he fell asleep.










Chapter 2 - Consultation

Tuesday the 3rd of June 1550

Leuven, Brabant







Gemma Frisius

 “Lebkuchen. Fresh this morning,” cried a boy holding a covered basket.

Unbidden, Dee remembered the delight that his friend, Mercator, found in these chewy gingerbread treats. He turned back toward the baker’s boy.

He immediately collided with a large man who must have been walking directly behind him. Before Dee could apologise, the man pulled his cap lower and hurried off without saying a word.

What strange behaviour!

“Still warm. Buy my fresh lebkuchen,” reminded the child, pulling Dee’s attention back to his errand.




Dee walked west toward the bulging curve of the river known locally as ‘Mother Superior’s belly’ on account of the local abbess who had got with child a hundred years before. 

A chorus of birdsong accompanied him as a pair of redstarts flitted from tree to tree, keeping pace as he walked up the road. They helped take his mind off his worries, and for that, he was grateful.

Long after the birds departed, Dee whistled a cheery tune of his own as he approached a handsome three-storey house near the river. His employer and mentor, Gerard Mercator, rented the top floor. 

He started up the stairs two at a time, but the satchel hanging from his shoulder swung wildly with each bound and caught him in the small of the back. He grimaced and continued upwards at a more sedate pace.

He entered Gerard’s suite without knocking and left his cape at the oak hallstand. His pulse quickened as he recognised an ebony cane with a polished spherical handle. The handle was carved like a miniature globe, showing the continents and oceans of the world. 

Excited, he acknowledged that Master Gemma Frisius was visiting as well.

Gerard will surely be in the workshop at the rear of the apartment, and Master Frisius will be observing him, he thought, knowing that the afternoon sun shone through the immense windows, perfect for illuminating the intricate instruments that they built and repaired.

The workshop, however, was deserted. 

Dee walked around the workbench that dominated the centre of the room. He idly trailed his fingers along the edge, noting a fine layer of dust that suggested several days of disuse.

At the far end of the room were three terrestrial globes in their finely crafted mountings, the largest standing taller than his waist. 

Frisius himself had constructed the smaller of the three, more than a decade ago, when Mercator had been his student and assistant. The other two were Mercator’s own creations. They were newer, larger, and had more detail. Their intricate detailing relied on observations and measurements supplied by countless sailors and travellers. Mercator meticulously collated the information to create his own maps. 

These two globes were part of a consignment ordered by the Emperor Charles V to replace an earlier set he had lost in one of his wars. The Emperor had granted Mercator’s workshop his royal seal of approval. This endorsement allowed Mercator to sell instruments and maps at higher than normal prices and provided him with a substantial income. He spent a little of that wealth employing Dee as his assistant, ensuring a small but steady trickle of coins into Dee’s otherwise empty pockets.

Laid in the centre of the bench was a circular astrolabe. This example was fairly new, created by the French clergyman and astronomer Jean Fusoris. The backplate of the astrolabe was badly dented, making it impossible to operate the carefully inscribed instrument. Dee had expected Gerard to have already dissembled it ready for the repairs they had planned to make together, but it still lay where he had last seen it.

Nearby were several compasses and a set of astronomical rings. These seemed abandoned rather than being carefully stored, which was Mercator’s normal practice. 




Steady footsteps approached from the direction of the living quarters, and with relief, he turned toward them.

Gemma Frisius entered the workshop. He had an over-large chin and a face that only a mother could love. Dee noticed that Frisius still hadn’t visited the barber he had recommended to him. He considered commenting as much, but stopped himself when he saw the grave look on the older man’s face.




“John, it is you. I had hoped it would be. I’m afraid there will be no work today. Gerard is indisposed.”

“Is it a sickness?”

“Of a sort. Call it melancholy, rather. Gerard falls into these fugues upon occasion, ever since his arrest and torture by the Inquisition.”

Dee knew that Gerard had been imprisoned and sorely tested some years ago, but he had never spoken about it. Not with Dee anyway. It was clear the experience had been more than a little unpleasant.

“He is not a Lutheran, you know,” said Gemma defensively. 

“He is much too busy to dabble in religious politics, indeed he rarely even speaks of religious matters, as you may have noticed.

“However, he corresponds widely, including with Philip Melanchthon, who is of that persuasion. I warned him about such unguarded communication, but you know how cavalier he can be.”

He grimaced as he continued, “Melanchthon finds it hard to avoid injecting his Lutheran theology into everything he writes. I fear someone may have intercepted their correspondence. If that is so, they could easily misinterpret it.”

With a sigh, Gemma lowered himself into an easy chair beside the unlit fireplace, gesturing for Dee to take its twin.

He leaned forward and continued in a whisper, “Some theologians here at the university are senior members of the Inquisition. I believe they put Gerard’s name on the list last time. He is worried that they might have done so again. And I fear he may be right.”

A cloud must have drifted across the sun because the room darkened, and Dee felt a distinct chill.

Personally, he had never had the time or inclination to doubt the Catholic doctrine. His experience at St John’s College had reinforced his belief in orthodoxy, the reformists there had denied him a Fellowship after all.

Nonetheless, he had heard the stories. The Inquisition didn’t care whether its targets were guilty or innocent, so long as an example was made of them that sufficiently terrified the rest of the population. 

Gemma shook his head sadly. “Last time they added Gerard’s name to a list of fifty-two supposed heretics. All the names belonged to people of learning or high station.”

He grimaced as he continued, “Two were burnt alive. One was beheaded. And two women were entombed alive, now presumed dead of course…the tomb has not been opened since that day.”

No wonder Gerard doesn’t want to talk about his captivity at their hands, Dee thought. He shivered, suddenly cold. Taking up a flint from the hearth, he tried unsuccessfully to light the fire several times before giving up and turning his attention back to Frisius.

In Protestant England, Dee’s biggest concern had been missing election as a Fellow at St John’s, because he was too Catholic. That accusation and outcome both seemed mild indeed compared to Europe’s dread of the almost arbitrary Inquisition and its potentially deadly consequences. 

Dragging his thoughts back to the present, he asked earnestly, “What can I do to help?” 

Despite his own surprise at making the offer, which seemed feeble and inadequate to his ears, Gemma beamed.

“Gerard said you would offer your help. He thinks very highly of you and now I can see why.”







An urgent delivery

Dee raided the pantry while Frisius lit the fire, and they lunched comfortably on bread and hard cheese, complete with a small beer, of course. 

Dee didn’t want to further burden Frisius, who was clearly worried by Mercator’s melancholia, but he was desperate for advice.

He lifted his satchel to his lap. “Can I ask your advice on a different matter?”

The older man continued chewing and gestured; Of course. 

Dee recounted the previous night’s adventure, only omitting the intended recipient and his address in Paris.

From the bag, he withdrew an object swaddled in a multi-coloured cloth. He quickly unwrapped it and placed it on the table beside the beer jug.

It was a statuette of a bird of prey, seemingly made of solid gold, with two small rubies for the eyes. It sat glinting in the late morning sunlight.




Frisius was too shocked to speak. He reached out and, following a nod from Dee, he picked up the bird. He weighed it in his hand, then gazed at it with eyes as big as apples.

Eventually, he muttered disbelievingly, “A man fought on a rooftop, then fell to your feet, bleeding profusely. He gave you a bag containing a golden falcon weighing about four pounds. He extracted a promise from you to take it to Paris for him. Then he limped off into the shadows, where you suspect his assailants would catch up with him and complete the job they had started by murdering him. Is that the gist of it?”

“As God is my witness,” said Dee, crossing himself.

Frisius gazed at the earnest younger man for a moment, then nodded, “Ja, I believe you.”

Dee continued to relate his difficulties. “But look. Even if I could leave my studies for a couple of months, there is a travel ban. The city gates are locked and guarded, and no one can travel without a signed warrant from Mary of Hungary or one of her senior generals. All this because the Scottish privateers have taken ships from the herring fleet again and brazenly attacked a boat that was moored at Terneuzen, less than a day’s travel from here.”

Dee’s voice rose in volume as he reached his climax, “And I stupidly swore an oath that I can’t possibly fulfil.”




Frisius leaned back in his chair. And smiled.

Dee stared at him. Has he not understood my dilemma? 




“Hear me out, John. 

“I thought, if you are willing, that you could help Gerard by delivering a lecture in his stead, because he is indisposed. Do you think you could do that for him, John?”

Dee’s face showed his confusion and not a little anger. “Yes, yes. Of course I can. I am ready to help Gerard in any way I can. But right now I have this other problem and I cannot see how I am going to solve it.”

Frisius calmed Dee with a placatory gesture. “The lecture will solve your problem, John.”

“I don’t understand how that can be. The two things are unrelated.”

“The Administrator of the Collège Royal has requested this lecture,” he paused, “The Collège Royal, in Paris, that is.”

Dee gaped, still not quite comprehending.

“Did you know the Collège Royal is modelled on the Collegium Trilingue here in Leuven? No? Well, it is. There is a well-established relationship of visiting lecturers between the colleges, and even our Hapsburg Governor, Mary of Hungary, feels obliged to support it. 

“Gerard agreed to deliver two lectures in Paris on Euclid’s Elements, the ancient Greek mathematics that is still the foundation of geometry, even today.

“The lectures are to be given in August. But now he is indisposed and can’t travel, and perforce must break his word, unless…” he gazed shrewdly at Dee.

“Unless someone else takes his place,” said Dee.

“Yes. And that someone will be you, John. You are Gerard’s most promising cartography student, and an expert in Euclid’s Elements. And now, coincidentally, you have a second reason to travel to Paris; you need to fulfil a hasty oath given to a dead man,” he smiled to show he meant nothing ill by it.

“You can go with a legitimate travel warrant, deliver the lectures, thus completing Gerard’s obligation, and fulfil your oath to this stranger as well.”

Dee stood and paced around with a stunned look on his face. “That, that…that is fantastic! What stars have aligned to engineer this?”

“Well, you are the astrology expert. I will let you answer that question yourself.

“So. What do you think? Will you do it? You will greatly help Gerard if you do.”

Dee collapsed back into his chair, accidentally sitting on his satchel in the process. “Yes, of course I will do it.

“But there is one more problem…”

Frisius frowned, “And what is this extra problem?”

Dee pulled his satchel from under him and extracted the packet of lebkuchen. “I bought gingerbreads for Gerard this morning…but I just squashed them when I sat down!”

The two men stared at each other for a second, then burst out laughing.

They toasted Dee’s future success with another beer and started planning the details of the trip.








Chapter 3 - Exhumation

Tuesday the 3rd of June 1550

Rome, Italy





An offering to Salus

Andrea waved away the innkeeper’s daughter, who was touring the room lighting lanterns. He preferred to remain in the shadows. 

He watched intently as she lit the lamps of the other tables, each illuminating its nearby patrons. He looks like a linen maker, in conversation with, hmm, a baker? Those big men, clearly soldiers. A trio of market vendors. And over there, a cobbler, surely?

Unfortunately, none of them met his requirements. They were either physically too small or had inappropriate skills, and most were too drunk, anyway. The wine flowed readily in the Osteria del Luna.

Just then, two men entered and lumbered over to an empty table. They were big, heavily muscled, hands like shovels, and dusty. Ah, stonemasons. Perfetto. Working on one of the many rebuilding projects commissioned by the Pope, I expect. 

Rome was a giant building site these days. Over twenty years ago, Charles V’s rioting troops had sacked Rome and caused lots of damage, mostly through fires. The city was still being reconstructed.

Wasting no time, Andrea pulled a stool up to the stonemasons’ table and paid for their jug of wine with a few coins. He leaned forward over the table conspiratorially. After a brief hesitation, they leaned in too, their heads almost touching his as they instinctively reacted to the lure of secrecy. He looked at each of them, then made his offer, “Ten Ducats for one night’s work,” he paused dramatically, “Each.”

The men went quiet as they figured it out; About six month’s wages for one night’s work. A small fortune.


The moon was waning, but there was still enough light for Andrea to be confident of the directions he gave his wiry friend Jacopo who drove the cart through the city.

They skirted round the southern half of the coliseum, the Emperor Vespasian’s massive oval amphitheatre. Once clear of the shadow cast by its immense walls, they continued west. On the via Sacra, they passed under the Arch of Titus, built for Vespasian’s successor and heir. 

Andrea could see that Jacopo was nervous, although he was trying hard to maintain an outward show of confidence. The son of a goat herder in rural Tuscany, he was still not comfortable in the ancient city with its ruined temples for slumbering gods. Especially not at midnight. 

Andrea whispered to him, “Maybe it’s a good job you made that offering to Salus, the goddess of safety.”

Jacopo whispering back, “Don’t mock the ancient beliefs. That offering may be what keeps us safe on this night of adventure.”

Andrea grunted, but couldn’t leave it alone, continuing, “I know you also placed some grapes at the feet of Spes, the goddess of hope.”

“You can’t be too careful,” replied Jacopo, his embarrassed grin barely visible in the gloom.


Ancient basilicas rose from the darkness like guardian spirits, their crumbling walls pointing jaggedly skyward, but they made no move to hinder the late night travellers. 

Andrea knew that the house of the vestal virgins lay to their left, but the shadowy ruin did not thwart them as they continued through the Roman forum. 

Jacopo shivered and huddled down into his cloak, his eyes darting left and right. Andrea could almost see his imagination conjuring more demons. 

Suddenly, the three remaining columns of the temple of Castor and Pollux leapt toward them out of the darkness.

The columns swayed in indecision. Or was it Jacopo himself swaying? Then they seemed to beckon him forward. The twins are guiding our path, he thought. He glanced up to the night sky looking for inspiration from the twins themselves, but the pair of stars eluded him.

Luca and Zorzi, the stonemasons, were perched on the very back of the cart. Luca whispered hoarsely, “How much further? We didn’t agree to a tour of the city!” 

Andrea responded calmly, “Almost there, my new friends, then to work. The easiest money you will ever make!”


Sure enough, ten minutes later Jacopo halted the cart outside a small chapel, and whispered, “The church of Santa Maria della Strada.” 

While Jacopo hitched the horse to a rail, the other men gathered their tools.

Andrea led the way along the chapel wall, past a faded fresco of Mary and the baby Jesus, to a faint rectangular outline in the stonework. He gestured to Luca, the more senior stonemason.

Luca deftly ran his fingers up and
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