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Prologue




Mary shows her mettle




King Henry VIII’s only legitimate son, Edward, was a sparkling star in the Tudor firmament. During his reign he continued, indeed accelerated, the religious reformation that his father had started, away from Catholicism and toward Protestantism.

 

Edward became seriously ill in February 1553, just fifteen years old. His condition worsened until, in June, it was clear he would not recover. He was desperate to stop his fervently Catholic half-sister, Mary, from inheriting the crown, as she would surely turn the country back to Papism. So, he wrote a document which he called his Devise for the Succession, in which he bequeathed the crown to his Protestant cousin, Lady Jane Grey, bypassing both his half-sisters, Mary and Elizabeth.

Historians have since argued that he was a minor and couldn’t legally make a will, or that he was illegally undoing King Henry VIII’s will, or that he needed an act of parliament to confirm it, or indeed that it wasn’t his idea at all, it was a plot by the grasping Duke of Northumberland. 

However, Edward was the king. He had a perfect right to determine what his succession should be, and as over a hundred noblemen, clergy and judges had signed the Devise, it seems likely that they all thought so too, despite several allegedly only signing under protest. Whatever the case, implementing the Devise in the face of stiff competition from Lady Mary would be another matter entirely, and would fall to the Duke of Northumberland and the Privy Council.




Edward passed away (probably from tuberculosis) on the 6th of July 1553.




In an attempt at subterfuge, Northumberland had invited Mary to visit her sick brother, but she learned of his death and fled to the safety of her supporters instead. In a more direct action, Northumberland sent one of his sons, Robert Dudley, with three hundred mounted troops, to capture her.




On the 10th of July 1553, the Privy Council duly proclaimed Lady Jane Grey as queen. This was as much of a surprise to Jane as it was to the general population, who had all been expecting Mary to be crowned. 

Instead of meekly accepting the situation, Mary wrote to the Council demanding their allegiance. Meanwhile, she rode to Framlingham Castle in Suffolk and rallied the Catholic nobles to her side.




The Duke of Northumberland led another army of 2000 cavalry, 3000 infantry, and twenty cannons to apprehend Mary. As the Duke left London, on the 14th of July, even the Spanish Ambassador, Simon Renard, felt Mary had little chance of success, writing to his master, the Emperor Charles V, that “…Mary is weak…”

However, each subsequent day brought rumours of more nobles rallying to Mary. By the 17th of July, the Duke, despite being acknowledged as the premier soldier in the realm, feared his army may be too small to overcome Mary’s rumoured force. He wrote to the council requesting reinforcements and retreated from his position at Bury St Edmunds back to Cambridge to recruit more men himself. This sign of weakness contributed to the general disaffection, and his men deserted him in droves.




The country waited with bated breath, tense and nervous. Would there be civil war, or would the storm clouds miraculously recede?




Dramatis Personæ

Protestants



	Dr John Dee, mathematician, astrologer, alchemist

	Jack Delauris, Dee’s friend

	Sir William Herbert, Earl of Pembroke, Dee’s patron

	Lady Elizabeth, Henry VIII’s youngest daughter

	Rowland Dee, John’s discredited father

	Sir John Dudley, Duke of Northumberland

	Robert Dudley, son of John Dudley

	Martin Cossington, Robert Dudley’s lieutenant

	Sir William Cecil, Secretary of State

	Francis Walsingham, young lawyer at Gray’s Inn

	Thomas Cranmer, Archbishop of Canterbury

	Richard Grafton, official printer for Queen Jane

	Rook Pallache, Moroccan Jew from Holland

	Sir Henry Sidney, patron to the Dee family

	Kat Arden, adventuress, friend of John Dee and Jack






Marians / Catholics



	Queen Mary Tudor, Henry VIII’s eldest daughter

	Simon Renard, Imperial Spanish Ambassador

	Tomás Ruiz y Ortega, Renard’s lieutenant

	José Alvarez, one of Renard’s associates

	John Cawood, official printer for Queen Mary

	Lord Thomas Cheyne, Lord Warden of the Cinque Ports

	Matthias, Cheyne’s senior watcher

	Baron Richard Rich, Privy Councillor

	Henry Radcliffe, Earl of Sussex, Captain-general of Mary’s armies

	Thomas Gifford, Captain of the Guard, Framlingham Castle

	Giles Henshawe, Bishop of Ipswich, interrogator

	Thomas Stanley, a captain in Queen Mary’s army






Locations

London



	Baynard’s Castle, residence of Sir William Herbert

	Eight Bells inn

	The Friar’s Maiden inn

	The Happy Friar inn

	Cecil House, residence of Sir William Cecil

	Tower of London

	Lambeth Palace, residence of Thomas Cranmer

	Aldgate, gate in London wall






Hertfordshire



	Hatfield House, residence of Lady Elizabeth






Kent



	Gravesend






Essex



	Beaulieu Palace, a residence of Lady Mary






Norfolk



	King’s Lynn

	Fakenham

	Stanfield Hall, Wymondham, residence of Robert Dudley’s wife






Suffolk



	Framlingham Castle, Lady Mary’s stronghold






Maps

East Anglia




[image: ]








Part I







“If you can talk with crowds and keep your virtue, 

 Or walk with Kings—nor lose the common touch,

If neither foes nor loving friends can hurt you,

 If all men count with you, but none too much;

If you can fill the unforgiving minute

 With sixty seconds’ worth of distance run, 

Yours is the Earth and everything that’s in it, 

 And—which is more—you’ll be a Man, my son!”

 - Rudyard Kipling. If.










Chapter 1 - Proclamation

Tuesday the 18th of July 1553

King’s Lynn, Norfolk







Jane reigns

Thirty riders cantered along the bank beside the ditch, their horses’ breath hanging heavy in the chill air before it gradually dissipated into the never-ending mist. 

Their short capes fluttered behind them, but all else was still. As still as death. Even the trees hung limply, their branches weighed down with rivulets of moisture that slowly trickled down their gnarly twigs and across their glistening leaves, until in a near constant stream the droplets took a final plunge towards the earth or perchance another intervening leaf.

Last night, in the inn beside the crackling fire, the ale-soaked talk of Celtic warriors rising from their waterlogged graves to prey upon unwary travellers had seemed childish and fey. But now the men shivered and spoke only occasionally and even then only in tremulous whispers, fearful of attracting unwanted attention. The horses tossed their heads, spittle flying from their muzzles and the whites of their eyes showing as they picked up the nervous tension from their riders.




At a signal from the leader, three men angled away toward a forlorn manor house, perforce leaving the bank and crossing the waterlogged field, their mounts immediately slowing their pace to a high-stepping trot. Each hoof fall was a splash and each step a sucking squelch as the leg was pulled from clinging mud.

The men flailed at their horses’ flanks to keep the tired beasts moving forward until they rode gratefully into the yard of the house.

Belying his aches and pains, the shortest of the three leapt down, quickly pulling a sheet of paper from his saddlebag. Two swift blows and he had nailed it to the door, the hammering echoing off the banks of mist as though a dozen ghostly carpenters were mocking his efforts.

Without waiting for a response from the occupants, the man remounted, swinging himself back up into the saddle, and the trio cantered away from the house, following its own farm track toward their compatriots on the relatively dry bank.

As they rejoined the main body of men, another group split away to the right, angling toward an attractive church with a short square tower, all built from brick and local ginger-coloured carrstone.

The main troop continued at speed, the hammering of their colleagues echoing in their wake, followed by the snorting of their horses and the stentorious urging of the troop leader. “Onward lads, we must reach King’s Lynn before noon.”







Confusion reigns

Goodman Branwhaite closed his door behind him and stood squinting at the sheet of paper that had been nailed to it.

“What does it say, my love?”

“Yes, what does it say, father?”

His wife and daughter clustered around him, united for once in their curiosity.

For his part, Branwhaite thought it probably boded ill tidings, whatever it was.

He slowly parsed his way through the densely written text, in the manner that Father Thomas had shown him to read the bible, at the church across the fields.

His wife nudged him in his admittedly well-padded ribs. “Is it rebels again?”

Frustrated, he snapped back at her. “Just let me have a minute or two to read it, Joan. You know I can’t go so fast, and you can see how long it is now, can’t you?”

He slowly read the first sentences out loud: “Jane, by the grace of God, Queen of England, France and Ireland, Defender of the Faith, & of the Church of England & also of Ireland under Christ in earth the supreme head. To all our most loving, faithful, and obedient subjects, and to every of them, greeting.”

His wife’s frown grew deeper as he progressed until she could stay silent no more.

“What are you talking about, you old fool? That can’t be what it says. Who is this ‘Jane’ it mentions? It must say ‘Mary’, God bless her.”

“Well now, my love. Calm thee down. Let me look again.”

No matter how many times he looked, it still said Jane was Queen.

His wife stamped off in a fury, saying she had honest work to do, leaving him to struggle through the long document.

Having gleaned the key statements from the missive, he approached his wife cautiously. “It says that the late Edward VI and all his nobles do proclaim this Jane as Queen, and that the daughters of Henry VIII, Mary and Elizabeth, are illegitimate.”

Straightening up from the butter churn, she rubbed her aching back, then reaching over she snatched the document from his hands, saying, “Well, that is typical male codswallop, that is. Trying to deny the daughters their birthright. It won’t stand, I tell you. Anyway, it is probably just some jape by hearty lads from Colchester. Or, more likely, an attempt by that devil, the Duke of Northumberland, to pervert natural justice. Let’s not waste any more daylight on it, my love.”

With that, she balled it up and threw it out of the window into the pigsty, where it was nosed around before being torn and trampled into the mud.

She turned back to the butter, replacing her daughter at the churn’s handle.







Rejoice, Jane is Queen

Lord Robert Dudley, looking resplendent in deep-blue embroidered doublet and matching hose, rode into King’s Lynn at the head of two hundred armed men.

He entered like an invading army, though in truth there had been no opposition. 

He had predicted as much to his lieutenant, Martin Cossington.

“Why would there be any opposition, Martin? I am the son of the leading magnate in the land and married to the daughter of a well-known and well-liked local gentleman farmer, Sir John Robsart.”

The huge entourage attracted a crowd of followers as they rode peaceably through the East Gate and directly to the market square in the centre of town. Children scampered after the troops, yelling and whistling, thinking it a travelling fair or some similar amusement. Their parents emerged from their places of work and, intrigued, followed along as well.

At every street corner two or three soldiers peeled away from the main body of troops and stood guard, well disciplined and by now well acquainted with this defensive procedure that they had already practiced in half a dozen smaller towns throughout Norfolk, including Ely yesterday and Bury St Edmunds a few days before that. 

Soon, the square and all the surrounding streets were packed with onlookers.

In the centre of the square, Cossington called for quiet. Gradually, the crowd’s noise reduced, and he introduced Dudley.

“Hear Ye, now. You all know Lord Robert Dudley, the son of the Duke of Northumberland. He is come here with great and important tidings that the Privy Council of England has instructed him to tell you.”

Dudley cleared his throat.

“Good people of Norfolk.

“Our beloved King Edward has lately been taken into God’s Grace, and according to his wishes, as attested and supported by hundreds of great men of the land, including the Council, Dukes, Lords and Judges, I will read to you the proclamation naming his successor.”

The crowd already knew of Edward’s death, but still a sad murmur passed through the crowd, and more than one crossed themselves openly despite the injunctions against it. They paid keen attention to his next words.




“Jane, by the grace of God, Queen of England, France and Ireland, Defender of the Faith, & of the Church of England, …”

He got no further through the proclamation because a hubbub of confused voices broke out around him and Cossington had to shout and wave to restore quiet.

Dudley resumed reading the proclamation.

When he reached the paragraph describing Mary as illegitimate, an angry undertone rippled through the throng, but subsided as he continued stoically.

The proclamation was long and engendered a shuffling of feet before he finished. 

Two trumpeters, one on each side of Dudley, blew fanfares, and when they finished, there was silence in the square. They trumpeted again, with the same result.

Gradually, this discomforting silence was replaced with dark mutterings. The crowd dispersed peacefully enough, but Cossington hustled Dudley back to his horse and out of the town before anything more violent could arise.










Chapter 2 - Augmentation

Tuesday the 18th of July 1553

Gravesend, Kent







Dispatch the ordinance

Rowland Dee reread the first half of the letter from the Privy Council.

“In the name of Queen Jane, we instruct you to commandeer two ships and equip them with cannon, powder, and shot from the stores at that place. Send these to join with Sir Richard Brooke’s squadron of six ships that already patrol the coastlines of Essex and Suffolk.”

He knew Brooke’s squadron was supposed to stop Lady Mary from escaping England and to dissuade Mary’s uncle, the Holy Roman Emperor, Charles V of Spain, from sending her any military aid.

Well. Cannons can be very persuasive, he snickered to himself.

He went to the harbour master’s office and scanned the Gravesend port register.

There were only seven English ships berthed there today. Five of which were too small to carry ordinance in the open sea anyway. 

Well, that simplifies the decision then, doesn’t it? He thought.

He shouted to the harbour master, saying he needed to speak with the captains of the Starling and the Holy Cross.




Both captains received the news with ill-grace and only grudgingly organised working parties upon their vessels to accept the proffered cannons, and lash them in place on the deck. It was normal practice for English merchant ships to be pressed into the service of the realm in times of crisis, but usually to defend against external threats, not to threaten English princesses of the royal blood!

As a customs officer, Rowland’s job was to check cargo to the ship’s manifest and collect appropriate import and export duties from the merchants. Officially, it was all about observation, inventories, and inky ledgers. And of course, scrupulous honesty. 

In reality, it was about knowing where a crew could hide extra cargo on their ship, and having the strength of character to force the ship’s captain to reveal it, so it could be inventoried and the taxes applied.

Somedays, Rowland was too busy to perform a complete audit and would allow a captain or merchant to persuade him to skip a detailed search. This persuasion usually took the form of a few gold coins that slipped noiselessly into his own pocket. 

His job never involved any actual physical effort. Despite this, Rowland told himself that he liked physical labour; he could stand and watch others do it all day long.

And so he did.




A half dozen men, stripped to the waist, hauled in unison on two thick ropes to manoeuvre a naval gun carriage and its cannon to the edge of the quay from the storeroom - a distance of some fifty yards. 

The foreman saw Rowland’s interest. “That gun weighs about two tonnes, sir. And the carriage is a heavy wooden thing to boot. See the tiny wooden wheels? They allow the carriage to roll a few feet during recoil after firing, but they’re not much use when you’re trying to drag the beast from the storeroom.”

At his shouted command, the men stopped their labours, sweat pouring down them even in the weak sunshine. 

The crane crew was next to work. They swarmed over the gun, attaching a sling around it, which they gathered and fitted to the hook of the crane’s rope that still hung loosely from the jib.

The foreman checked the sling was secure before signalling that the central treadwheel could start.

He continued to Rowland, “See how Matthew is climbing the inside wall of the treadwheel? That is just to start the wheel’s rotation. Soon the whole device will smoothly rotate. See it go? Now every step he takes adds to the rotation.”

The slack disappeared from the sling as the rope slithered up into the machine. The only sounds were Matthew’s laboured breathing, the low squeal of the rotating wooden axle, and an intermittent clacking sound.

“What is that loud ticking sound?” Asked Rowland.

“That’s the safety ratchet. As the axle turns, a little arm drops in place behind teeth on a cog. Then, if Matthew slips or tires, the machine is prevented from spinning backwards.”

“Ingenious!” Replied Rowland, appreciating the simplicity.

The treadmill speed increased as the angular momentum built up. Soon, the gun carriage was rising quite handily off the ground.

When it reached about eight feet up, the foreman called out again and Matthew slowed and then stopped. The wheel rolled a degree or two in the counter direction until the ratchet caught and held it safely in place.

Another gesture from the foreman and a group of men heaved on ropes attached to the base of the crane, slowly swinging it through a quarter turn and the jib with its cargo was pointed toward the Starling.

Gently lads, oh so gently, thought Rowland, knowing that one slip during the lowering could drop the massive gun through the deck, through the keel, and into the mud at the bottom of the river, consigning the ship to the same fate.

There were no errors, and the crew quickly lashed it into place.

“Just eight of those to do for each ship, eh?” laughed the foreman.







The High Street

Rowland returned to his office and took a large swallow of brandy.

The second part of the letter from the Privy Council might expose him to public opprobrium, and he perspired just thinking about it.

“You will proclaim our new Queen Jane, in the town of Gravesend (attached pages). God save the Queen.”

He acknowledged the crux of the issue to himself. There is nothing for it. I must comply or lose everything.

Reluctantly, he picked up the three page manuscript that had accompanied his letter of instructions.

As he slowly made his way to the high street, he took more note of his fellow citizens than he normally would.

That gentleman there; surely he is of the new faith and will welcome Queen Jane.

Those Goodwives - ah, they will be expecting Mary to inherit the crown.

That lady whose sleeves are a different fabric from the rest of her kirtle, she will also expect Mary to inherit, even though she may be of the new religion herself. 

Yes, all the Catholics, and all the women, and a goodly proportion of men of the new religion are not going to like the news I bring them.

He paid the town crier, one William Williamson, to announce him from near the water pump on the high street.

“Hear Ye. Oh, Hear Ye. Important news from London Town,” he cried.

Quickly, a crowd of over a hundred gathered.

Nervously, Rowland stood on a barrel to gain some much needed height. He cleared his throat and gazed about him. This isn’t going to go well, he thought. 

“Friends, fellow citizens of Gravesend. I bring you joyous news from the Privy Council in London.”

You could have heard a mouse squeak. It was so quiet.

“Jane, by the grace of God, Queen of England, France and Ireland, Defender of the Faith, & of the Church of England, …”

Confused voices clamoured to be heard. “What is this?” “Surely Mary is to be Queen.” “Mary is good King Hal’s eldest.” “Who is this Jane person?”

He kicked the crier. “I need quiet.”

But the crier had already started sidling away from Rowland, and now turned his back and fled with all the dignity he could muster.

The crowd was turning ugly.

“Who are you, Mister Dee, to be telling us some unknown wench is our queen?”

“Where is Mary?”

He tried to read some more of the proclamation, but women were clawing at his hose, children were throwing apple cores, and he no longer felt safe.

He hopped down and elbowed his way through the crowd.







Troop transport

Rowland had barely finished his second beaker of brandy back at his office when the harbour master entered.

“There is a troop of Kentish militia here. They need to cross to Tilbury. They say they were given your name.”

He retreated out of the office as fast as he had entered.

Dee took another mouthful of brandy before he followed the man.

Sure enough, as he watched, a slightly ragged column of irregular soldiers and armed citizenry marched into the harbour precincts.

The militia captain sported white belts crossed shoulder to waist across his jerkin. He approached Dee, who was now reeling from the day’s events and the brandy, both.

“Rowland Dee?”

Rowland nodded cautiously.

“Sir Henry Sidney sends greetings and salutations.

“He asks you to provide transport across the river to Tilbury Fort for our band. And on a more personal note, I’d like it done today if you can - we came through an angry mob in the high street and I have no wish to be caught between them and the river!”

“How many are you?” Asked Rowland, stretching up on tiptoes to see over the captain’s shoulder, trying to gauge the size of the band.

“Two hundred now, and another three hundred follow. All to cross tonight.”

Rowland paled.

The captain sensed his discomfort and laughed cruelly, “At least there are no horses!”




Rowland did a quick mental calculation.

“The ferry is not large, perhaps sixty men if you squeeze together. So multiple trips, but there will not be enough light to get you all across today. I’m sorry, but it cannot be done.

“You would be better pitching camp on the common and all going tomorrow.”

However, the captain was adamant. “It must be today. We are to reinforce the Duke of Northumberland in Cambridge in but a few days, so cannot delay here while you talk of ferry timings.”

“It is impossible in the dark and there are just too many of you…”

The captain closed the distance between them, snarling into Rowland’s face. “Pah, Sir Henry said you were weak! Figure it out, man, make it happen!”

He spun on his heel and strode away to arrange his men into groups of sixty on the quayside.




Rowland quailed. 

He was dependent upon the Duke of Northumberland and Sir Henry Sidney for his protection. It would not go well for him if this situation were not resolved satisfactorily.

Rowland ran to the harbour master and conferred urgently.

“What about the merchant carracks? They are small, but could each take thirty men?”

It was agreed.

The harbour master went to tell the boat captains the news, and Rowland returned to the militiamen.

“We have a solution. Not the most elegant perhaps, and some of your men may come away smelling of fish, but it is the best we can do.”

He explained how the militia would be split between the little ships and the ferry, and all would transfer them across the Thames to Tilbury Fort.”

“And it can be done today?”

“As God is willing,” replied Rowland.

The second contingent of troops arrived before the first had landed at Tilbury, but with the gained experience, the operation increased in speed and the militia’s goal was met.




When all was done, rather out of character, Rowland called over the wary harbour master and the ship captains and toasted them all with his best brandy.










Chapter 3 - Frustration

Tuesday the 18th of July 1553

Baynard’s Castle, London







A dispensary

John Dee gazed unseeingly at the traffic on the River Thames from the window of his room, high in the east tower of Baynard’s Castle.

For once in his young life, he didn’t know how to solve a problem, and it frustrated him.

Just two weeks ago, against all odds, his colleagues, Jack Delauris and Kat Arden, had found a fabled precious stone called the Bloodstone of Boiorix. However, during the return journey, Jack and Kat had become separated, and now Kat was missing.

Dee was concerned about Kat, of course. But he had known her for a couple of years and was confident that the highly capable young woman could keep herself safe and would re-enter their lives soon. Probably when we least expect it, he thought, wryly.

Meanwhile, Jack was an emotional mess. He had obviously grown fond of Kat during their adventure, possibly more than fond. Now he was alternately despondent when he missed her and angry at himself and the rest of the world for losing her.

Dee had accepted an offer from his patron, Sir William Herbert, the Earl of Pembroke, to take a set of rooms at his palatial London home, Baynard’s Castle. He confidently told Jack that this placed them at the centre of the realm, where they were most likely to hear news about Kat, and indeed any other strange occurrences around the country.

As the days since Jack’s return had dragged by, he became more and more difficult to talk to. ‘Morose and objectionable’ was how Sir William had described him after a banquet they had attended the previous Saturday.

Dee had tried almost everything he could think of to bring Jack out of his fugue, and was now almost resigned to having to let time heal the wound, or mayhap Kat would reappear and solve all.

He sighed heavily as he flipped a half-groat coin, watching the morning sunlight flicker across its twisting silvery form, until he deftly caught it. He practised rolling it across the back of his hand, as he had seen a street performer do earlier in the summer. The coin fell as it neared his little finger and he had to stoop to catch it.

As he crouched, the door to the garret opened and Jack came in, back from his morning perambulations.

“What are you doing with my things?” Shrieked Jack. In three strides he was beside Dee, who hadn’t even had time to straighten up, but did have time to notice Jack’s duffle bag was on the floor nearby, still fastened up, thank goodness.

He grabbed Dee’s hand and forced it open, revealing the coin.

“I dropped the coin and bent to retrieve it,” explained Dee.

Jack backed away embarrassed, apologising profusely for suspecting his friend of any misdemeanour. 

“I am rightly sorry, John. I have a couple of Kat’s belongings in my bag; a comb and her mirror. And I … I don’t know what I thought. I just reacted. I’m so sorry. Do you forgive me?”

He looked so anguished that Dee didn’t even hesitate.

“No forgiveness needed, Jack. But look, I’m glad you’re back. I have a task that I would value your assistance with.”

They were both keen to change the subject, and Jack paid close attention as Dee led him to a table beside the wall.

A strange half-finished box made of metal was on the table.

“What is this thing?” Asked Jack.

“This is an automatic almanac dispenser of my own design,” explained Dee. “Well, it is based on the wine dispenser designed by Hero of Alexandria in ancient Egypt, but I have had to overcome additional complications in my device.”

Jack looked back at him blankly.

“Here, let me show you.” 

Dee turned it around and opened a hinged panel at the back.

“I had this constructed by Sir William’s armourer, in between sharpening swords and mending gauntlets and such like.

“Every week I will take printed horoscopes and roll them individually like so,” he said, demonstrating with a fresh sheet that had recently been delivered from his print shop at his house in Mortlake. He tied a small ribbon around it to hold it tight.

“In the back of the device, I will store twelve separate stacks of these, one for each star sign,” he said, indicating the various chutes.

He closed the back and spun the machine around to face them again.

“Now, here’s the clever part. You take your payment, a half-groat coin, and you place it in the small slot at the top of the machine, like so. Then you pull open the drawer below that corresponds to your star sign, and the horoscope falls out into your hand.”

Jack scratched his head in puzzlement.

“But the twins Ed and Hal normally travel through town selling your almanacs every week. Will you not need them anymore? And what if I put in two pennies, instead of a half-groat? Or what if I pulled the handle without depositing a coin at all? Maybe the coin I insert has been clipped. What then? Or perhaps it is misshapen?”

“All excellent questions, Jack. This is the task I want your help with. Examine every way that the great people of London might use or misuse the machine, so that I can remedy the problems before we allow the populace to actually use it. This thorough testing of the device is almost more important than the actual construction of the machine and is much underappreciated by many of my contemporaries.”

For the first time in many days, Dee saw a flicker of interest in Jack’s face, and he was glad.

“Meanwhile, I have a couple of other projects on the go,” he gestured with a sweep of his arm.

Many pages of calculations, diagrams, and astrological charts lay scattered across the table that Dee used as a desk, and even more intriguing was a six inch black cube, pushed up against the far wall.

Despite his melancholy, the tabletop attracted Jack, and he started inspecting the documents and questioning Dee about them in a manner that was more like the Jack of old rather than the recent moody Jack.







Charting a course

Dee pulled a specific astrological chart from the pile and handed it to Jack.

Jack recognised the general form, but didn’t understand the details. 

He saw the nested circles and the division of the outer band like a clock, into twelve equal segments. He knew these were the houses; 1st house, 2nd house, etc.

Within that band, the twelve signs of the zodiac appeared, arrayed specifically according to the date and time being inspected.

Overlaid on that were the locations of the planets, moon and sun.

The lines drawn between them could be interpreted…somehow.

“This is the chart for the 24th of July,” Dee gushed. “You may be wondering, ‘Why that date?’ Aha, yes. I see it in your expression.

“My Lord Cranmer, the Archbishop of Canterbury, or ABC as I like to call him, is planning to send a delegation of his clerics to the Germanic Protestant states on that day, the ship is being fitted out at this very moment. He has asked me to confirm that the 24th is a propitious date for the enterprise. A little late to ask, of course. But there you are. Clients!

“These pages here,” he passed a dozen more pages to Jack, “are my interpretation of the chart. I explain whether it will be successful, safe, and so on.”

“And is it?

“Is it what?” Asked Dee, confused.

“Is it safe?”

“Oh yes. Safe as this castle.”

Jack passed the sheets back to Dee, having lost interest.

“What about that other chart I can see over there?”

“Ah, you saw that? Ahem. That is a chart examining the reign of our glorious Queen Jane.”

“And what is your interpretation of the good Queen’s reign? Is that safe as well?”

“Safe? Ah, aha. Um. Well…”

Dee shifted nervously and seemed suddenly unsure of himself. It was very uncharacteristic. Disconcerting, even.

“It is but an initial draft. I need to make adjustments. In fact, mayhap I need to start from the beginning, because I think there is an error or two in it. I can’t put my finger on the mistake at the moment, but there must be one.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Ah. Well, this chart shows the reign as being complete.”

At Jack’s raised eyebrows, Dee rushed to explain some more.

“Not ‘complete’, meaning well-rounded. What I mean is, it has already ended. But of course that is nonsense, because it has only just started. Indeed, the proclamations are still being heard in town squares across the country as the heralds travel further from the capital. I dare say it will be well into August before the Cornish, the Welsh, and the Yorkshire men know of the new reign.

“Anyway. As I say. There must be an error in the calculations. 

“It was very late in the night when I was compiling it, after Sir William had insisted I join him in several glasses of Rhennish. So my eyes were tired and perhaps my mathematics were not at their peak...” Dee’s excuses finally fizzled out.

“I should just throw it away, actually. Burn it. Yes, that’s what I’ll do. Burn it and start again.”

As good as his word, Dee gathered the pages, double-checked to ensure he had not missed any, then threw them all onto the fire, causing a merry blaze for a few moments.

“I have never known you to admit to making an error before,” said Jack.

“Ye-es. Well. I have never knowingly made an error before, that’s why.”




Jack thought no more of it, instead he reached for the item that had secretly held his interest since they stopped discussing the dispensing machine.

A black metal cube, six inches along each side.

He glanced back and saw that Dee was stirring the blackened pages in the grate, destroying all evidence of his first mathematical error.

Hanging in front of the cube, slightly obscuring it, was a short rope with small metal boxes attached, a fist-sized loop of leather protruding from each box. Jack brushed the rope aside and grasped his objective, the cube, hefting its surprising weight in one hand.

“This weighs a good five or six pounds…

“…and the construction is so precise, gentle curved edges all around the cube. And what are these here…four circles indented in one face, yet smooth to the touch…”

Dee leapt past Jack and gently prised the cube from his hands. He turned and carefully placed it back on the table, right up against the wall.

“Sorry, Jack. I didn’t mean to be rude. But that’s dangerous. I’ll give you a full demonstration one day soon, out in the countryside somewhere. But for now, let’s just leave it safely over there.”

Jack could see that Dee was serious, but all the same, he was a little annoyed that Dee didn’t trust him with it.

Frustrated, he pawed through the papers on the desk, pushing aside more incomplete charts, finally snatching up a sheet of paper with several lines of writing.

The top line was in Dee’s elegant script: “Pack my box with five dozen liquor jugs”

What is this? Provisions? He thought. Is Dee planning a trip without telling me?

Below it, to his amazement, was the same sentence but in his own writing.

Pack my box with five dozen liquor jugs

“What? I never wrote this,” he exclaimed.

Below that, he saw that Sir William Herbert had penned the same line.

Pack my box with five dozen liquor jugs

Several other people had written the same strange sentence in the lines below. The words were the same, but the letters were formed in the hand of different authors.

The bottom line was incomplete, but Jack thought it looked like Kat’s writing.

“Is Kat here? Why didn’t you tell me?” Now he was truly angry.

Dee snatched the page back from him.

“Really, Jack! That is private correspondence. And no, of course Kat is not here. In fact, I haven’t seen her since the two of you went on your adventure.

“Now, can we just focus on one thing at a time, please? Perhaps starting with the dispensary machine?”

Still confused about the page of sentences, Jack turned to the machine and frowned.

The frown turned to a smile when Dee dropped a pile of half-groats and pennies into his out-stretched hand.








Chapter 4 - Reconsideration

Wednesday the 19th of July 1553

Baynard’s Castle, London





Sweet dreams?

Jack stood in a cold flagstoned corridor beside a familiar door, a cool draft causing his nightshirt to flap gently around his bare legs.

He heard a soft tinkling laugh, then dulcet tones whispered through the door.

He willed the door to open, and as it swung away from him, he saw her leaning on the table, quill in hand. 

Kat looked just the same as his earliest memories of her; smokey, almond-shaped eyes in a clear pale face, with dark hair pulled into a braided ponytail. She wore dark blue hose, and a white shirt with puffed sleeves that hid most, but not all, of her womanly figure.

As the door bumped to a halt at the completion of its swing, she turned and bestowed upon him a dazzling smile. Oh, those ruby red lips! He could almost taste them now.

He drifted closer and with a flourish she showed him the page which contained the line of writing she had just completed; Pack my box with five dozen liquor jugs.

His brow wrinkled in confusion. He had read that same line somewhere else recently, hadn’t he? Herbert had written it? Or Dee? Or both of them?

He turned and looked Kat full in the face, searching for understanding.

Her hair shimmered as the candlelight caught the different shades of black and brown. Her face flickered, one moment clear, the next moment indistinct. Suddenly, he was looking at John Dee’s face. That aquiline nose and small black eyes were unmistakable. 

What alchemy is this?

Kat’s face reasserted itself and, smiling, she stepped forward and took his hand in hers, holding it to her lips.

She spun through a half-circle to stand beside him, still holding his hand. He realised that they were standing on the road leading into the small town of Stoke Ferry.

To his left, a faded sign hanging outside a humble building announced, The Ferryman’s Arms.

Kat gestured toward a one-room cottage to their right, where he knew they’d spent many joyous nights after returning from work at the nearby Oxburgh Hall.

Kat led him into the inn. To his surprise, it looked identical to the Bell Inn in Thetford.

Drawn toward a raucous group of drinkers, he peered over the shoulder of a potter who was gesticulating wildly as he told a funny story. 

Jack smiled at the punchline and looked back toward Kat. But Kat wasn’t there!

He turned in panic, first one way, then the other, but Kat was nowhere to be seen. He pushed past other patrons who merely saluted him with their tankards before fading out of his way.

In despair, he started walking back to London. After a few tear-drenched steps, he was greeted by his friend, Dr. John Dee.

Dee tossed a silver half-groat into the air and Jack watched it spin in the light then fall to the floor, where it clattered and banged, sounding more like horses’ hooves than a coin. 

It landed at just the right angle to reflect bright light directly into his eyes. 

He stretched out to pick up the coin and fell face-first onto the floor.

Groggily, he rose and realised it had all been a dream. All that remained was the clean apple scent of Kat’s hair, and the sound of horses’ hooves outside his window.





A meeting of minds

Two more horses trotted into the courtyard of Baynard’s castle, the clattering of their hooves overloud on the cobbles shattering the early morning quiet. As the rather elderly gentlemen eased themselves from their mounts, grooms were quick to appear to care for both horse and rider.

Without a word, they were ushered respectfully through an arched side door, along a panelled corridor, and into a room already holding a half-dozen other eminent men of the land.

Sir William Herbert approached the latecomers, his grave countenance matching both the colour of his clothing and his soubriquet, ‘Black Dog Herbert’. 

Bedford, the more observant of the two men, noticed that Herbert’s beard, so recently jet black, was now flecked with silver, revealing his age, or perhaps the stress of these last few days.

Indeed, these days may be the ruin of us all, he thought grimly.

“Welcome to Baynard’s Castle, my lords. Although, in truth, I wish the circumstances were less troublesome.” He gestured to a sideboard laden with food. “My people have prepared some victuals. Please fortify yourselves













































Swift actions
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