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Prologue

The Alchemy of Age
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Robert Bylot was waiting for death. He sat in a high-backed wooden chair, a threadbare blanket wrapped around his shoulders, staring into the dying embers of the fire that glowed in the stone hearth. His head was surrounded by unkempt white hair and a five day growth of beard, and his wrinkled skin sagged as if his body were already beginning to decay. Discarded fragments of his supper lay in the folds of the blanket and he was chewing thoughtfully on a branch of fennel to freshen his breath.

The modest room was one of two Bylot owned in the borough of Wapping, outside the ancient walls of London and across from the great shipyards of Deptford. It was not the residence of choice for those aspiring to social position; the streets were too narrow for a large carriage and the characters who frequented the deep shadows of the overhanging buildings were not of the most genteel sort. The taverns supported the usual clientele of cut-purses and villains but even the lowest often struck Bylot as no worse than many a crewman with whom he had sailed.

Bylot's apartment was located on the second floor above an apothecary shop, a location that kept him a little removed from the tumult and odour of the street. But the stairs were hard on his aged legs. The rooms were cramped and cluttered with the possessions of a busy life, but Bylot didn't mind. He had seen enough of empty space in his time.

Bylot’s life had been long, eighty-five years as he had counted this past summer, and he was ready for it to end. But life clung to him like the wisps of white hair on his head, and each morning he awoke to the noises on the London street outside reminding him that he had to face another day.

It hadn’t always been that way. As a boy, Bylot had dreamed of fame and glory—of sailing to the ends of the earth and seeing wondrous sights. And he had done it too! But where had it all led? Everyone from his youth was dead and long forgotten by the world.

But Bylot remembered. The past lay in his mind—magical, glittering, and as real as the cold stone of the fireplace before him. And now, in the autumn of 1669, it was all that remained.

Surrounded by his possessions and his memories, Bylot sat, convinced that he still lived because his life was not yet complete. Something would happen to make sense of all the happiness and tragedy he had experienced; something to release him from the guilt he felt for what he had done a half century before. He had no idea what this something was, but he waited, close by the Thames River that had launched so many of his dreams.

His answer came with a knock on his door.
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“Go away,” Bylot mumbled. He had no desire to descend the stairs to the noisome street simply to face some drunken sailor who couldn’t find his way home. But the knocking was repeated—urgent, insistent.

Grumbling, Bylot rose stiffly descended. He pulled the door open and looked out on the cold night. Behind the hooded figure on his step, a fine, wetting rain made the cobbles glisten in the flickering lights from the windows across the way. In the background, the river softly slapped at its banks.

“Master Bylot?” the visitor asked.

“Aye” Bylot responded. “Who wishes to know?”

“Master Bylot, explorer, and lately mate on the bark Discovery?”

“Aye. Much lately I fear, but that is I.” Bylot had not been called an explorer in many years, and mention of the Discovery brought memories flooding back.

“I bring a wondrous document from afar. Would you indulge my entry from this damnable night?” The voice was soft but clear. It suggested some intelligence, yet possessed an element of low cunning.

“Come in,” Bylot said stepping aside. It was not his habit to allow strangers into his small home, especially mysterious ones in the dead of night, but the man’s reference to the past intrigued him and he was beyond caring what evil might befall his frail body.

They climbed the creaking stairs in silent darkness. There, in the dim candlelight, the man removed his cloak and hood to reveal the rather shabby garb of a sailor. The clothes surprised Bylot. The tone of voice had led him to suspect the attire of a gentleman, or at least of a street charlatan. With a grunt, Bylot indicated the stool by the hearth and returned to his own chair.

When both were settled, Bylot examined his visitor. The man sitting across from him appeared close to thirty years of age. He had a clean-shaven, squarish, weather-beaten face topped by prematurely thinning brown hair. His eyes were a watery blue and they regarded Bylot with an expression of smiling superiority. There was to his mouth an almost feminine cast, and his sharp tongue continually darted out to moisten his lips. In his right hand, the man carried a small bundle wrapped in oilcloth.

“What is your name and what do you want of me?” Bylot demanded.

“I am Robert Gilby,” the man began, “newly returned from the northern wilderness of the Americas in the ketch Nonsuch under the Captaincy of Zachariah Gillam.”

“I have heard of your voyage. In search of trade in furs to compete with the French, were you not?”

“Aye, and with some fair measure of attainment too.”

“That is not what I heard. The word is that your sponsors will not retire on the proceeds of this voyage. How then, with no profit to show, can you count a commercial venture a success?”

“Our voyage proved what may be possible—but it is of little concern to me what befalls some company of adventurers. I simply voyaged as a diversion.”

Bylot wondered who that "diversion" had left in London searching vainly for stolen purses or lost honour.

“I did my work,” Gilby continued, “counted my pay as profit, and saw something of that part of the world. In truth, I saw much of interest and not a little that leads me here to this business tonight.”

Gilby regarded his host shrewdly for a long moment. Bylot stared back, waiting.

“Since you have heard of our voyage, you will know well enough that we over wintered in the Great Sea called for Thomas Button or sometime your first master, Henry Hudson?”

Bylot nodded.

“Well, ‘tis a God-forsaken place and no mistake. We built a fort from the logs abundant there by a river we named Rupert on the shores of the bay named for old Captain James. We built in part upon the foundations of a rude dwelling said by some to have been constructed by Englishmen some sixty years previous. I think you know of this place?”

Bylot’s mind flashed back to the winter of 1610. A ship lay, drawn up upon a barren shore, beside a rough timbered house from which a thin stream of smoke escaped. Discarded equipment was strewn all around, poking blackly through the blanket of snow. Bent, ragged shapes went about a variety of tasks. A tall figure in a green, fur-collared coat stood some way off and gazed across the ice to the west.

“I might,” Bylot said.

“Well,” Gilby went on, “the season became wondrous cold, but we were well supplied and passed a snug enough time. Come spring the local savages came in trade and we filled our holds with an abundance of excellent beaver pelts. The best kind we found were those already worn, for then the coarse hair was naturally eroded, leaving but the fine and saving one step for the hat maker. I fear there will be some savages who will feel the cold this winter for want of an extra layer of pelts.”

“I am glad of your comfort and thank you for this lesson in the milliner’s arts” Bylot said irritably, “but I do not see that it should be a concern of mine.”

“Patience,” the man continued through a lopsided smile that exposed several broken teeth. “All things come to those who wait.

“We traded with upwards of ten score savages this spring past, but one old man, bent near double with the cares of a harsh life in the wilderness, caught my eye. He drew no attention to himself, yet he was in constant attendance upon our dealings. Every day he could be found, watching, to one side, with no greater presence than a mote caught in the corner of one’s eye. None of our doings escaped him, and yet he took no part nor seemed to wish for more than simply to observe. I began to watch him.

“At length, he became aware of my attention. Rather than being a discouragement, my notice seemed to please him and he attached himself to me where possible, always at a goodly distance but ever there. I neither threatened nor encouraged, preferring to wait and see what would happen.

“On the morning of the tide that was to bear us home, a large number of savages—men, women, and children, both old and young—congregated in their primitive finery to bid us farewell and for one last chance to beg for trinkets and baubles. I was busy with the last of our preparations and was some little distance from my companions. All of a sudden, I was aware of the old man by my side, much closer than previous. I stopped and looked directly at him. He was swarthy as any savage and certainly was the owner of their unpleasant odour. He was dressed in their habit of leggings and a loose shirt of animal hide and wore a rough leather pouch hanging from a belt around his waist. His hair was grey and long and plastered down with some foul-smelling animal fat.”

Gilby paused.

“What did he want?” Bylot asked, impatiently.

“I see you wish to hear my tale now,” Gilby sneered. “You shall, and then we will see about some business.

“The old man was as close as I am to you. I would have been loathe to allow this, but I had taken an interest in him, so I stood my ground and waited. I have seen many wonders in my travels, but what transpired next surprised even me. Instead of the begging hand or the offered worthless tool, the old man spoke, and not the singsong gibberish of his people, but the King’s English.”

Gilby paused again. Bylot’s mind was a restless turmoil of possibilities.

“For God’s sake,” he shouted. “What did he say?”

Gilby smiled. “It was not easy to understand his speech. At first, I did not even recognize it as my own language, so rough and arcane was its mode. But with repetition, I began to make something out of it. The first thing he said was, ‘Did any live?’”

“What did he mean by that?” Bylot interrupted.

“I know not. I asked, but got no response other than repetition of the phrase wrapped in local dialect. I fear that life in the wilds had unhinged his mind.”

“Was anything else he said intelligible?”

“Little that I could make out with certainty. There were a few words and phrases I could understand with effort; ‘Desire Provoketh,’ ‘God’s Mercy,’ and ‘Michaelmass’ were most often repeated, but meant nothing to me. There were also sounds which might have been attempts at our speech, I suspected I heard ‘discovery’ at one place in his discourse but it was not repeated. The old man seemed particularly keen that I learn his name even though it meant as little to me as the others I had heard. The savages thereabouts place much stock in names and exchange them freely amongst each other and with strangers.”

“What was his name?”

“As close as I could make out and transposed into the spelling we found most useful for recording the utterances of the savages for trade, it was Dja-khu-tsan.”

“And he uttered nothing else?”

“Nothing, but repetition of what I have told you.

“Now that I was over my surprise at his first words, I saw he was only an old mind-weakened savage. Truly, he must have had some contact with an English party and had picked up a few word with which he was trying to impress me, but it was also obvious that I could learn naught of import from him.

“I turned to go, as we were near to departing. As I did so, the old man reached forward and grabbed my arm. His grip was surprisingly strong, and I was annoyed at him laying on a hand. I turned back and raised my free hand to strike him away. But my blow never fell. Certainly the man cowered away in fear, but he did not loose his grip and his other hand offered me a book.” Gilby held out the package he had been holding by his side. “This book.”

Bylot reached over to take it, but it was drawn back.

“Not yet,” Gilby said. “This is the hub of the business I would conduct with you—by which we shall both profit—and I would finish my tale.”

Bylot clenched his outstretched hand in frustration.

“Well,” Gilby, slowly set the book on his knee and locked his fingers together below his chin. “I at once realized the possible import of what the old man held. It was not of savage generation, they having no writing to speak of, therefore it must have come to this place through abandonment or loss by some explorer. As I knew, the unfortunate Master Hudson had disappeared mysteriously hereabouts greater than fifty years previously. Perhaps this document, so strangely offered to me in the wilderness, held some answers that I might profit from.

“Not wishing to weaken my bargaining position, I retained a stern appearance and spoke harshly to the effect that he should unhand me forthwith. To my surprise he did so and, to my even greater surprise, made no attempt to bargain. He placed the book in my hand, turned away, and shuffled off into the trees. I hid the book from sight and made way back to my companions.

“I was, I frankly admit, excited by this odd turn of events, yet, with the bustle of setting sail and the cramped confines of our quarters which precluded any privacy, we were several days at sea before I found the opportunity to examine my new possession in security.”

Bylot’s mind was racing. "Desire Provoketh," "God’s Mercy," and "Michaelmass" were all names he remembered only too well. They were names given by Henry Hudson to geographical features he'd discovered all those years ago. And “Discovery” was the name of Hudson’s ship. The savage could only have come by this knowledge only from contact with one of Hudson's crew. And the book—Bylot had not seen it, yet he was certain what it was. It was his past come back to haunt him. A deep past, like a ruined city of the ancients, buried and forgotten in sand until its streets and walls are uncovered by wind.

“I am not well-versed in the arts of reading,” Gilby continued. “I can decipher a broadsheet or the Lord Mayor’s proclamation well enough—better than some I daresay—and in my line of work, that has always more than sufficed.” Gilby licked his lips and leered at Bylot. “After all, my usual acquaintances are more familiar with the card and blade than Master Shakespeare’s tragedies.

“Nonetheless, upon examining the old native’s book, I immediately apprehended its import. It has been much ill used by time and fate, not being placed with its companions in some learned man’s library press. Still and all, it is of some value.

“Upon my return, I planned to seek out some antiquarian of wealth who might be prepared to part with a few crowns for the privilege of examining these pages. However, chance placed me one night in the company of some friends in the Pie Tavern, but a short distance from here toward the city. I was, I admit, the worse for too much ale and porter and was elaborating upon my late voyage to all who would listen. I of course did not mention my find, but one old patron listened with uncommon attention. As I finished my tale, he approached and engaged me in conversation. It seems you frequent that establishment from time to time and are in the habit of confiding your adventures to this very same person. Thus it was that I learned of your continued tenure on this Earth and conceived the idea of our current business. You are not an easy man to find Master Bylot but, as you see, I have sought you out.”

“What is the book?” Bylot asked with scarcely controlled impatience.

“Oh!” said Gilby with feigned surprise, “have I not mentioned that. How remiss. Here, read for yourself.” He unwrapped the book and held it out. Bylot fixed his glasses on his nose and leaned forward. His heart beat dangerously fast in his old chest.

The book was a small, octavo volume, bound in dark leather and held closed by a brass clasp. The cover was heavily stained.

Bylot breathed deeply and ran his gnarled fingers over the rich tangle of words scrawled in a familiar curling script on its cover.

This be the Sole and Onlie Jovrnall and Teftamente of Mafter Henrie Hudson, Maryner and Explorer in the Wyldernefs.

“I see from your expression that I have come to the right person,” Gilby went on, his sharp tongue darting out to moisten his lips. “Surely this volume must be worth a few guineas. They will not mean much to such as you but will greatly ease the lot of a poor sailor like myself. Shall we say five guineas?”

It was outrageous, but Bylot was too weak to argue. Rising and shuffling dazedly to the other room he retrieved his purse, extracted the required sum and returned. Bylot flung the money onto the other man’s lap. “You are a thief and a villain, Gilby, and you deserve not one farthing of this money. Yet I will pay it, if only to see the memory of brave men preserved.”

Gilby laughed and placed the book in Bylot’s shaking hands. “Aye, if you wish. I care not what you do with these old scratched words.”

“Our business is done, be gone. You have caused enough upset to memory for one night.”

Gilby collected the coins, stood and retrieved his cloak. “I thank you, Master Bylot, and I shall toast your health before long.”

Then he was gone. A quick blast of cold air from the street door and Bylot was alone, his mind a turmoil of memory.

Bylot gazed at the book on his lap. It had been a lifetime since he had held it last. He knew some of what it contained—but what had been added? What had been written by a starving man huddled hopelessly on a barren shore, waiting for rescue that never came—was it Bylot’s release from guilt, or a final condemnation? Desire and fear wrestled in the old man’s mind. He ran his fingers over the volume's brass clasp. So easy to open and read, but easier, perhaps, to leave closed. After all, death would provide its own answers.
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A screamed curse and a snatch of an old sea song from the raucous alley below brought a shouted “No!” from Bylot’s lips. The goings on outside meant nothing to him, but they provoked a reaction nonetheless.

With much effort, Bylot placed the book on his table, slid from his chair and adjusted his blanket round his shoulders. Painfully, he crouched on the hearth and wrapped his arthritic fingers around a fresh log. Once atop the pile of embers, small flames licked eagerly at the dry wood, casting light on the old man’s face and briefly banishing the shadows. Bylot stood and rested an arm on the mantle—allowing the warmth to rejuvenate him. He looked around as if seeing the room for the first time.

“What is real?” he croaked. “My few possessions, my memories, the life beyond my window, the ghosts that haunt me—the book.”

Bylot pulled the blanket tighter and let his gaze shift to the mantle and slide along the array of oddly-shaped, coloured glass bottles resting there.

“Once in the northern regions” he told the bottles, “I saw a city hanging in the air beneath a waving curtain of green light bright enough to read my compass by. Towers, battlements and minarets were so clearly defined that I was convinced of their reality, but as I sailed on, the city wavered, became transparent and vanished to be replaced by a blank, ice-reflecting sky. Our weak senses are often confused.”

Bylot reached over and picked up a curious-looking globe. It was compact enough to fit in the palm of his hand, yet it housed other globes. Its surface was covered with wonderfully detailed etchings—designs that Bylot’s old eyes could barely make out. Within, powders lay and pale liquids swirled in their separate compartments.

Bylot held the delicate glass before him, turning it slowly as he gazed into its depths. “I hold the universe in my hand,” he said, recalling lessons learned many years before. “Fire, Earth, Water, Air, Aqua fortis and Aqua vitae. Should I crush these fragile spheres, the powers unleashed would end my doubts.”

Bylot smiled ruefully. “Like the dreams of Doctor Dee and the Alchemists, you are nothing now. The world has left you and me behind. All that is left are my memories. Within my mind, Dee still lives—talking with angels and struggling to turn lead into gold; Henry Hudson still sails the unknown seas, searching for his impossible path to Cathay; Henry Greene and Robert Smythe still play their games; and I still stand amid them all. Only I remember what Dee sought, why Hudson failed and how Greene and Smythe played for profit. But even I don’t know it all.”

Bylot returned the globe to its resting place, shuffled back to his chair and picked up the book. Absently, he caressed the cover. “I dread the words you might hold, and yet they are the sole path to my salvation. Only in these pages can I be forgiven and my story end. But to end, I must first begin.”
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Childhood
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Robert Bylot’s earliest memories were of loneliness. It could not all have been like that—he knew there were wonderful times with his sister, Evelyn—but it was the solitary moments in the dark corners of the rambling house at Hoddesdon, a day’s journey outside London, that stuck in his mind.

His favourite corner was a tiny brick space hidden behind the produce barrels in the pantry. At some time in the past, it had been an angle in the outside wall of the house, but an extension had been added as the family prospered. To even the lie of the walls, this small space had been declared unusable and bricked in. But the old bricks had been poorly cemented and the inquisitive Bylot had one day discovered that enough could be removed to allow entry. The space within was less than two feet in width by four long, yet it stretched up the full three floors of the house. There was barely enough room for a small boy to squeeze into, but he was not a large child and the space was adequate enough to be his refuge from the worries of the world—his bolt hole.

His sanctuary had a small opening to the outside world near the top that allowed some fresh air to enter and provided the merest flicker of light on bright days. Unfortunately, it also allowed the entry of numerous small insects and creatures, which often fell on Bylot as he sat. These occasionally caused some discomfort but he grew accustomed to the spiders and assorted tiny living things who shared his hiding place.

On one occasion, Bylot was sitting deep in thought when he heard a rustling from above. It sounded like a creature much larger than the usual, and his six-year-old heart began to race. He could have crawled out and escaped, but fear froze him in place. The noise came steadily closer as dislodged pieces of dirt and brick fell about him. Bylot crunched himself into as small a space as possible, closed his eyes and prayed for the intruder to go away.

The noise seemed deafening in the confined space and time slowed unbearably. Eventually, Bylot felt it—soft feathery tendrils rapidly brushing his face and sharp claws scratching his cheek. Wildly, he lashed out. His hand connected with something in the darkness and crushed it with panicked violence against the wall. Silence descended.

After a long time, Bylot’s heart returned to normal and his mind regathered its perspective. Feeling around on the floor, he discovered the still-warm body of a starling. Having entered at the top of the hide, the bird had become disoriented and flown down seeking escape. Bylot’s childish mind had imagined all kinds of horrors in the unknown and in his fear he had struck out unthinkingly and killed the poor beast.

Guilt at the unnecessary death soon replaced Bylot’s fear, and he carefully took the tiny body to show to Evelyn. She was a year older than him and would know what to do to make things right.

“We must bury it,” she had said, seriously.

Together the pair had made a small wooden box, carried the coffin out into the woods and buried it with exaggerated care and many tears beneath an ancient oak tree.

“You have nothing to feel guilt over,” Evelyn had explained as they walked back to the house.

“But I killed one of God’s innocent creatures,” Bylot said.

"Yes, but consider, God created the circumstances of your act. He created your terror.”

“And I prayed to him for it to stop,” Bylot said fervently.

“It is a natural human reaction, established by God, to react, sometimes with violence when faced with fear. Is it reasonable of God to expect a small child to overcome this?”

“I don’t know.” Bylot was confused. Was it right to question God? Could God make a mistake? What about the guilt? If his fear came from God, didn’t his guilt as well? And although the fear had long gone, the guilt was still there, despite Evelyn’s comforting words.
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Six years later, Bylot sat cross-legged before the intricately carved wood of the fireplace in the great hall, his hand delicately tracing the riotous ornamentation of leaves, vines and fruits that the master carver had created. It was a lost world that hid all manner of extraordinary beasts and men. Bylot felt that, if he could only stare hard enough, the vines would part and he would be rewarded with a glimpse of this unknown, magical place—a place where monsters, mermen and dragons dwelled, where savages with faces upon their chests and no heads cavorted in lands where trees grew downward and rain, hail, and snow fell upward.

Bylot knew these marvels existed because he had read the reports and seen the maps of travelers who had ventured to the ends of the earth. The tales they brought back, and which Bylot found in the books at his local grammar school, fueled his imagination. As he read and learned, he began to crave seeing these things for himself. Over the years, the desire became an obsession. Bylot spent long hours alone, hunched over a flickering candle, copying pieces of maps and pages of text. These he brought home to show Evelyn, who, being a girl, was not allowed to attend school. Then he hid them in his bolt hole. His childhood refuge was too small for him to fit in now, but it was perfect for storage. Bylot thought of it as his secret library, secret because his father—a domineering, distant, practical man—strongly disapproved of what he considered a frivolous interest in exploration.

But to Bylot, exploration was anything but frivolous. Francis Drake, Martin Frobisher and John Davis were his heroes, the voyagers who led the way into a bright new future where all things were possible. And one day, Bylot knew, despite his father, he would join their ranks. He would go to these far places and see these things for himself. He would become a famous explorer, tame geography and chart the courses of unknown rivers and the intricacies of mysterious coastlines. He would create the most wonderful map of the world ever seen.

“Robert, look what I’ve found.” Evelyn bounded across the polished oak floor and skidded to a halt beside her brother. Despite being a year older, she looked up to him because he attended school while she could not. Both thought this horribly unfair. Evelyn possessed an insatiable curiosity about the natural world and was being denied the chance to learn about it. Since she had been old enough to walk, Evelyn had collected and studied the creatures she found in the local ponds or beneath the hedgerows, or curiosities she dug out of the soft white chalk in the hills round Hoddesdon. She craved learning and often brought her discoveries to her younger brother for identification. For his part, Bylot copied whatever he could of the books at school and brought them back for Evelyn to digest.

“I found it up on the hill. It took me all morning to scratch it out of the white stone. What do you think it is?” Evelyn’s grey eyes shone with enthusiasm and her cheeks glowed with the effort of running back with her prize.

“It is a Horn of Ammon,” Bylot replied, taking the small tightly curled object from her. “I think it is the shell of a sea creature.”

Evelyn’s brow furrowed. “How could a sea creature find its way into the rock on top of a hill?”

“Learned men suppose that either these long-dead creatures are carved in place within the rock as sports of nature, or that they are evidence of Noah’s Deluge and were deposited on hilltops by the floodwaters.”

“That’s nonsense.” Evelyn spoke so loudly that Bylot glanced around the hall.

“And that’s blasphemy. Don’t let the minister hear you say that.”

“But it can’t be true,” Evelyn persisted. “How can shells as exquisite and detailed as these be carved within solid rock? And would not the force of a torrent created by rain have been from the hills, along the rivers, and to the sea rather than lifting sea life from the sea and placing it atop hills? It does not make sense.”

“How then do you explain its presence?”

Evelyn’s face fell. “I don’t know. But there must be another answer.”

Bylot laughed. “That’s what you always say. Why can’t you just accept what the philosophers tell us?”

“Because they are wrong.”

“And you will find the correct answers?”

“Perhaps,” Evelyn said defensively. “And I would find the answers faster if I were allowed to attend school and learn.”

“I tell you everything I learn.”

“I know. I shouldn’t complain. I am lucky to have a little brother who thinks I
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