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For Mark H.
Now quit bugging me





Prologue



THREE OR FOUR times a week, it comes.


Not a dream: closer to a vision, apart from her but obscurely meant for her, too.


And each time the vision converges on a man. Working late into the evening. Streaks of sweat across his brow and neck. His head bowed—in prayer, she thinks, except she has never heard a prayer quite like this.


“Ex nihilo …”


Lapis stones clatter in a copper pan.


“… nihil …”


Beneath the copper, a tallow flame crackles into life.


“… fit.”


A pewter mist billows up, then resolves into a powder. The air grows heavy with current. The man thrusts up his hands and roars. Four centuries later, she can still hear him.


“Long live the School of Night!”
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WASHINGTON, D.C. SEPTEMBER 2009
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AGAINST ALL ODDS, against my own wishes, this is a love story. And it began, of all places, at Alonzo Wax’s funeral.


Now I’d known Alonzo pretty much all my adult life, but in the months after his death, I learned a surprising number of things about him. For instance, he chased his morning shots of Grey Goose with Rocky Road. He had never read a word of Alexander Pope—too modern—but he followed every single comic strip in The Washington Post (even “Family Circus”). He was a sneak and a liar and a thief and would have slain every grandmother he had for an original edition of Bussy d’Ambois. And he loved me.


But in those early months of mourning—or whatever it was we were doing about Alonzo—the biggest surprise was this: He had become Catholic. And had never gotten around to telling his parents, loosely observant Rockville Jews who found the baptism certificate while sorting through his filing cabinets. After some family debate, Alonzo’s sister Shayla began shaking the trees for priests, until a friend told her that suicide was a mortal sin for the Church. So she opted to hold the memorial service at the Folger Shakespeare Library, which, in addition to being marble, was home to the world’s largest collection of printed Shakespearean works and to a small mountain of preserved and cataloged Elizabethiana. The Folger, in other words, was engaged in roughly the same business as Alonzo had been: ransacking boxes and chests for centuries-old documents that were, in most cases, considered highly disposable by the original writers.


Shayla was glad to have missed the incense, but something else struck her as she stood greeting mourners at the entrance to the great hall.


“Henry,” she whispered. “I forgot. I hate lutes.”


It could have been worse, I reminded her. The last memorial service I’d attended at the Folger was for a Buddhist restaurateur, and we were subjected to an hour of Tibetan music: finger cymbals and skull drums and, glowering over everything, a massively built throat singer, swaddled in goatskin, belching up chord after chord.


“And besides,” I added, “the lute quartet was your idea.”


“You know, I thought maybe they’d bring a viol. Or an hautboy.”


“That’s how it works. An Elizabethan collector dies, out come the lutes.”


More than lutes. Significant People had come to pay respects to Alonzo, and here and there, framed by long swords and halberds, one could make out the graven profiles of More Than Usually Significant People. An assistant librarian of Congress, a Smithsonian undersecretary, an ambassador from Mauritius … even a U.S. senator, longtime friend and beneficiary of the Wax family, who worked the room as deftly as if it were a PAC breakfast. Alonzo, I thought, would have been appalled and flattered all at once.


“Did I mention you’re his executor?” Shayla said.


She turned just in time to catch the look on my face.


“If you want to pass,” she said, “I’ll understand.”


“No. I’m honored.”


“There’s some money in it, I think. Not a lot …”


“Does it matter if I don’t know what I’m doing?”


“No,” she said. “Your remarks—that’s all you need to worry about today.”


She narrowed her eyes at me. The stripe of unretouched hair along her scalp shone like war paint.


“You did prepare, right, Henry? Alonzo hated stammering; you know that.”


For that very reason, I had written my remarks on index cards, but as I laid them in ranks across the podium, they filled me with a strange revulsion. And so, at the last instant, I decided to wing it. I gazed out across those three-hundred-plus mourners, spread across nearly three thousand square feet of terra-cotta tile, under a massively vaulted strapwork ceiling … and I went deliberately small. Which is to say, I spoke about meeting Alonzo Wax.


It was the first day of our freshman year, and Alonzo was the very first student I met, and because I didn’t know any better, I thought all students were like him. (“I’m sorry now they weren’t,” I said.) The first thing Alonzo did was to offer me a tumbler of Pimm’s—he kept it in a tiny cut-glass container in his hip pocket. And when he found out I was planning to major in English, he demanded my opinion of A Winter’s Tale. I got out maybe three sentences before he cut me off and told me how benighted I was. (“‘Benighted’ was the exact word.”) And when I told him I’d never read Chapman—well, I thought he was going to wash his hands of me then and there. Instead, he invited me to dinner.


“It was a real dinner,” I said. “With courses. He explained to me that university food was a known carcinogen. ‘Of course, the science has been suppressed,’ he said, ‘but the findings are unanimous. That shit will kill you.’”


Before I could retrieve them, the words—kill you—went shivering through the climate-controlled air. And in that moment, yes, I wished I could turn the clock back to Elizabethan days, when this great hall would have been a hive of distraction. Masques and plays and dances. Rushes covering the floor, dogs roaming free, a smell of agriculture everywhere. My voice just one thread among many.


Alonzo, I hurried on, paid for our meal, as he usually did. The tip was about the same size as the bill. And he allowed as how my ideas on Winter’s Tale weren’t quite so daft as he first thought. But I should still read Chapman.


“‘You’ll never get anywhere,’ he said, ‘until you find a nice minor poet.’ ”


I stacked my unused index cards in a nice little pile. I squinted down at the finish line.


“Alonzo’s self-assurance seemed to me something colossal. I was just this kid from the burbs, and here was this guy my own age carrying himself like a professor. And the real professors, they were as scared of him as I was, and why wouldn’t they be, he was—”


He was what? I can’t now remember what I was going to say because she, in effect, finished the sentence for me. Or began another one altogether. Just by walking into the great hall.


At least forty minutes late.


To this day I’m not sure I would have noticed her if she’d dressed properly. Like the rest of us, I mean, in our black wool and crepe. She was wearing an old-fashioned A-line dress, cotton—scarlet!—tight in the bust, loose and jovial in the skirt. She walked like somebody who was used to wearing such a dress. She looked more comfortable than anyone else in the room.


Nobody said a word to her. We were all probably just waiting for her to see her error. Oh, the wedding’s across the street! At the Congregational church!


But she gave no sign of having come to the wrong place. She took a seat at the end of the third row and, without embarrassment, turned her attention on the speaker.


Who was me.


I had briefly forgotten this.


“Alonzo,” I said, “was a—a great collector, we all know that. That’s why there are … so many of us here, right? But to me, nothing in his collection was … ever as unique as he was. So …”—Finish. Finish—“so that’s what I’ll remember.”


Who spoke after me? I couldn’t tell you. By the time I sat down, I was gathering data. A tough job, because she was two rows behind me and slightly northward, which meant I had to wheel about in my seat at regular intervals and pretend I wasn’t being the most irksome guy in the room. Somehow, through the heads and hats, sections of her came back to me. A profusion of dark hair. A creamy arm, draped across the back of her chair. And, most enticing of all, a ledge of collarbone, striking a note of pioneer resilience against the slenderness of her neck.


And then, from the podium, came the throbbing contralto of Alonzo’s mother.


“My heart is so full,” she said. “So very full to see all these people gathered to honor my son.”


You might suppose I felt guilt. Given that, in this moment, I wasn’t honoring her son. You would be half right. But here’s the thing. You can get just as lucky at a funeral as at a wedding. In fact, luckier. Someone always needs to be comforted.


And Alonzo, more than anyone else, would have guessed how complicated the act of grieving him would be. He’d left behind no children. He’d never courted sentiment, he’d never courted anything—or anybody. But all the same he understood me. Just come back when you’re done, I could hear him saying. There’s a letter I want to show you in the Maggs and Quaritch catalog. Written to the Laird of Craighall …


And so, by the time the service was over, I believed I had his full dispensation to proceed. But as I stood up, another woman’s voice rang after me.


“Henry!”


Lily Pentzler. Short-waisted and long-abiding. Braced like a professional wrestler, tufts of gray hair straggling over carob eyes, a stack of cocktail napkins in each hand. An air of harassed charity, not specific to this occasion.


“Do you need help?” I asked.


“Do I need help?”


Lily was Alonzo’s amanuensis. I use that word because that’s how it was printed on her business cards. “It means picking up the master’s scraps,” she once explained. Exactly what she was doing now.


“The security kept us waiting for nearly an hour,” she told me. “The florist screwed up and sent lilies. Alonzo hated lilies. The caterer just got here. Just. Got. Here. People, before they go and, you know, harm themselves in some definitive way, should be required—and I’m talking beyond congressional mandate, Henry, a level of divine mandate that says, ‘Know what? Before you do it, organize your own memorial service, ‘kay? Buy the wreath, set up the open bar. Hire the fucking caterers and then kill yourself.’”


“I can see your point.”


“This”—the piles of napkins began to teeter—“this will have the effect of ending suicide as we know it.”


“Do you need any help?” I asked again.


She looked at me.


“We’ve missed you, Henry. You haven’t been by to see us lately.”


“Oh, yeah. Kinda busy. Teaching gig. The freelance thing. This, that …”


“The next thing,” she said, eyeing me closely.


“Yep.”


“Well, come by later, anyway. There’s a wake at five. We’re taking over the top floor of the Pour House, and Bridget is going to sing something mawkish and out of period. ‘Last Rose of Summer,’ I think. On second thought, save yourself.”


She smiled then, just a little bit, and, pivoting slowly, labored toward the banquet table, which was nearly as tall as she was.


By now, no more than a minute had passed, but it was enough. The woman in scarlet was nowhere to be found. Through the great hall I wandered, half inspecting the crossbow bolts and the digitalized First Folio with the touch screen that made the pages turn like magic, and I was aware only of my own defeat, growing around me.


Until at my eastern periphery, like dawn, a long pale arm materialized, pushing against the oaken entrance door.


She was leaving. As quietly as she had come.


And here again fate intervened. Not Lily Pentzler this time but Alonzo’s grandfather, ninety-eight, who believed I was his great-nephew and couldn’t be told otherwise. Loosening his ancient-mariner grip required the intervention of the actual great-nephew, a pet insurance salesman from Centerville, Virginia. I took three long strides into the entry hall, I shoved open the door, stood there in the blinding heat ….


She was gone.


No one but me standing on those marble steps in the early-September blast. Sweat tickled through my collar, and around me rose a smell like burning tires. Magnolias were growing, crape myrtles, and not much else.


Hard to explain the dejection that swept over me. I was a man in my mid-forties, wasn’t I? Disappointment was my daily gruel. Back on the wheel, Henry.


And then I heard someone call after me:


“Well, there you are!”


So much familiarity in the tone that I braced myself for another of Alonzo’s relations. (The Waxes were a mighty tribe in their day.) This was someone else, a man in early winter: silver-haired, handsome and rawboned, and erect. Hale with a vengeance: his skin looked like someone had gone at it with pumice. He took my hand and held it for perhaps a second too long, but his smile was benign and vaguely dithering. In a BBC sitcom, he’d have been the vicar. He’d have ridden in on a bike with big panniers.


“Mr. Cavendish,” he said (and indeed the accent was British), “I wonder if I might have a word with you.”


“What about?”


This is where my little track of linearity breaks down. Because when he next spoke, it was as if he’d already spoken. And it was as if Alonzo was speaking, too, from his watery grave. And maybe some part of me was chiming in. All of us in the same helpless chord, not quite in tune but impossible to disaggregate.


“The School of Night.”
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HAVE I SAID anything wrong?” asked the old man. His gaze was no longer quite so dithery.


“No.”


“I only ask because you seem to have taken a fright.”


“Oh, no, it’s just—” I ran a hand down my scalp. “It’s been a long—the whole day has been … for a second there, it was like Alonzo’s ghost was passing by.”


“And who says it wasn’t?”


Humming to himself, the old man reached inside his suit jacket and brought out an umbrella, black and utilitarian, that exploded open at a touch of the thumb.


“The sun disagrees with me,” he said.


“Excuse me, I don’t think I caught your name.”


“Bernard Styles,” he said.


There lay, beneath his expensive accent, the faintest traces of Celtic, like tobacco fumes clinging to a reformed smoker’s clothes.


“Very nice to meet you,” I said.


“You’ve heard of me, perhaps?”


“I don’t get out much.”


“Well, then,” he said easily, “I should tell you I’m in the same collecting line as poor Alonzo. Only in a different sphere of influence.”


“As in England?”


“Buckinghamshire. Not so very far from Waddesdon Manor.”


“Well, in that case, it’s very kind of you to come all this way.”


“Oh,” said Bernard Styles. “I wouldn’t have missed it.”


No obvious change in his tone or demeanor. The change was all in my skin—a barometric tickle.


“Can you believe it?” he said, giving his umbrella a slow twirl. “This is my very first time in your nation’s capital. Everything looks quite fantastical to me.”


I thought he was overdoing it with the “fantastical,” but then I turned to my left and saw the Washington Monument emerging like a thought cloud from the Capitol’s brain.


“Oh,” I said. “I see what you mean. Sorry about the heat.”


“Yes, it’s quite wretched. One can’t altogether breathe. Perhaps we might go inside, after all.”


The way was blocked, though, by a tall man with a brow like a fender.


“This is Halldor,” said Bernard Styles.


A Scandinavian name but no clear race. His once-tawny skin had peeled away into islets of beige, and his neck looked almost ivory against the black of his vicuña coat. The coat hung loosely off a T-shirt that read, in large cherry lettering: I [image: image] DC. It was frightening to think T-shirts came in that size.


“Halldor, I fear, is the only one who thrives in this sort of miasma. Myself, I prefer your highly efficient American air-conditioning. Shall we, Mr. Cavendish?”


Some of the heat came in with us, and for a second or two the air seemed to be ionizing around us. Halfway down the hall, I could see Lily Pentzler going head-to-head with the caterer. Pausing to reload, she flicked her eyes toward me—and then toward Styles. A crease bisected her forehead, and then she began muttering into her sleeve, like a madwoman.


“Perhaps we might talk in the theater,” the old man said. “The upper gallery, I think. More private.” His step was sure and even as he climbed the carpeted steps, talking as he went.


“Such a nice little pastiche. Of course, a true Elizabethan theater wouldn’t have a roof, would it? Or such comfortable chairs. All the same, quite charming. I wonder what play they’re putting on now.”


“Oh, it’s … Love’s Labour’s Lost.”


“Well, isn’t that apropos?”


“Is it?”


“I wonder if it’s modern-dress. No, I don’t wonder at all. On that particular question, I have been quite driven from the field. Everywhere one goes now it’s Uzis at Agincourt, Imogen in jeans, the Thane of Cawdor in a three-button suit. Next thing you know, Romeo and Juliet will simply text each other. Damn the balcony. OMG, Romeo. LOL. ILY 24–7. Oh, chacun à son goût, that’s what I hear you saying, but does it rise even to the level of goût? I consider it, on the contrary, mere squeamishness. I have seen far more fearful things in my life than a doublet and hose. The sooner we inoculate our children against these terrors, the stronger we will make them.”


Seating himself in the gallery’s front row, he raised his eyes to the ceiling, where a blue Elizabethan sky had been meticulously painted—far lovelier than the sky outside. A dusky silence fell over him. He laced his hands over the balcony rail.


“You’ve known Alonzo quite a long time,” he said at last.


“Knew him, yes.”


“I believe you also have the honor of being his executor.”


I looked at him.


“Apparently so,” I said.


“In that case, I think you might be of great use in resolving a little problem I have.”


“That would depend on the problem.”


Wrinkles fanned out from his eyes and mouth as he began to polish the balcony rail.


“A document,” he said, “recently left my possession.”


“I’m sorry to hear that.”


“It’s a document I’m rather keen on recovering.”


“All right.”


Silence grew around us until at last, in my politest tone, I asked:


“And you’re coming to me because …?”


“Oh! Because Alonzo was the one who borrowed it, you see.”


I stared at him. “Borrowed it?”


“Well, generally speaking, I prefer to take charitable constructions of men’s acts. I’m sure that poor Alonzo, had he lived, would have returned the document to me in due time. Now, of course, he’s shuffled off this mortal coil.” He waved softly at the ceiling. “Such a loss.”


“Was the document valuable?” I asked.


“Only to an old sentimentalist like me. Although it does have a certain historical piquancy. As you might appreciate better than most, Mr. Cavendish.” He leaned over and, in a conspiratorial tone, added, “You were a redoubtable Elizabethan scholar in your day, were you not?”


The air grew significantly cooler in that moment, or maybe my face was just getting warmer.


“I’m flattered you think so,” I said. “I’m flattered you even remember my name.”


“Confound the man’s modesty! How could I fail to recall the paper you read at Oriel College back in ‘ninety-two? ‘Empire and the Silver Poet.’”


“You were there?”


“Oh, yes, I found it quite a welcome blow against the idea of Ralegh as dabbler. And chauvinist that I am, I was surprised that an American such as yourself could grasp the true Englishness of Ralegh’s character. Only Shakespeare, I think, was more English.” He clucked his tongue. “All in all, a charming—a comprehensive lecture. I’m sure I wasn’t alone in expecting great things of you.”


“Then I’m sorry to have disappointed you.”


“Oh, but you haven’t,” he answered. “Not yet, anyway. But given your background and your long friendship with Alonzo—well, I can’t think of a fellow better suited to help me find my little document.”


Still he kept polishing that rail. Back and forth, back and forth.


“But what is it?” I asked. “A deed? A tradesman’s bill?”


“A letter, that’s all.”


“Who received it?”


“Unclear. Only the second page survives.”


“Okay, who wrote it?”


He said nothing at first. Only a slight trembling in his hands showed he had even heard the question. He turned to me at last with a smile broad as a river.


“Oh, God,” I murmured. “Ralegh.”


“The very man!” he said, clapping his hands in delight. “And imagine. The letter turned up just nine months ago. A solicitor’s office in Gray’s Inn Road was clearing out its archives—several centuries’ worth; you know how far back these things can go. Having heard something of my reputation, they called me in to appraise its contents and to see if I might be willing to offer them anything for it. Of course, they had no inkling of what they had, so I was able to acquire the letter for quite a reasonable sum.”


No mistaking the satisfaction in his voice. Some collectors spend money like oxygen—Alonzo was one. Others hoard every last atom.


“Mr. Styles,” I said. “You’ll forgive me, but I’ve learned to distrust any document with Ralegh’s name on it. Having been burned before …”


“I should be wary, too, if I were you. In this case, I can assure you it’s authentic.”


“And you can assure me Alonzo took it?”


“Oh, yes.” A slow bobbing of his silver head. “He hid his tracks beautifully, I’ll give him that. For several weeks, we didn’t even know the thing was missing. And then, when we spotted the substitution, we had to dig very deeply into our security archives before we found the—the exculpatory evidence.” He smiled. “Even on grainy security video, there’s no mistaking such a distinct figure as Alonzo’s.”


“But there are other Ralegh letters already in circulation. Why would Alonzo go to such trouble to steal this one?”


“I would guess he was intrigued by this particular letter’s content.”


Styles let that settle in for a while and then, in a fit of mock astonishment, smacked his brow.


“Oh, but I quite forgot! I’ve a copy to show you.”


The barest flutter of his fingers, and Halldor was standing over us, paper in one hand, flashlight in the other.


“When I first acquired the document, I took the precaution of having it digitized. I assume, Mr. Cavendish, you have no objection to reading it yourself?”


“None.”


“Then by all means,” said Bernard Styles, unfolding the paper.


It was absolutely quiet in that balcony, and yet everything around me registered with the force of sound. The poplarlike altitude of Halldor. The slight inclination that Styles’s head made toward mine. My own hand, bathed in the flashlight’s puddle. The words themselves, which seemed to be scratching across the paper as I read them.


Hee wold not be the first louer so to be served by Kit, who wold burn Hotte and Cold in the space of but one breth and who cold conjure up proofs for the Deuil or our Savior, howsoever the winde tourned him. Many was the time Chapman grew most greeued at some heresie, only to bee asured that Kit spoke but in jeste, as was his wont.


Yew will excuse mee, I trust, for laboring in this veyne. I cold faynde noe bettere plaster for my woundes than memorie. In parlous Times, it is grete joye to thincke vppon our homelie Schoole, where wee were glad to gathere, and where your tvtelarie Genius outsvnned ever Star.


Accompanyed with my best wishes, from


And even before I got to the closing, I could see that all-too familiar signature:


Your most asured frinde and humbell sarvant,


W Rawley


Derum Howse


This 27 of March


“Walter Ralegh,” I said faintly.


I looked up. In the half-light, the old man’s eyes glittered like fish scales.


“Oh, it’s much more, Mr. Cavendish. It’s what you and Alonzo have been searching for all your lives.”


“Ah, well, as to that—”


“My dear boy, there’s no need to take that air with me. I’ve just shown you definitive proof that the School of Night existed.”


“So it would seem,” I allowed. “On first inspection.”


“And tenth and twentieth inspection, too, I assure you. Say what you like, Mr. Cavendish, this is an exceptional historical find. I suspect it might form the springboard for quite a—quite a splendid academic treatise. Such as might restore a man’s career.”


He paused, before carrying on in a breezier vein.


“Unfortunately, neither you nor I can restore anything with a mere digitized copy. A nine-year-old could produce the same thing on his family’s computer. No, to forward our joint purposes, we will, I’m afraid, require the original.”


I stared down at that paper, checkered with creases. The digitized words rose up once more: Our homelie Schoole, where wee were glad to gathere.


And then again I remembered Alonzo’s last message to me.


“May I keep this?” I asked faintly.


“Of course.”


It went straight into the pocket of my jacket. I gave it two quick pats; I almost thought I heard it coo.


“Well, Mr. Styles, I can promise you this. Over the next few days, as you know, I’ll be sorting through Alonzo’s papers. If your document is there—well, let’s just say I’ll keep a weather eye out. How does that sound?”


“Weather eye,” he said, musingly. “That’s a lovely expression. To my ear, it lacks urgency.”


“I could be more urgent,” I said. “If the situation called for it.”


A brief pause. And then a laugh, bounding across the Tudor beams.


“With the right incentive, is that what you mean, Mr. Cavendish? I should have thought an entrée back into academia was incentive enough.”


“Who says I want to go back?”


He grinned at me, frankly admiring. “So academia’s loss is commerce’s gain. Very well, I shall offer you a retainer of ten thousand dollars. Another ninety thousand dollars when you return the document to me. Or perhaps, in light of the prevailing exchange rates, you’d prefer euros?”


But once I heard those numbers, I was beyond considering exchange rates—or even Walter Ralegh. In no particular order, I was thinking about the rather terse letter from my landlord’s attorney; my ’95 Toyota Corolla, which needed a new belt transponder and which was not strictly speaking mine; the glove compartment of said car, currently crammed with overdraft notices. (In certain moods, I used them for Kleenex.)


“Dollars will do,” I said.


He leaned toward me.


“And you’re sure you don’t have weightier projects to command your attention?”


This was my first taste of Bernard Styles’s savagery.


“Nothing that won’t keep,” I said.


Another fluttering of his fingers, and Halldor was there with a leather-bound checkbook and a Cross pen. The greater you are, they say, the smaller your signature. The old man’s, at any rate, was a couple of Japanese strokes. In the very next moment, the check was resting in my hand.


“Chemical Bank,” he told me, rising to his feet. “It should clear instantly. The rest, as I’ve said, will be yours when you deliver the document. In person.”


“Where will you be staying?”


“With friends,” he said simply, “for another week or so. I assume that will give you sufficient time to finish the job.”


“How do I reach you?”


He tucked his umbrella under his arm. “I’ll reach you. And now I must be off, I’m afraid. I’ve been promised a private tour of the archives. If it’s not too much trouble, please do convey my deepest sympathies to Alonzo’s family. Such a loss to the world. And now”—he rose in a straight line—“at the risk of sounding tasteless, Mr. Cavendish, it’s been a pleasure doing business with you.”


“And with you,” I said.


No final handshake. He sealed our compact with a nod and an almost bashful smile. Only in the act of leaving did a new thought strike him.


“Do you know, I’ve carried off some of my best transactions at funerals? From death springs life, I always say.”
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MY INTRODUCTION TO the School of Night I owe to Alonzo Wax’s elbow.


It came at me in the winter of our freshman year, about two hours and twenty minutes into a student production of Love’s Labour’s Lost, which he and I were attending for entirely different reasons. Alonzo was testing his theory that the American dialect was better suited to Shakespearean English. (“Elizabethans loved their consonants, Henry.”) I was warm for the junior playing the Princess of France. Once, in the act of asking me for my Chaucer notes, she had smiled at me, and in this smile lay such a world of promise that I honestly wasn’t listening to the King of Navarre confess his love for the Princess. I was just waiting for the Princess to come back.


For this reason, I missed the crucial moment altogether. And would never have known what I’d missed had it not been for Alonzo’s elbow, gouging out a uniquely tender spot between my fourth and fifth ribs.


“What the fuck?” I gasped back.


There was a pause of maybe two or three seconds, in which all my unworthiness gathered and mounted toward the heavens.


“Never mind,” he muttered.


Through the rest of the play he was silent, and for a good time afterward. But later that night, over gimlets at the Annex, he agreed to give me another chance. Walking his fingers across the sticky tabletop, he re-created the exact moment in Act IV, Scene 3, when the King’s men, having sworn off the company of women, must now confess themselves foresworn. They are men in love.


Having made a clean breast of it, they are now free to criticize one another’s taste—which they do, with a will. The King, in particular, taunts his buddy Berowne for craving dark-haired Rosaline. Black as ebony, the King calls her. No face is fair that is not full so black, Berowne retorts. To which the King replies—and here you must imagine every last beer mug in the Annex buzzing with Alonzo’s declamation:


O paradox! Black is the badge of hell,
The hue of dungeons and the SCHOOL … OF … NIGHT ….


Ellipses, his. Capital letters, too.


“So what?” I answered. “It’s a passing metaphor. The sonnets are full of them. The dark lady—my mistress’s eyes—nothing like the sun …”


Cheap gin always made Alonzo magnanimous. Which is why he just fussed with his napkin.


“I can’t really blame you, Henry, for missing it. The audiences of 1594 or ’95 or whenever it was, they would have missed it, too. Only a handful of spectators, I think, would have known what was going on. And in that moment, Henry!” He smiled blearily. “I like to think their gasps would have carried all the way to Shakespeare himself. Waiting in the wings.”


Alonzo began to massage the air around us until I began to feel, yes, something like a stir along my hairline.


“Why were they so shocked?” I asked.


“Because this little northern upstart, this son of a Stratford glover, was mocking some of the greatest men England had ever known. No, it’s true. Walter Ralegh. Christopher Marlowe. A good half dozen others. Love’s Labour’s Lost is nothing more than a satire of these great men and their pretensions. With that one phrase—the School of Night—Shakespeare was hauling them into the light of day, leaving them naked for all to see.”


“And for evidence you have …?”


“Oh, for God’s sake, read Bradbrook. Read Tannenbaum. Read Shakespeare’s goddamned plays, if you don’t believe me. The King of Navarre and his court. The Duke of Arden and his court. Prospero. Hamlet! Again and again, Shakespeare came back to that same theme. Scholars—men of real originality, Henry—working in isolation from the world. Banished, basically, for their very thoughts. And they’re all just variations on Ralegh’s original school.”


Here was one of the differences between us. Alcohol made him more expansive. The cheaper the booze, the louder he grew.


“I still don’t get it,” I said. “What was this school?”


“Only the most secretive, the most brilliant—God, the most daring—of all Elizabethan societies.”


He lowered his head toward the table, eyeing me as though I were a cue ball.


“Are you ready, Henry?”


Without any more preamble, he took me back. To 1592.


Walter Ralegh, the great courtier of his time, has incurred the queen’s wrath for secretly marrying one of her attendants. Exiled to his estate in Dorset, he comes up with a characteristically ambitious way of passing the time. He will gather the greatest intellects of his generation and give them the freedom they have been seeking all their lives, the freedom to speak their minds.


“It was going to be—Christ, how did Shakespeare put it? In the play we just saw? A little academe—”


“Still and contemplative in living art.”


“Just so.”


Well, who could turn down such an invitation? Not Marlowe.


Not Henry Percy, the “Wizard Earl” of Northumberland.


Not George Chapman or his fellow poets Matthew Roydon and William Warner. One by one, they flocked to Dorset.


From the start, the school’s members understood the risks they ran. They met exclusively in private, exclusively at night. As far as we know, they kept no record of their conversations. They published none of their findings. Until Shakespeare gave them a name, they had none.


“And yet”—Alonzo’s index finger dug into the table like an awl—“they were one of the greatest threats to the Elizabethan establishment.”


“Why?”


“Because they talked about things no one could talk about. They questioned Jesus’ divinity. They questioned God’s very existence. They practiced dark arts. Alchemy, astrology, paganism … satanism … nothing was off the table, Henry. They dared to—to imagine a world without creed, without monarchy. With only the human mind as anchor. They were this quiet little knife in the heart of Elizabethan orthodoxy.” His eyes gleamed; his voice darkened. “And they all paid dearly for it.”


With unmistakable relish, he outlined their various ends. Marlowe, murdered in a saloon. (“Over a bill? I think not, Henry.”) Ralegh executed. Warner, dead under mysterious circumstances. The Wizard Earl, shut away in the Tower for seventeen years. Roydon, reduced to abject poverty.


“And the only one standing at the end,” I said, half dazed, “was the outsider. Shakespeare.”


For the first time in our acquaintance, I think, Alonzo’s eyes glowed with fellow feeling.


“You’ve hit on it! The sweetest, the bitterest irony of all. This hayseed actor with the grammar-school education, the guy who couldn’t have gotten in Ralegh’s school even if he’d wanted to (and he probably did) was the one who weathered every change of ministry, from Elizabeth the First to James the First. The School of Night had to close its doors, but Shakespeare lived on.”


“His own little academe,” I murmured.


Slowly, Alonzo sank back in his seat.


“Exactly,” he said, a long stream of Dunhill smoke forking from his nostrils. “The School of Night gives way to Shakespeare. The School of Day.”


[image: image]


I’d guess it was two in the morning when we finally settled our bill. Alonzo paid, as usual, and for a tip he left behind a neat little pile of bills. God knows how many, but the bartender was smiling.


“Henry,” said Alonzo. “I believe I’m snockered.”


Now I’m convinced that snockered is, by its nature, a funny word. Coming from Alonzo Wax’s mouth, it became quite exorbitantly funny. He couldn’t understand why this was, any more than I could explain it, but he came around to my way of thinking.


“Snockered!” he shrieked. “Shhhh-nockered!”


The bartender was no longer smiling by the time we left. Stepping with great care, Alonzo and I filed down the pavement and then, by common impulse, dashed across the street, our arms windmilling. We paused before the gates of Nassau Hall and stared up at its white tower, which held a special terror against the night’s black purple. A mass of blue clouds was sweeping in from the south, and a hush lay upon every casement window, every arch, and every gargoyle.


“Henry.”


Alonzo’s voice came at me from a vast distance.


“What?”


“Let’s have our own school.”


“We’re already in school.”


Never before, never since, have I seen him grin like that. His mouth pulled open like a sluice gate, and an entirely new Alonzo came flooding through.


“A School of Night,” he said. “Our very own. Let’s begin.”
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THE DAY AFTER Alonzo’s funeral service, I deposited Bernard Styles’s check in what was left of my bank account. As promised, it cleared the next day. A good thing, because that morning I paid my landlord three months in back rent and took out two hundred dollars in good hard cash, which felt like Christmas and Easter in my jeans pocket as I strolled to Union Station to meet Lily Pentzler for lunch.


Lily had chosen a multilevel restaurant called America, which, in addition to having a big name, has a big menu, the size of an exit sign. It has to be, I guess, to hold all that Cajun dirty rice and Navajo fry bread and Idaho shoestring fries and New England pot roast, and yet the menu was nothing beneath the weight of Lily’s stack of accordion files, which rose between us like Hadrian’s Wall. High enough to block Lily from view but powerless to stop her voice.


“So you’ve got the spare key to Alonzo’s apartment, right? Good. Now listen. This packet contains three copies of the will, stamped and notarized. You’ll have to file in probate, but there shouldn’t be any court proceedings. Alonzo lawyered everything. This folder lists all his leases and credit cards; you’ll have to terminate those. Here’s a bunch of contact info: Social Security, the post office, subscriptions, professional memberships. Don’t forget to set up a bank account for the estate; Bank of America’s probably the best since that’s where Alonzo’s money market fund is. He’s also got two mortgages on the Mass. Ave. condo, so you’ll have to keep up those payments for now. And, come spring, you’ll have to file a personal tax return, but don’t worry; I know an excellent accountant in Cleveland Park.”


The only thing that stemmed the flow was the arrival of the waiter, who asked us if we’d looked over the menu.


“No, we have not,” she snapped. “And I need another fifteen minutes before I can think about eating. Fifteen minutes. At which point I would love a Negroni. Dry. Splash of soda. Thanks much.”


From the other side of the pile, a small white hand fanned him away as if he were an odor. Pure Alonzo, that gesture.


“Now, where was I? Oh! In this folder is a list of Alonzo’s creditors. Ranked in order of how long he’s been stiffing them. I recommend paying the Calvert-Woodley Wines and Spirits account immediately. Alonzo was also being sued by a drywall contractor whose name escapes me, but it’s in this file, along with the case’s disposition in Small Claims.”


Below us lay Union Station’s main hall, the marble tiles bouncing back the echoes of plates and silverware—and, beneath the clatter, the dull roar of human traffic. Commuters, shoppers, train passengers. All bound for somewhere.


“Henry, I can’t tell. Are you paying attention?”


“I’m just wondering why Alonzo didn’t make you his executor.”


Her floury face craned around the pile. “Me …”


“You’d be so much better at it. You have all the records, you know where all the bodies—I mean, you’re like the world’s leading Alonzo expert.”


“Henry,” she said. “Look at me. Do I resemble someone who has the time to be an executor?”


And it was true, her date book was full for the next six weeks. I know this because she rattled off every entry. Auction at Maggs. The Beijing book fair. Appointments with dealers in London, San Francisco. A conference at the Rare Book School in Charlottesville. Some promising leads in Milan. On and on it went, and each new item carried with it the same overtone: Henry’s got nothing in his date book.


“Anyway,” she went on, in a milder tone, “you shouldn’t underrate yourself. You know Alonzo never did. He was always wondering what you’d think of some quarto or letter whenever it dropped in his lap. Oh, Henry’d love this. I can’t wait to show it to Henry. He respected you; he did.”


I paused then to consider: Was it respectful to phone someone just a few hours before killing yourself? Was that, in fact, a larger honor than it appeared?


I remembered that morning quite well. The twelfth of May: fitfully wet, smoky with pollen. I was sitting on the patio of Peregrine Espresso, just south of Eastern Market, with a $2.20 cup of Finca Nueva Armenia and a laptop and a stack of ruled paper. Children’s compositions. I was being paid three hundred dollars to judge a creative-writing contest for a country day school in Herndon, Virginia. The theme of the competition was “Wow.” All in all, I considered myself lucky to have the gig, but I hadn’t read a single entry—the prospect of all that earnestness was chilling—and I spent most of that morning composing an ad for craigslist. My third of the year.


DWM, 44, hwp, clean and professional, looking for fun/companionship, with possibility of long-term …


From there, things always got trickier. Big into reading … midnight phone conversations a must … have not ruled out kids. Every line grew clammy with embarrassment, until at last I found myself veering toward pure non fiction. Academic pariah … sketchily employed … faint odor of shame … haunted by the memory of two dead marriages, maybe not haunted enough …


It was still a marvel to me then how gently failure could steal over you. One minute, you’re a young man, loose in limb and high in sperm count, striding down the avenue, inhaling pollen. The next minute, you’re one of those guys walking home from the Tunnicliff’s bar. Walking very slowly, the better to conceal your condition and never realizing until you’re home that no one was really monitoring you. Whatever holes you thought you were punching into the world’s exoskeleton have long since been absorbed.


It was in the midst of these thoughts that my cell phone began to vibrate. Actually crawled toward me across the tabletop, as if it were answering my ad.


I scanned the caller ID: UNKNOWN. That was how Alonzo always registered on my Nokia. I think it pleased him. I watched the phone go still before kicking back into life with a message. And even then I waited a good five or ten minutes to play it back.


From the depths of my voice mail came Alonzo’s clenched drawl.


“Henry. Call me. The School of Night is back in session.”


How to re-create the effect that old name had on me? I sat there amid the espresso steam and the coffee beans and the iPod tunes, and those words—the School of Night—refused to coalesce with anything else. Until finally there was no way to make them fit except to delete the message altogether.


And in that moment, a voice inside me said: I’ve graduated.


Which wasn’t true, but give me this much credit; I was able to flush the call from my mind. And that very evening, a little after nine, Alonzo called a cab (because, of course, he was as averse as any Manhattanite to owning a car) and asked to be taken to the end of MacArthur Boulevard—an area of Maryland he’d almost certainly never visited before. The driver remembered him because, as usual, Alonzo overtipped and because no fare had ever asked to be dropped off in the C&O National Historical Park so far past sunset. The cab pulled away, and Alonzo undertook perhaps the first hike of his life, which ended a fifth of a mile later when he climbed up the Washington Aqueduct Observation Deck and threw himself into the Potomac River.


He chose well: the exact point at which the river, carrying its freight of mountain water, narrows into the Mather Gorge and then cascades into Great Falls, dropping seventy-six feet in less than a mile.


Here’s what Alonzo left behind: (1) A Baume & Mercier watch. (2) A pair of cordovan A. Testoni shoes, ready-made. (3) A note, in his own diffuse hand.


To thy black shades and desolation


I consecrate my life.


A Chapman lover to the end. And don’t think I forgot the title of that particular poem—“The Shadow of Night”—or the group of men who may have inspired it.


And, above all, don’t think I forgot Alonzo’s final message: The School of Night is back in session.


Two days after he jumped, his black belted Joseph Abboud raincoat washed up on Bear Island, stained with his blood. To those of us who knew him, that raincoat was the closest we would ever get to an actual body. For, of course, he wore it in all kinds of weather, never even went to the bathroom without it. A few weeks later, Judge Wax prevailed on old colleagues in the District’s probate court to grant a petition for presumption of death. An official certificate followed in short order, and now the world was free to grieve Alonzo Wax.


And I was free to ask myself the same questions, again and again: Who could have reconvened the School of Night? Who were its members? And was this part of its curriculum—Alonzo’s own extinction?


There was one question, in particular, that wouldn’t go away. How might things have been different if I’d just returned his damned phone call? What would that simple act have cost me?


All this had been quietly corroding inside me … and then an elderly British gentleman named Bernard Styles pulled me aside at Alonzo’s memorial service and, in a few words, dragged everything from the shadows.


The School of Night was back in session, and I was still very much in the dark.
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“Henry.”


Lily’s voice coiled around me like a garrote.


“The reverie thing,” she said. “Maybe you could do that on your own time.”


Her folders had been pushed to one side, and she sat there with her forearms wedged together like hocks.


“Tell me about Bernard Styles,” I said.


She looked at me for a long moment. She said:


“What do you want to know?”


“I’m not sure. Is he legitimate?”


She waved her napkin. “He’s listed with the Grolier Club. He’s richer than a hundred sultans. He’d lay down his life for a Shakespeare quarto. Does that make him legitimate?”


She told me then that, far from being an obscure figure, Styles was one of Great Britain’s preeminent bibliophiles. His earliest forays had been into Johnson and Boswell but, finding that stock increasingly depleted, he had switched in later life to Elizabethiana. No one was quite clear on the source of his wealth, but he was sufficiently liquid that he had never had to sell off inventory to make new acquisitions. Tens of millions of pounds’ worth of books and illuminated manuscripts supposedly lay sequestered in his Georgian manse, but no one could be sure because the collection was off limits to the public. The queen had once or twice been granted a private tour, and rumor had it that Styles was in line for the Order of the British Empire.


“The queen is one thing,” I said. “What did the king think of him?”


“You mean Alonzo.”


“Yeah. What kind of relationship did he have with Styles?”


Lily gave the table a few taps. “Complicated,” she said. “Like his relationship with everybody, only more so.”


At bottom, she said, the conflict was philosophical. Alonzo hunted books to learn from them; Styles hunted for the pleasure of hunting.


“They had a few petty squabbles,” said Lily. “And of course, Alonzo never forgave Styles for the Snowden business.”


“Explain.”


“Oh, God, this was two or three years ago. Cornelius Snowden. Old friend of Alonzo’s, kept a bookstall near St. Paul’s. Went for a walk in Postman’s Park one evening and never came out again. Alive, anyway.”


“Robbed?”


“But not for cash. The only thing they took was his first edition of Stow’s Annales.”


“And why did Alonzo blame Styles?”


“Because he knew Styles coveted that particular volume. But then everyone did, you know. And there was no evidence against Styles. The police never even questioned him, it was just—Alonzo and his melodrama.”


“But it gave Alonzo a motive,” I said, half to myself.


“Motive for what?”


And it was then I realized I’d never told her of my encounter with Styles. I pulled the digitized copy of Ralegh’s letter from my shirt pocket. Unfolded it, laid it out on the table, and told her how I’d gotten it—and what had happened to the original.


“I’ve never seen this before,” she said in a hushed voice. “Are you sure Alonzo took it?”


“That’s what Styles said.”


“But that doesn’t—that’s not Alonzo. It’s not.” She drew back from the table. “I don’t get this, Henry.”


“I don’t either. I mean, even if this document is authentic, it’s going to fetch, in today’s marketplace, what? Fifty thousand? Sixty?”


“I suppose,” she said faintly. “More or less.”


“So why would Bernard Styles offer twice that much to have it back?”


“I don’t …”


Her white cheeks began to sag. Something swirled in her eyes.


“I wish …”


And now the grief she’d been at such pains to hold back came flooding through. Was it a comfort, I wonder, to have me there? One of those men who grow helpless before a woman’s tears? All I could do was shove my napkin toward her and murmur:


“I know. I know.”


“No,” she answered. “You don’t.”


She pressed the napkin over her face and gave her skin a cauterizing rub. I remembered then that, many years ago, Alonzo had proposed marriage to her. For the first and probably last time in her life, she had told him no. It was a great relief to both of them.


The mood passed as quickly as it had come, and when her Negroni came, she drained it in short order and ordered another with her Maine lobster roll, and by lunch’s end she was edging dangerously close to mirth. Caressing her strawlike hair, she glanced over the rail and, with a twist of her mouth, said:


“Friend of yours, Henry?”


I followed her gaze down to the main hall. To a Doric column, against which a tall man in a black vicuña coat stood staring back at us. Only one thing had changed about Halldor’s appearance since last I’d seen him: his T-shirt. The lettering was visible from thirty yards off: FREEDOM ROCKS.


He showed no concern at being spotted. Silent as ever, he wheeled around, turned up the flaps of his coat and, in no apparent hurry, merged with the stream of traffic heading toward the Amtrak depot.


“Styles’s man?” asked Lily.


“Yep.”


We watched him go.


“Henry,” said Lily at last. “Can I give you some friendly advice?”


By now, her second Negroni was beginning to tell. Vermouth dragged at each syllable.


“Don’t fuck with gentleman collectors.”
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A TEN-SECOND GOOGLE search was all it took. Up came the Daily Telegraph obituary:


Cornelius Snowden, who died on December 3 aged 66, was an antiquarian bookseller and collector best known for his eccentric business practices and latterly for his dedication to the works of Elizabethan historian John Stow.


A scant two-line reference to the circumstances of Snowden’s death (Police are still making enquiries), but I was rewarded in the second-to-last graf with a testimonial from none other than Bernard Styles.


Cornelius’s passion for the codex was so terribly infectious and such an inspiration to so many of us. He shall be missed beyond all measure.


“And I shall cherish his first edition until I die,” I said out loud.


At which point my land-line phone began to declaim at some volume, and as I raised the receiver to my ear Bernard Styles’s gingery baritone came pouring out.


“Mr. Cavendish! How are we faring?”


He loomed so near me in that moment I could have sworn he was actually standing over me. Peering over my shoulder.


“Coming along,” I said. “Coming … sorry, did I give you my home number?”


“No, indeed.”


“It’s unlisted, that’s the only reason I ask.”


“And for very good reasons, I’m sure. Now tell me. Have you seen any sign of my sad little document?”


“Oh!” I whirled away from the computer. “Sorry. I’ve been so busy with Alonzo’s estate and all. Fiduciary duties—”


“Naturally.”


“But I’m bound to come across it sooner or later. I’m really very confident.”


“Well.” A dry chuckle. “That’s lovely to hear, Mr. Cavendish. Unfortunately, my time here is rather limited.”


“Yes, I understand.”


“Charming as your city is.”


“Sure.”


There was a silence then of some three or four seconds—I’d begun to wonder if we’d been cut off—and then Styles glided back in.


“I’ll ring again tomorrow, shall I?”


“Or I can call you, if you’d—”


“I must be off, I’m afraid. I’ve promised Halldor he could go to Mount Vernon. Onward, Mr. Cavendish!”


Onward.


As I set the phone down, that word pricked me like a bodkin of guilt. I had taken Bernard Styles’s money—spent a small chunk of it—and done so little to earn it. I wasn’t keeping my eyes open. I wasn’t tracking down leads. I was just waiting for that document to drop from a cloud.


Well, I could do this much. I could search the one place where a document was likeliest to be: Alonzo’s apartment.


I had the key, after all. What I lacked was the will. The strength, I mean, to sift through Alonzo’s belongings, to smell his traces in old piles of clothing, to feel his spirit badgering me from room to room. It was too much for one executor to bear. I would need company.


So I rang up Lily, but my call went straight into her voice mail. The best I could do was leave a message, asking her to meet me at the apartment the next day.


“One P.M., if that works. Let me know.”


A day’s reprieve. And, God knows, plenty to do in the meantime. Whole edifices of paper to scale: threatening letters and foreshortened projects and quarrelsome e-mail chains and all the other clotted detritus of a human life.


Debt, most of all. Oceans of debt. At least three mortgages that I could see. Credit cards. Home-equity loans. Unpaid wages (poor Lily). Unpaid dermatologists and travel agents and prosecco importers and, trailing directly behind, a small battery of collection agencies, baring their knuckles to no avail. It was hard to find a single economic sector that didn’t own some small piece of Alonzo Wax.


As for the assets … well, those were harder to puzzle out. From his grandmother, he had inherited a modest living that would have sufficed for, say, a rent-controlled bachelor apartment on Connecticut Avenue. He had chosen to spring for a double suite in Cathedral Heights, which he had fitted out with his own vault. Virtually all his capital—his life—was tied up in books, and the only idea he’d ever had for bringing in money was to fling more money after it.


More than once I wondered if being named his executor was some kind of karmic debt for past sins. Especially when, late that night, I found a manila envelope bearing my name in black Magic Marker.


HENRY


Inside, a single sheet, with two other names.


The first, AMORY SWALE, and next to it a number with a 252 phone exchange. No longer in service, as I learned when I dialed it a few minutes later.


Which left the second name, forming a strange rhyme to the first: CLARISSA DALE.


From the realm of 904, wherever that was.
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I called the next morning, and the reply was immediate—“Hello”—succinct and incisive, as though she’d been keeping vigil. And maybe she had been, for when I told her who I was, she said:


“I’ve been expecting you.”


I told her I was trying to reconstruct Alonzo’s affairs on behalf of his estate. I told her I’d found her name in one of his files, and I was curious to know if she’d had any dealings with him in the days before his death.


“We should talk, Henry.”


“Aren’t we—I mean, we’re talking now ….”


“In person might be best.”


“See, the problem is I’m in D.C.—”


“So am I.”


I raised myself to a seated position. “I wasn’t aware of that.”


“Are you home, Henry?”


“Um …” I dragged a hand down my face. “Sort of.”


“Where would that be?”


“It’s—do you know Capitol Hill?”


“Of course. I’m happy to stop by if that’s convenient.”


Pausing, I surveyed the carnage about me. Alonzo’s papers: I could at least put those back into piles. The funerary heap of flies by the window: I could sweep them up, couldn’t I? (Though I hadn’t touched them in two weeks.) But there was nothing to do about the refrigerator’s death rattle or the green bruises of plaster on the living-room wall.
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Three new marriadges here are made
One of the staffe and sea Astrolabe

Of the Sonne & Starre is an other

Which now agree like sister & brother

And charde and compasse which were at bate,

Will now agree like a master & mate

—Thomas Harriot,

“Three Sea Marriages”






OEBPS/images/title.jpg
The

SCHOOL
of
NIGHT

A Novel

o

LOUIS BAYARD






OEBPS/images/heart.jpg







OEBPS/images/9781848545120.jpg
A shared quest and a mysterious cabal,
four centuries apart...

The
(Qg)chool







OEBPS/images/common.jpg






