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Chapter One
Secrets Among Friends
1

In his soul’s hollow, Rowden Gray harbored a seerat private terror kept from friends and
family. A dreadful secrefPonderousand yet somehow in need of a reckoning. A hiddeming
coal that could liberate him from his current img®s. . if he would let it. At such times, whersth
secret bubbled uppermost in his mind, Rowden Graylavbask in the Museum’s inner sanctum; in
John Battle Memorial Hall — a hall of quiet relissw, promises not withstanding. This kept him
near the brink of stability.

Rowden loitered about the display case that hobsegreatest acquisition, known to some as
the U-gu-ku to others just adamned but to the world athe Jade OwlSix inches tall. Light green.
Avian in all respects. A stubby, perky-eared haat-tRowden cracked his knuckles.

It served us welhe thoughtOr who has served whon@pen question that. Since the Jade Owl
returned to its display case, it had not flickeoede. It had not charred so much as a piece df.toas
No images cast. No time portals broacH2ead now— one hopedA quiet relicdisplayed naked in
this inner sanctum, the Museum world ruled by Gur&eneral Rowden Graiglis greatest
acquisition, but innocuous now, sitting on its vedivet drape, set beside its pezabe Mysteries, it
still kept. Still Rowden harbored . his secret

A year had past since the tonrffunny thing, time, tinkering with Rowden’s naggHe tried
to close a thirteen hundred-year-old circle, bubet more questions were raised than settled — -
morerosebuddike hordes of killer bees from hell’s bowels —etMuseum’s basement. From the
secret.A burning cannonball dropped heavy into Rowdenits g

“Curator Gray,” came a cracked voice from the sl

A man in a white shop coat stood clearing his thrda clasped a clipboard to his chest, his
latex gloves giving him the appearance of an interhis roundsStat His ebony hair was matted
and in want of a combing. His earflap held a NpeBcil and heavy tortoise-shell spectacles. Lips
pursed, perhaps a sign of impatience, or perhapseadration on some matter at hand. Despite the
late hour (the Museum having closed its massivegimothe public hours ago), this man seemed to
harbor a full agenda. He continued his attempetalge Curator-General’s attention with another
croak.

“Curator Gray.”

“Yes, Sydney?” Rowden said, not diverting his aitars from the display case.

“I don’t mean to disturb you, sirAh, but he didSydney blinked. He tapped the clipboard, not
that it refocused Rowden’s attention. “The loarsesready for conservancy.”

Rowden smiled at Sydney’s warble. Despite his ts#'s appearance, Sydney was a competent
conservatorBeyond competenRowden had known few like him — quality deliveliadspades.

Now that the Shang-hai loaners had arrived, heensisted Sydney Firestone with the validation
and conservation of these relics so that they nbgbbme a dazzling new exhibition for the good
citizenry of San Francisco. Sydney cleared hisahagain.

“Any special instructions sir?”

Rowden cracked his knuckleges, competent indeedlithough Sydney cut a nerd’s figure, he
was a worthy Sinologist. In fact, Rowden detectuething of himself in Sydney.

“You're a lucky fellow, Sydney. | had to wait yedysfore being exposed to a collection like
these Shang-hai loaners.” Rowden’s hand sweptitha favorite gesture, although a trifle
melodramatic. “China is at our fingertips.” He cami¢hin a pin-throw of Sydney’s pencil, and then
whispered. “Do you hear her call?”



Sydney’s eyebrows arched over the thick, black.rims

“Do you know what she says?” Rowden didn’t say&.hoped Sydney was keen to know the
answer.

Report my secrets to the world, so the world weer forget me.

Sydney just shrugged, gathering the clipboard highkis arm’s crook.

He’s missed the poinRowden thought. “Is it really just science to y8ydney?”

“Just science?” Sydney played with the latex cuffs.

“It's okay, if that's all it is. Not everyone haggsion.”

“I have passion. Believe me, Curator Gray, | haasspn.”

Rowden placed his finger to his lip, and then obsgSydney — inspecting the professional
package, expecting a blend of passion and competenc

“Are you sure it's passion and not just the prot¢heass gotcha? The process can be as riveting
as the big picture.”

Sydney let the clipboard slip to his side. He tvédidwith the No. 2 pencil. He puckered his lips,
perhaps frustrated at not getting an answer tquestion. He smacked his lips, revealing a small ga
between his front teeth.

“I love to touch old things.” He blinked. An oddagtment, but a valid one. “I like to clean them
up — attack a crack and make it disappear.” Hegged. “Or give it prominence, if that's the case. |
like to watch the tarnish vanish, to see fine lirmgealed.” He grinned as if the sun still shores “
like . . . like excavating an old ruin, watchingdis emerge to tell their tale. Now, you might aall
processbut it feels like passion to me.”

Rowden laughed a hearty stage lauga.Ha It might have offended Sydney, had Sydney been
the offended kind, but Rowden knew where the linese drawn.

“Keep to that passion, my boy and you’ll soon pettm shame.” Sydney beamed, the gap
spreading, his tongue revealed. Rowden swept lnidshaloft. “This place imy passion. Whatever
my mood, | can always drift into my hall of relits.

Quiet or otherwiseHis eye caught the elevator in the periphé&nyd my secrete sighed.

“I'm restored here. Take a deep breath Sydney; itake Fill your lungs. From Golden Gate
Park to the Golden Gate Bridge, there’s no othacelike John Battle Memorial Hall.”

Rowden’s mood broke. He gazed at the Jade Owl agealling thoughts of another place — a
place deep in the heart of a secret tomb, wherevétters healed and a selfish Empress defied death.
In that place, the Jade Owl did its worst, shatteringptveelain dameDeath and destruction.
Rowden shivered. These images still crammed hsnalse . . when dreams came. The cannonball
stirred.

“Are you okay, sir?”

“Yes. The one fly in the ointment is the remindémy last field trip and . . .”

“. .. the Jade Owl expedition.” Sydney was anirdatewish | could have been on that one.
That would have been pay-off, indeed.”

Rowden gazed at his assistant. Yes. Much like nmeyiryounger days.

“Sydney, you would have been an asset.”

“Thank you, sir. | guess it's a matter of timingl had graduated six months earlier, | could
have applied for employment here and . . .” Rowdésed his hand cutting Sydney off mid-résumé.
“Sorry,” Sydney said. He adjusted his shop coad,then resecured the No. 2 pencil in its natural
holder. “The relics are in the Conservancy.”

“As you've said.” Rowden smiled. “Took a fuckingaye’

“The old slow boat fronyou-know-whereln any case, | want to start. | need your autida . .



“...you have it.” Rowden’s mind drifted agaif.He usual protocols. This’ll be on the grand
scale, you know. If you need help, I'll get you sairSydney blanched at that suggestiGonod
“I'll join you . . . soon. Start with an inventofty.

Sydney drove his hand into his pocket.

“Inventory’s done. Your copy.”

“Very good.” Rowden glanced at itVas there ever such an assistatRitk some samples for
authentication. These relics are a unique acquisitome day I'll tell you . . .” Rowden’s attentio
waned. His glance drifted back toward the elevatdback to haunted placd3onderous.
Disquieting He would go tat tonight. However, there was the paitiad he forgotten the party?
Audrey would brain him if he missed the party. IStk was compelled to visit. . . tonight.

Sydney strode off at a march, his footsteps echimirige skylight. Rowden stared at the
inventory sheetWas there ever such an assistaltSlipped his grasp, floating to the ebony floor,
like a leaf on an ice pond.
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The inventory sheet spun twice over the black nestilds before resting beneath the rubber soul
of a black and white Nike. A quick hand snappedgger into spidery fingers, and then popped the
surface.

“Rowdy, you litterbug.”

Rowden turned.

Lavender.

“Nick.” He smiled at Nick Battle, son of the Old idh Hand.Of course, it would be NicKime
was fleeting.

“Are you ready to go?” Nick asked. He grasped Rav&laand with both his.

“l guess so. I'm a bit edgy.”

“Forget it. Youthinktoo much. Besides, what's there to brood abow hetong my father’s
things — in his hall of quiet relics that don’t gior play or glow or hoot?”

“Always the smart-ass. Good to see you too. Anddgauing. | was just pondering some ideas
for the Shang-hai loaners. Perhaps a theme. Perhdps

“Perhaps you've found something new among theg®lic

Rowden glanced at the elevator dodtad Nick guessed3omething new among the relics?
“Perhaps . . . but, where’s Simon?”

Nick leaned on the Jade Owl display. “A fashiorsistiHis blush didn’t match his evening bag.
He’'ll be along.” Rowden chuckled. With Simone, therld balanced on color congruency. There
was nothing else to say on the subject. “You'replohging into one of your moods, are you? Not
tonight. If you do, I'll drag your ass out to tRainted Lips’

“No dancing tonight. Not that | don’t enjoy goingaf and choking on smoke. Besides, | don’t
think Audrey would approve of my dancing with treeydooyz now.”

Nick twirled, his sneakers squeaking on the marble.

“Bring Cousin Audrey along. What's different now?”

Rowden returned his attention to the vacuity. Nooksed his lips, and then cocked his head.

“Keep your secrets then.” He snapped his fingedeuRowden’s nose. “And I'll keep mine.”

Rowden’s face broadened, a full sunray smile fraithd the thunderhead —gave me a
fucking breaksmile.

“Nick Battle with secrets? How novel.”

Nick snapped his fingers again. Rowden turneditdhte gadfly tobuzz off but Nick performed
a trick. He balanced a mossy wooden box on hisefinqgs. That got Rowden’s attention Svengali



snagging higrilby.

“I have what every Sinologist needs. Another rai¢art around with.”

Mesmerized, Rowden'’s attentions bolted to the box.

“Do tell. You know | have a whole Conservancy filleith loaners.”

Nick pushed his secret toward the Curator-General.

“Leave the loaners to your assistant. This relimes from Gui-lin.” Rowden touched it with his
naked fingers. “Where’s your latex?”

“Will I need it?”

Nick popped open the box. Secret revealed. A ringr-enormous opal ring. Pale. Near jade in
translucence. An inch long, at least. Fat. Marlilegifine beef. The silver setting, a dragon’s claw
shimmering in the display lights.

Forget the Conservancy and its heap of loan&rss piece was worthy of Brilby. “Where?”
But as Rowden reached for it, Nick pulled it badkeeky monkey, teasing his elder. Rowden
interlaced his fingers like a Franciscan viewirgplnter from the cross.

“May 1?” Hold still, he thought. Rowden hadn’t seen such ring craftdrehtire voyage on
history’s Ark. Notwo-by-twoexperience this.

Nick relented. He tossed Rowden the box.

“It's yours to study, dear friend. Let’s call it amniversary present from one adventurer to
another — from a New China Hand to an Old Chin&far

Rowden touched the ring. Cool, almost icy. Sometiom the freezer perhaps, a mini-
Klondike bar set in a serpent’s clutch. He sniftednd would have licked it, if it hadn’t been
unscientific to do so. From his shirt pocket, Rowdeized his magnifiethe great loupe of the
snoop He combed every scintilla with his expert’s gyerusing the network of spidery green
filigree. How do opals to lookThis one appeared like none other in his expegieHe wasn't a
gemologist, but this one might be from a new véimcient Definitely a Sung Dynasty settinBai-
ch’i huan Silver from K’ai-fengHe knew the trademark silver overlay on the clawt,that was the
setting. He couldn’t estimate the age of the sttneould be like kissing the seashore and
proclaiming itMesozoic.

“It's from the Sung Dynasty,” Nick said.

Rowden gave Nick the fish-eyldow would he know thatle wouldn’t knowBai-ch’i huan
from Gogol Bordello

“You're guessing.”

Nick smiled. “Yep, lucky guess.” He whistled.

Rowden continued his scan, but sensed that Nitkasted with him — a Nick pastime. “Keep
your secrets then, but it doesn’t help me studyfihie relic if you don’t reveal the source.”

Nick’s lemur eyes assaulted him. “You're right. Téshould never be secrets between us.
Never.”

Never.No secrets. The cannonball reset in the pit of (Ravis tummy.

“So in the spirit oNo secretsl'll tell you. This ring was d@hank yougift from Huang Li-fa.”

“The CTS guide?”

“The one | call little Cricket. Yowlo remember him?”

Who could forget himPluang Li-fa was key to their success in regaitivgJade Owl when it
went missing in Gui-lin. “But how could Huang Li-t@me by such a thing? | mean . . .”

Nick templed his hands to his lips as if prepatimging a psalm.

“The ring is his family’s heirloom. It once belordy® an ancestor — a Sung Dynasty
bureaucrat.”

“Somethank yougift.”



Nick pouted. “I helped him, Rowdy. | freed him frdirecloset”

“As | said, somehank yougift.”

Nick turned away. “No joke, Rowdy. It's a bitch bgigay in a repressive society. Still,deme
out Brave little Cricket. He was grateful, and thagris a worthythank yougift, don’t you think?”

No comment. Rowden recalled that a special bonddraded between Nick and little Cricket.

“So you've had this for a year and you kept it tausself?”

“I was waiting for the right occasion.” Nick clappéwice. “In fact, | was gonna give it to you at
the party tonight, but | figured that would end pgaety. So I'll let you fuck around with it now. Go
ahead. Putiton.”

“It's a woman’s ring.”

“I'm no expert, but no woman woteatring. Simon wanted to wear it in his act, butltitbim
it was too butch. Put it on.”

The stone lay heavy in Rowden’s palm. Still, hppdid it over his rugged middle finger. Queer
feeling. Like poking a digit into a monkey puzzie raised his hand admiring its look in the
florescent lighting.

Nick bowed in Chinese fashion, hands clasped tdatehead. “My lord, you must rule
something mighty with that ring. And since it's tbeavy for you to wear and also crack your
knuckles, perhaps you should wear it all the time.”

“‘Smart-ass.”

Suddenly, Rowden had guilt pangs. Nick had revealgdarded, year-old secret. Yet Rowden
grit his teeth about his own secret. The cannombhéd.

“Your mind’s drifting again,” Nick said. “I don’t &ve another relic up my ass to keep you
floating.”

“No, Nick.” Rowden slipped the ring off, and theoxed it. He gazed into Nick’s intense blue
eyes. “No. Your secret’s delectable. Mine’s . hoaror.”

Nick braced Rowden’s arm. He shook, excitement twimg to his gaping mavAlarm.

“Don’t tell me you're sick. | couldn’t bear thatjust couldn’t.” He sucked the air. “Too many
friends . . . gone. Too many. | couldn’t. . .”

“No, Nick. I'm not . . . It's nothing like that.” B braced Nick, calming him. “It's just that . . .
I've been less than honest with you.”

Nick's eased, scrunching his shoulders. If angdledeRowden couldn’t tell. Nick had little
reserve for a dark side. Yet at times, Rowden skssmething deep, a drop off into a shadowy
ravine. Nick was the Jade Owl's chos@ne — Po-huaiHe merited théirst warrant— sown,
sealed and delivered.

Rowden captured whatever bubbled to the surface and/then redirected it to a spot across
the hall, to the elevator doors.

It was time for revelations. That cannonball, howolled.

3

Nick approached the elevator, looking to Rowdercforfirmation.Press the buttonPhe
murmur of the metallic beast scraped the air. Towr 8lid open like some obsidian door lost on a
tomb’s verge — &ecrettomb’s verge. With a sweep of his hand, Rowdeiteavhis friend into the
ancient car.

“You should get the Board of Trustees to refurlifgh thing,” Nick said.

He scanned the inspection certificate that hungdan a rusted panel. The decrepit moving box
scrapped deep into the Museum’s bowels. Nick’s pkeepers shone at Rowden.

“You know | hate going down here because of thigerdrap.” Face distorted. Fists clenched.
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“This ride gives me the willies.” His alarm increasas the car buckled and pitch, a rasping scrape.
“There better be something good down here, Rowdy.”

Rowden snickered.

“Walk down. Ride up.” This elevator’s renovationsvan Rowden’s punch list of future
activities. The warehouse pre-dated the great qub&estorerooms like coal bins, light dim to none.
Suddenly, the elevator door jarred open.

“We could use those miner’s hats right about ndwgivden said.

Nick hopped into the darkness. He felt the walld@witch. A fluorescent light flickered
revealing a quirky triangular space, a vestibuppéal by three corridors. A dim line of red light
bulbs illuminated each passage. Catacombs; moisdbge store rooms along each path held things
older than sombona fidecatacombs — dead things awaiting their turn innaks above. Some
relics would never receive public approbation; ashfead received it for too long, thus boxed in
permanent retirement.

Rowden grabbed a flashlight from a utility box.

“This way, Nick.” He led him down thEast Asiarcorridor, where the sleeping relics of a
thousand digs hid heaped in crates behind closesdbhe doors appeared funereal, each with a
family name affixed to it like slabs in a MausolewwKorea Early Han Fujiwara, LiangandLiu
Sung While above ground, shining points of light inveonmentally controlled display cases stole
the paying public’s hearts, these rank vaults kegiory’s council like novices at vespers or old
crones about their cauldron.

Rowden shone the flashlight from door to door, labéabel. He stopped. This place frightened
Nick. The closeness. The reminders of that day inT&e-t'ien’s tomb, when they trod through the
deep dark to complete tlfiest warrant

“Cheer up, Nick. Some day, I'll commission sometmsort through these relics and switch
them out with some of the older chestnuts upstBus.. . .” Nick lowered his eyes. “Well, there’s
one relic that will never see the light of day agai

“Your secret?”

No response. Rowden just continued his progresdijght sweeping the doors Hou Wei,

Yuan, Ashoka, Meningkabadick reached for Rowden’s arm, staying progress.

“I have a wicked thought.”

“Wicked or smart-ass?”

“I suppose both. It’s just that this warehouse retsime of Wu Tze-t'ien’s treasure trove.”

“Can you imagine the space we’d require?” Rowdaiméd the light on a distant door. Would it
be labeledher shit, pending ConservanciRdwden had considered another spree into thetdeanb
just to do as P’ing Hu proclaimeldknow when too much is too much, unlike you siiold thieves,
who would cart the entire trove to display cases.

“I think that most of Wu Tze-t'ien’s treasure wouldd buried down here . . . for another thirteen
centuries.” He chuckled.

“Are you sayingher tomb would be an extension of our warehouse?”

Rowden moved on. He muttered.

“It feels more like our warehouse is an extensibhey tomb.”

He stopped. Breath hitcheSlecond thoughtsS3till time to turn around and liberate Nick from
the deep dark. Finally, Rowden illuminated the raoar. The label was clear. No dynastic period.
No cultural era proclaimed.

KEEP OUT
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Nick touched the sign. “Keep Out!” Broaching thghli, his face posed a dozen unspoken
guestions.

“This is where Gillenhaal kept the relics stoleonfr your father. It's his sign, not mine. It's
designed to keep prying eyes away fromrasso pettyfelonies.”

“But | though you moved my father’s finds to theimhall.”

“Yes. Either there or to the Conservancy.”

Nick’s eyes bloomed wide.

“But there’s still something, Rowdy.” He faced tsign. “I can feel it. Something you've deep
sixed.”

“Yes. Something that shall never see the lightayf dgain. But . . .” He fished for the key.
Instead, he found the wooden ring box. He shuddepesperation crossing his face. The flashlight
waggled until Nick steadied it, taking both box dhd flashlight. Rowden searched in his other
pocket, until he found it — an old-fashioned skatekey, the kind that could be found by the heap at
Merced Market.

“Shine the light, Nick.”

Rowden wiggled the ugly black key into the lockabk a few tentative jiggles to catch, and
then —click. Rowden hesitated again. The cannonball in his stbrehifted to yet a lower level.
Cold air rushed out as he pushed the door opeterfls gripped his nostrils.

“I know that smell,” Nick said. “It's the stink dhe Xiao Homestead.”

Cinnamon and onions. In short, the aroma of batilegds and killing fields.

Rowden flipped a switch, and a tentative red blalketl from an invisible ceiling. He swept the
room with the light, but the secret was prominewgn in this crypt-size space. Atop an aging crate
sat an ebony relic — a jewelry box; one that haehldgeautiful and rare, bejeweled and aglow with
pearls and rubies, but now sat black and ugly®aptintered pedestal like Persephone’s bridal veil

“The Joy of FinchesNick stammered.

Tap, tap, tap.

“And no other. It's not so joyful now. | daresaywad be pretty precocious if you could find a
finch among the snakes and vermin. It slithers.”

Nick gave Rowden a love tap.

“You told me it was out for cleaning. You told eyene it was out for cleaning.” This sounded
Jaccuse,but Nick was a skilled prevaricator. He didn’t pugshe barb beyond a glare, but instead
approached the box. It stood like death, its avidirgranes, sparrows and doves transformed into
ravenous crows and vultures, its dragons into siper

“What's happened to it? Was it burned?”

“I don’t know. The day | assumed my curatorshipn@ie Wilson drew my attention to its
changed condition.”

Tap, tap, tap.

“And what'’s that tapping?” It came from inside likeclaw scratching to get out. Nick drew
close, but Rowden pulled him back. So Nick justleid the box like a child ogling gifts on
Christmas morning.

Tap, tap, tap.

The dull, leaden tapping echoed through the roorhiewas anAbudahchest with a patent hag
inside, ready to spring out with a curse. Nick'seghone in the red light. For a moment, Rowden
saw Nick as an imp, some purpose sparkling in bggim. Just a passing impression, from that
shadowyravine.

“What's on your mind, Nick?”

“It's a mess.”
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“Your mind? Orthe Joy of Finche®” Nick flipped Rowden the finger. Rowden laughdon’t
touch it. Apparently, there was some electricdufaiin Battle Hall one evening. It's in the setyri
reports. Not much help. Quivers hid behind his desk saw nothing except what he described as
bluelightning.”

“It was struck by lightning? But that noise — thapping?”

Tap, tap, tap.

“I have my theory, but it's a queer one.”

Nick poised the flashlight under his chin, his facalloween glow.

“I'm queer. Try me.”

Rowden snatched the flashlight, running the spuatlagross the box from the base to the comet
shaped top notch, where the Jade Owl had onc&rsenotch, charred now, matched the grotesque
relic like a crater on the moon.

“Only youmight believe this theory. Onlyou have seen what I've seen.” Rowden held the
flashlight in his arm’s crook, and then crackedKnisckles. “I think there’s a connection between
the first warrantand the box’s current condition. I've been meanogheck the date of that
electrical storm with the date of our encountehwlu Tze-t'ien. | believe the tapping may be some
mechanism that . . . well, it's hard to provBldre a stretch to believél think it started . . .”

Tap, tap, tap.

“. .. you think we started it when we fulfillede first warran®”

“Just a theory. Nuts, | know, but enough to kdeprelic locked away.”

Rowden felt science slipping. Speculation, at leaas based on a logical premise, but logic
shot the rapids when it came to this relic. Inrhiad rattled Ch’en Hui-ni’'s reaction tbe Joy of
Finches when they first encountered the old gentlema®hang-hai.

Young sir, Hui-ni asked Nick Battle, the box andildiave been joined? Nick confirmed this.
And disengaged? Another confirmation. And the Jolyinches is . . . Is where? In San Francisco,
Nick said. Why does all this matter? Hui-ni smiléds well then.

It was well . . . then.

Tap, tap, tap.

Nick winced.

“Your theory’s a stretch. Do you think there’s saheg else afoot?”

Have box and bird been joined? And disengaged?®h®f Finches is in San Francisco. Far
away from the Jade Owl. It is well then. Rowderyssglanced toward the ceiling. Not so far away
now.

Nick seemed to have caught this message. He grinned

“Who would be fool enough to join Box and Bird agfi

Rowden’s cannonball pitched forward. His flesh kied. Suddenly, the tapping increased,
changing from taps to thuds.

“Back away, Nick. I think it's somehow reacting..toyou”

“Me?”

TAP, TAP, TAP.

The Joy of FinchelBopped on its pedestal.

“It is you, Nick?”

The One.

“No,” Nick said. He looked to the ring box. His ldmnshook. “It’s this. It's the opal ring.”

Nick flipped open the lidThe Joy of Finchewent wild, spinning. A tantrum, if such things
were possible with ugliioodoochests.

“Put it away!” Rowden shouted. “Don’t aggravaté it.
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Nick stuck the ring in his pockethe Joy of Finchegantrum eased to a rumble, and then
returned to . . .

Tap, tap, tap.

Another sound. A creak at the door. Rowden turoeatd the dull red corridor light. A
silhouette. Massive. A man draped in a ghastly $Hamough to drive seven shades of shit from
petulant bowels.

Rowden flashed his light into the creature’s fae@an after all, neither massive nor shawled.
In fact, the shop coat made him appear like a geati a house call.

“Sydney!” Rowden shouted. He held his chest asdffinal stroke was here. “What the fuck are
you doing down here?”

Sydney shaded his eyes. He shivered.

“I work here.”

Rowden flashed the light on the door.

“What doeghat say?” He banged on it. “Read it! It's not in barf@racters, sir. It's in plain ass,
fucking American English!”

Sydney trembled. If he had never seen Rowden Gsagg-off before, he was seeing it now.

“It says . . Keep Out’

“And what doeKeep Outmean?” Nick pushed between them. He shook Rowddwslders.
Rowden looked beyond him. “It mealieep Ouf’

“But sir . . .” Sydney clenched his clipboard. #eded to see you. | thought it was . . .
important. | figured you . . . Quivers said you wen. well went . . . So | came down and | heard

His eyes widened beneath the tortoise shells.

“I heardsomething. Weird sounds. | heard them and canmevéstigate.” He stared at the
KEEP OUTsign. “I didn’t even see the sign. The door’s oped besides, I'm nab the room. I'm
not coming in either.” He returned to the corridor.

Nick glared at Rowden.

“He said he was looking for you . . . doing his.job

Nick grabbed Sydney and pulled him back.

“There’s no help for it. The cat’s out of the bap fault on Sydney’s part.”

Sydney’s eyes met Rowden’s, who was already feslagmeful for his hasty reaction. Nick
pulled Sydney close, borrowing his ear for an inguarannouncement.

“Sid, listen to me. You know there gpeofessional secretRight?”

Sydney shook his head, dislodging the No. 2 pdramh his ear.

“You're an employee of the Museum. What happergdgas stays in Vegas. Right?”

“| agree, Mr. Battle.” Sydney’all businesslemeanor had been shattered. His head twitched.
His hands fluttered like the old joke aboob much coffe€l’'m sorry to have . . . caused a problem,
Curator Gray. I'll go back to the Conservancy andwait for you there.”

He turned to hurry away toward the ancient elevator

“Wait, Sydney,” Rowden called. Guilt, one of Rowdemore practiced emotions, rushed on
him. “Come back.”

Sydney crept back toward the Curator-General, éalHowered like a puppy beat with a
newspaper for pissing on the rug.

“Sydney, | overreacted. Please accept my apology. Startled me at a bad moment.” He noted
the Joy of Finchewith his eyes“The contents of this room are problematic.”

“Problematic?”

“Let’s say it's a residual from my last field tripintil | can make some sense of it, I'm touchy as
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to the public eye. I've kept it secret.”

“He didn’t even tell me,” Nick said.

“I'm relying on you to forget what you've seen..ar heard.”

Sydney agreed. Deep sighs replaced fluttery hands.

“Good.”

Sydney continued along his course.

“But hold up. You wanted to see me. | can at lgast you an ear.”

Sydney covered his chest as if he was about tterd@ pledge of allegiance, complete with
clipboard and gloves. He smacked his lips.

“I think it's best that you see for yourself, siMystery now charged the air, that cinnamon and
onion stink. Sydney’s face feathered.

When would this evening’s events run their couiBePthe basement’s revelation unleash a
Genie, one without benefit of three wishes per rub?

Rowden pulled the door closed, and then appliedigiekey. The elevator beckoned.

It feels more like our basement is an extensiomenftomb.

Tap, tap, tap.

End of Sample Chapter — The Third Peregrination
The complete work can be purchased on Amazon

The Third Peregrinationhttp://www.amazon.com/dp/B0010Q3M9QI
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