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Foreword

 


The Dragon’s Pool is the
third book comprising the Jade Owl Legacy. For my readers
who continue on the path from The Third
Peregrination, I bid you welcome and promise you mysteries
solved and mysteries still to ponder, as is my nature.
We can’t always know everything about the universe; and, after all,
that’s what the Jade Owl is — a bit of the primal universe dropped
in for an eventful visit. As Professor Gray’s adamants streak
across these pages, I would offer only one caution — speed bump
ahead. This world is shepherded by those who watch for the
hidden infamies that crowd from Pandora’s Box. Perhaps that
shepherd is a learned professor or an Italian millionario
or, dare I say it, a drag queen from the Castro. Perhaps it’s a
fragmentary soul that drifts like ch’i through the ages, or
a shade that haunts the corners of our minds. Perhaps, an author —
lurking in type on a page. Perhaps . . . it’s you, my partner in
verbiage. Whoever it is, and whoever ye be, hear me well:
Welcome to the truth as I see it.

 


Edward C. Patterson


Part I

The Collection


Chapter One

Silky

1

The gay kid watched over his shoulder on this
dark Castro night, knowing that the men followed him. Anxious, his
panic increased along with his pace. No guessing. They were
following him. His heart beat double time. His eyes scanned ahead
for a safe haven. He hastened. An alleyway was coming up on his
right. He could find shelter there, but it could also spell —
dead-end. Still, something had to be done. No time for dumb
indecision. In the dark alley, he could blend with the trashcans.
Perhaps he could discover an unlocked door. Or a fence to leap. His
pursuers were hulks — two of them. He, however, was sinewy and
young — fifteen in his Nikes. He could outrun them . . . possibly.
They were gaining on him, matching his pace. They would bash him .
. . no doubt. So he pressed his Nikes to the grayment, and then
sprinted into the alley, speed and chance his only hope
now.

Darkness could be his friend, except it wasn’t
as dark as he supposed. Light threads filtered through the iron
slats of the escapement above. Clotheslines hung silhouettes like
Spanish moss. Still, he hadn’t shaken the men — thugs grunting
threats, probably pissed that their prey had bolted. Why didn’t
he leave the club earlier? Too late to wonder now. He always
had taken care to avoid the night shadows. This was the Castro,
after all. Gay kids were supposed to be safe here, or so he
imagined. But when he emerged from the club, he had sensed
something amiss. He spied the men across from The Painted
Lips . . . and they were waiting. Waiting for something — for
someone. But this was the Castro, after all. A gay haven. So he
shrugged them off as night revelers tagged up for a tryst. How
stupid had he been? These were the night goblins, mongers seeking a
gay punching bag. A kid was a perfect mark — young, alone, silky
blonde, with a face as smooth as his black leather jacket. The
bashers fished — two against one. Coward’s odds. The kid didn’t
have a chance. So it was the alley and the filtered light and the
cottony Spanish moss.

The kid strained for his night eyes. He
assessed the short stretch between this spot and a chain-link
fence. That fence would either be a ladder or fly paper. Beyond it
was more darkness. However, his pursuers were close behind him.
Audible grunts.

“He’s down here.”

Now or never. The Nikes pushed toward the
fence. Lurch, but then . . . snap. His pants caught on a metallic
mass in the shadows — a bicycle. Under different circumstances,
this contraption would have served him well, but it twisted his
legs with pedals and wheels, spilling him headlong into broken
glass and street screed. Dazed. Dizzy. He scarcely heard the grunts
now, or the shuffle.

“There. There he is.”

The kid inhaled the alley’s urine aroma just
as the first blow fell. He couldn’t see his assailants. Blur.
Dazed. Dizzy. A sharp knuckle across his cheek. The pain was
reminiscent of other pain. He was not a stranger to the pain or to
the hatred. However, the last time he had been assaulted, the
knuckles were from familiars. Suddenly, boots replaced fists. Kick.
Crack. His wind went. His gorge arose, spewing his last beer over
his lips. Retch.

“Die, faggot!”

The kid rolled onto his back, meeting another
kick.

I must get up, he thought. If he
remained a wounded cub, he’d be a headline in the morning. He would
beg for his life, but the words wouldn’t form. So he continued to
roll, dodging the next kick. He scrambled, crawling like a tadpole.
Somewhere in his young spleen, he found his crust, firing his legs
out like springs. Pay dirt. The thug tunes changed from mere
hatred to unadulterated anger. One of the night goblins
doubled-over. Pay dirt.

Good shot, the kid thought. Haul
ass, now. He bucked hard, aiming for the chain links. He
touched the steel, his fingers laced through the cold strands. He
scrambled up, but a clenched claw interrupted his flight. It
pressed him into the links.

“That’s the last fucking time you’ll get a
chance to shit free,” growled the basher.

“Hold him Benny,” said the other. “I think
this’ll do it.”

They pressed the kid’s cheeks against the
fence, choking him. So this is how it shall end, he thought.
He heard glass break. If he had been the Sunday school going kind,
he would have muttered a prayer. If he could have better assessed
his situation, he would have known that he was now beyond such
things as prayer. The night goblin wielded a broken bottle — a
Southern Comfort remnant, long shorn of efficacy.

Hateful slogans. Demonic laughter. The kid
heard it and felt a swoon rising. Gasp. They denied him even the
urine-bitter air. Suddenly, other sounds. Trembling. Panicky
cursing. Hellish screams. Metal pounding — trashcans clashing.
Startled, the kid felt air rushing back into his lungs. Dizzy, he
slid from the fence, and then tried to whir about, but his legs
surrendered. He fell, wondering what had happened to quell the
attack.

The kid scanned down the alley.

“Holy shit,” he muttered, the words painfully
squeezed from his throat.

His pursuers no longer pursued. They had been
pelted with a tornado of garbage cans and glass. Benny and his
accomplice were sprawled against the graffiti laden wall like the
cuss words scrawled illegibly across the bricks. Debris
swirled unabated. Still, the kid was mesmerized. The thugs were
entwined in bicycle wheels and handlebars. However, what stunned
him was a silhouette that loomed over this human trash.

What was this thing? What had wiped the
alley clean? What phantom?

The phantom turned, and then moved into the
filtered light. It was just a bit taller than the kid, but it
appeared to loom to greater heights. It wore a green flowing cape
and ruby red tights; and upon its chest emblazoned the silver
letter O. The kid knew. He sighed. He trembled.

“The Jade Owl,” he whispered.

He had heard the rumors about the crusader of
the Castro. Like every gay youngster, he had followed the Jade
Owl’s adventures in The Chronicle’s comic section, but . . .
here it was in the flesh. The kid raised his eyes to the
escapement. Had it come from the fire escape? From the roof?
Did it matter? Safety now. Haven true and keen.

The kid took a step toward this green, shadowy
phantom, but a silk clad hand stayed him.

“No closer, please.”

The kid saw that his hero (for he was his
hero now) wore a feathered hood with two tufted ears. And
goggles; no, not goggles. Brass spectacles that shimmered
blue.

“Who are you?”

“It doesn’t matter.” The voice was sweet. The
voice was young. “Are you okay?”

The kid glanced at the pile of hate at the
base of the wall. He was okay; better than
okay.

“I guess so.”

“You’re too young to be out this
late.”

This must be a dream, the kid thought.
He shuddered. His savior stretched his hands aloft like a man about
to swan dive. He pulled himself through the night air, his blue
eyes forming a firefly shower. The kid observed this, his own eyes
blinking timed to his heartbeat. He detected an emerald glow at the
cape’s edge. Then it, and its owner, disappeared over the roof. The
Jade Owl was gone.

“No, don’t go,” the kid cried.

He tripped over the bicycle, landing near
Benny’s buckled head. He pushed away from the sight, regaining his
feet and his momentum. No, don’t leave me. He was saved. He
was free, but he had nowhere to go. He wandered in the dark now
until he clutched the chain links, and then climbed. At the crest,
he tottered, almost losing his balance. He thought he could still
see the emerald glow. No, don’t go. He felt the growing
bruises on his ribs. They’d be purple by morning. His throat still
pained or he would have shouted after the retreating cape. Dizzy.
Sharp pain. It hitched him from the top, the ground coming up fast.
He thumped over the fence onto the other side. Now his palms and
knees would join his ribs competing for the worst color award. He
was in another alley, one that opened onto Hartford Street. The kid
pushed himself up, the fence a lifeline now. Glancing through it,
two crushed thuggish forms confirmed that he had not been dreaming.
It did happen. He gazed skyward again.

The kid ran along the thoroughfare, pain
chasing him like a fox. He had hope now, but nowhere to go.
Time held no consequences for him — or so he thought; the myopic
blessing of youth. On Hartford Street, he hobbled, thinking he
could still see the glowing cape. Whether it was his imagination or
the side effects of the beating, he had convinced himself that he
had met his hero. Now, the kid was the pursuer.

At 17th Street, he paused. He
squinted at the rooftops. Yes. It was not his imagination.
He saw the glow, bouncing like Tinkerbelle. By the time he crossed
Noe Street, he knew. The cape had come to rest either on Pond
Street or on Prosper. He thought, Prosper. The kid pursued .
. . having nowhere to go.

 


2

Three shows had drained the vigor from Simone
DeFleurry. Now he drag-queened his ass up 17th Street
drawn by the promise of a hot bubble bath. He hadn’t even bothered
to defrock, lacing an orange twill button-down sweater over his
sleek, black evening gown. His falsies slipped as he trundled. Like
a night raven, Simone humped uphill from the cotillion, but he felt
like a tired old bag lady cleaving to her shopping cart under a
fairy-domed overpass.

Simone halted, catching his breath, listening
to a susurration over the bramble-lined street frontage. He gazed
toward Pond Street knowing his haul had neared its end. Feet
swelling. Feedbag heavy. He snorted the night air through his beak
and dreamed of that hot, steamy tub.

I’ve got to get Chatty to lighten my
load, he thought. Three shows are too much for my aging
bones. The public demanded the talents of La DeFleurry, and
three times might even be a shortfall. Still . . . he adjusted his
falsies, straightened his raven wig beneath his floppy hat, and
then recommenced his trundle.

Dooney the Looney could certainly pick up
the slack. The thought of this rival puckered Simone’s crimson
gob. Miss Claire de Lune replaced him when he had strutted across
China two years ago. The Looney was hell bent on the Queen
of the Castro’s gig — lock, stock and D cup. That would never do
now, would it? Trundle. Pond Street. One block to go now.
Uphill from here.

Prosper Street challenged everyone. A
veritable ski slope. Still, Simone DeFleurry muscled it
up.

Bubble bath. Bubble bath. Foot soak. A
mantra now.

He sniffed the aroma of the pines that cradled
his house. He spied his pink and green door hacienda — the
little Perch on the Hill. The breeze lifted his spirits. He gazed
toward heaven’s starbrace.

Home, bubble bath, and
my Nicky.

He spotted a lamp lit in the front parlor.
Encouraging. His husband had waited up, perhaps with a nice jug of
cosmopolitans . . . to slurp in the bathtub. Perhaps the tub
would be a two-seater tonight. Sigh. Nothing for it.
Simone sloshed around the feedbag for his keys, but . . . he sensed
something else — something hidden in the dwarfed pines.

Oh my God.

Alarm. There had been a rash of muggings. They
were covered daily on page five of The Chronicle and he
suddenly was aware of each.

“Not here,” he gasped. Please, not on my
own doorstep. He mustered mock courage, and then clutched his
bag at the ready. Just let a mugger try his hand dodging the
mace-like swag of Miss DeFleurry’s feedbag.

“Go away!” he shouted. “I’m not alone.” He
darted his eyes up the parlor. “My husband’ll come down and kick
your ass.”

Someone was there. Short.
Non-threatening, and, revealed in the dim light, dressed in
leather. He had soft blonde, shoulder length hair — and dimples.
Simone relaxed his clutch. This dimpled threat gave him
pause.

“I’m sorry,” said the kid. “I just want to see
him again.”

“Again?” Simone shrugged, but then gazed
aloft. “Again, you say. And just who did you want see?”

The kid scratched his nose. He drifted closer.
Simone thought he recognized him, but when you perform three times
nightly, faces blend into masks. Still, one usually remembers the
blue eyed, blonde cuties in leather.

“He’s here. I know it,” the kid
said.

“Who?”

The kid balled his fists. Simone
re-clutched.

“The Jade Owl.”

That damned Owl. “The Jade Owl? That’s
a fairy tale. A funny paper drawing.”

“No. He saved me tonight.” The kid relaxed. “I
know what I know. He’s here, and I want to see him
again.”

Oh, Nicky, Nicky. You’ve been out on the
prowl again. Simone approached the lad. It was an easy
approach, still perhaps with some care aforethought. One pets a
puppy with an eye on the muzzle. Oh, but those blue eyes. So
young. He gently cuffed the lad’s shoulder.

“Come sit and listen.”

“I know here’s here. I followed
him.”

Simone bobbed his head, and then sat on the
stoop with the lad. “Perhaps you had a bit more to drink than you
should?” There was a whiskey whiff. Who served him . . . and
where? “You’re too young to drink. You’re too young to . . .
well, how old are you?”

“Seventeen.”

“You can’t fool me. You’re not a day over . .
. fourteen.”

“Fifteen.”

Simone beat his lips with his fingers. Very
young for the hustle.

“So, you’re underage, out after two,
whiskey-pewed and sitting on my stoop, pining for a comic strip
character. What will your mother say?” The kid turned
away.

Oh, motherless. Well, aren’t we
all?

Simone played with the silver epaulet on the
lad’s jacket.

“Why don’t you go home? Call it a night — a
sweet dreams night that never happened.”

“It did happen.” The kid’s lips
trembled. Was this anger or a wellspring for tears? Simone sighed.
Leather on the outside, but marshmallow to the core. “I
followed him here. He glowed.”

“Glowed?” Nicky, Nicky. Sloppy, sloppy.
“Where do you live?”

“Here and there.”

“On the street?” This was not an uncommon
state for a gay teen, especially one dressed for the hustle.
The kid would not confirm it. Simone lifted the smooth young chin
with his chiseled, bejeweled fingernails. “I know you have a story
to tell your Aunt Simone.”

“I know who you are. From the club. You sing
beautifully.”

“Why, thank you. I bet you sing like a sparrow
for your supper.” Yes, it was not uncommon, but this little one
was too precious. “What’s your name?”

“Silky.”

Yes, Silky.

“Pretty name, but that’s for your clients. I’m
not a client. I’m your Auntie, found you on my doorstep, following
. . . some green glow in the dark.” Oh Nicky, Nicky. Sloppy,
sloppy. “I’ll tell you what. I’ll give you a place to sleep
tonight, and perhaps a bowl of milk.”

“You’d let me in to meet him?”

“Him? You mean The Jade Owl? There’s no such
thing. You’re delusional.” Delusional. Who’s delusional here?
Sloppy, SLOPPY. “But I do have a husband, and I believe he’s
home, and . . . if you promise not to hit on him, you shall have
your bowl of milk.”

Silky smiled the sweetest smile Simone had
seen in ages. Purring. This one’s clever; and with
dimples. Simone adjusted his falsies and the slipping sweater
on his shoulder. He applied his key. “Welcome to the
Perch.”

“The Perch?”

Regret. Owls sit on perches and all
that. Therefore, Simone just grinned, tugging Silky through the
door and into the foyer. He pointed up the staircase.

“You’ll see when you get up there — in the
morning, when the sun fires up the Castro.” Silky shrugged. “You’ll
see.”

3

“Nicky. I’m home, thank goodness. And we’ve
got company.”

Nick wasn’t in the parlor — that ornate
Victorian sampler from a different tribe. Its hung velvet was
insufferable on this late spring night. Silky perhaps thought he
had been thrust through a time portal. He became all touch.
Touched the couch, the walls, the tables, the sideboard . . .
stared at pictures and cocked his head upon hearing the clock
collection’s mismatched ticks and offbeat tocks. Silky fit well
into this limoges and tiffany den, like a knick-knack in Simone’s
collection.

“Sit there,” Simone commanded, “and . . . just
sit there until I tell you. I’ll make you a sandwich. I think I
have a jar of gefilte fish, which makes a dandy late night snack.”
Oblivious, Silky sat on the centerpiece couch’s homespun fabric.
Hopeful that his guest was riveted, Simone cracked the door to
Nick’s study. A musty aroma nipped Simone’s nose. He dreamed of
attacking the place with Febreze, but Nick thrived in this
air. It was his retreat, after all, just as the parlor was
Simone’s. On the roll-top desk, a wee desk lamp shone, scattering
its scant light over papers, photos and books. No sign of Nick
Battle. However, Simone knew better.

Across the desk chair draped the emerald cape.
The hood, tights and jersey were flung on the day couch. Most
evident, beneath the wee lamp lay John Battle’s brass spectacles.
Simone scanned the study’s corners for Nick. He found him, sprawled
behind the desk, naked and cramped in the fetal
position.

“Nicky, Nicky,” Simone said. He hunkered down,
chancing a split in the ebony gown; raven locks filtering over his
husband’s face. “Nicky, Nicky.”

Eyes opened — wide blue eyes, the
award-winning kind that only a charmer could inherit from a long
line of charmers. Dim smile and a slight lift toward the raven
hair. Simone crowned him with a kiss.

“Nicky, Nicky. Sloppy,
sloppy.”

“Sloppy?” Nick croaked. He appeared exhausted
— tough work that, saving the Castro. Expending much ch’i.
Draining. “I was working, dear. And I succeeded . . . again. How’s
that sloppy?”

Simone’s ass plunked on the
parquet.

“You don’t need to do these things. You’ve
solved the mysteries. You’ve done all the good you can. Why can’t
you retire, already?” Simone wiggled the wig. “It freaks me out
having my husband gallivanting around, saving the Castro. Bogeyman
hours and dressed like a Disney version of Spiderman.”

Nick kissed Simone’s cheek.

“Then, why don’t you redesign my fucking
threads — a DeFleurry special. Only I won’t wear a wig.”

“Don’t be fresh.” He sniffed. “And speaking of
that, you need a good scrub and some lavender.” Two in the tub
thoughts, only now . . . now there were three.

“I’ve been into the garbage cans tonight.
Nasty business.”

“Nasty?” Simone said. “Not so nasty.” Nick
raised an eyebrow. “He followed you here, you know.”

“Who followed me?”

“Your last rescue.”

Nick was on his feet, his ass showing bright
in the windowpane. He gave Simone a hand up, and then opened the
shutters and poked his head through.

“Put something on,” Simone said. “The
neighborhood fairies wait with their binoculars.” Nick just
squinted out, looking for his own telltale trail across the
rooftops. “He’s not out there. He’s . . .”

Nick twisted to the desk.

“He’s where?”

Simone pointed with his eyes.

“Put something on. Anything but that green
funk.”

“No,” Nick declared. “Why did you bring him up
here, Simon? I can’t blow my cover.”

“Blown, dear. No more night prowls
masquerading as that damned Owl!”

Nick turned in an expected fury. Eyes
furrowed. Lips snarled.

“I am the Jade Owl,” he croaked.

Simone wouldn’t hear it. He snapped his hands
over his ears. He had watched Nick slip further and further into an
ocean of delusional prophesies. Ever since that mysterious return
from Wu Tze-t’ien’s tomb through the Museum’s basement, his fantasy
had grown. Nick had scary powers — undeniable. Simone knew that all
the ch’i-t’ang possessed extra-sensory gifts, but he didn’t
see Professor Gray prowling the rooftops at night giving
demonstrations with his magnetic fingers. Nor did Sydney Firestone
mend the world through his hands. In fact, Sydney wore a skullcap
to prevent his fingers from charging up. The monk — Meng
Ka-bao, with all his psychic powers, was not doing stints on Oprah
Winfrey. And Rose Whitaker was now Rosa Tosti-Tostacaroni and lived
in the Tuscan hills like any normal prod and poke Sinologist
— prenuptial be damned. However, Nick . . . Nick had changed.
Simone still loved him like his best set of luggage, but Nick
fought depression . . . long, lonely hours of staring and wondering
and, Simone suspected, weeping. Only his collaboration with Griffen
Jones on their comic strip for The Chronicle seemed to
assuage the fleeting hours. But even this drew from the
ever-more-frequent crusades through the Castro as the
original source.

Simone raised his fists.

“The Jade Owl? Knock me over then. I know you
can do it, but not as the Jade Owl. Do it as Nicky, the Magneto
Boy, straight from the Hall of Fire.” Simone was a fright. Nick
melted at the challenge, especially when Simone converted fists
into outstretched hands, and then a full-blown hug that cradled his
husband’s shallow chest. “The Jade Owl is gone, my love. It’s gone
from us forever. Whoosh! If I could bring it back to give
you peace, I would, even though it irks me. I would do it ‘though,
in a cock’s flash. Whoosh!”

“Whoosh!” Nick disengaged. He cracked
the door open and peered at the cargo in the parlor. “He’s
asleep.”

“What?”

Simone pushed passed him. Silky, dead to the
world, snored. His legs crunched into the velvet like Peasebottom
snug in a dewdrop. Simone shook him. No revival. He peeled the
leather jacket off. Heaven help us if the metal epaulets snagged on
the brocade.

Nick gazed at the exhausted form.

“He was an easy one to save.”

Simone stroked the kid’s hair.

“Sorry pup. He has no one. Nowhere to
go.”

“He has someone.” Nick’s squinted, plunging as
he could with a glimmer. This kid, who had seen the
acrobatic Jade Owl, would now hear its soft mental
whispering.

“His name’s Silky,” Simone said. “Sweet name,
even if it’s street hustle marketing.”

“It’s Marsh Elliot,” Nick said, his eyes
rolling as he probed. Nick’s body twitched and his skin rose to
gooseflesh. Simone surveyed him and wondered what gave Nick a
rock-hard, stud-horse erection. Nicky. “He’s been out and
about for a year. Mother’s in jail. Father beats him. Has one
brother, who burned him with lit cigarettes. This kid lives under
the highway . . . sometimes . . . and sometimes under the Bay
Bridge. They’re a pack of wolves, selling their wares in the
pick-up trade. He has a scar on his back . . . from a bastard, who
tied him up and . . . well, he was hospitalized for . .
.”

“No more, Nicky.” Simone snapped at Nick’s
cheeks. “He’s used goods, but I know a sweet soul when I see one.
He just needs some rest and . . . a meal. A hearty breakfast in the
morning.”

Nick sat on the couch’s end, his elfin
nakedness translucent on the velveteen brocade.

“He’ll wake early, Simon. He’ll do a number on
your limoges. He doesn’t want food. He wants trade and . .
.”

“What else does he want, dear?”

Nick rolled his eyes again. The kid awoke. He
sat bolt upright, starring at the man who sat at his feet — the man
without green cape, furry hood, emerald jersey and crimson tights.
Just the man. Only the man.

“Marsh?” Nick asked.

“How did you know my name?” Silky reached for
Nick. “You are him, aren’t you?”

“In the flesh.”

There we go now, Nicky. You’re Jade
Owl days are over.

No dear. If you feed this stray, I
think he will come often.

Simone sighed.

“Are you hungry, Silky?”

“Not for gayfilter fish, or whatever he fuck
you called it.”

“Language, language.” Silky’s eyes never
veered from Nick. “Well, I’ll whip you up a nice omelet. And then
maybe you’ll be up for a hot scrub.”

Finally — goal achieved. The bubble bath . . .
and yes, it would be for three.

 



Chapter Two

Domestic Bliss
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The morning sun streamed through the latticed
windows, motes dancing across Curator-General Rowden Gray’s desk.
He was working in his new Presidio digs. Good on his word, he had
moved his blossoming family to an ample house overlooking the
Golden Gate Bridge. Solace.

Rowden sat listening to the breakers that
washed over the caissons, waves drawing his attention more than the
papers piled on his desk — blank sheets that shouted at him;
rosebuds for the garland — that goddamned, elusive
garland. Instead, Rowden listened, his hazel eyes blinking
at the motes. He heard the bay, but also heard his darling daughter
burbling from the parlor as she wheeled around in her
walker.

She’ll be out of that thing soon, he
thought. Terror for the neighborhood. Now there was a image
— a walking replica of Audrey. Terror? I think not. Rowden
glanced toward the door. The cherub laughter encouraged him to
shuffle the blank sheets about his desk. Amy. Sweet Amy. Sea
songs could never trump the sound of Professor Gray’s adorable Amy.
No quests for dark tombs and hidden relics could do it
either.

Amy. My pulse. My breath. My
trace.

Rowden grasped for a book.

“Cleave to it, man! Cleave to it!”

As the massive tome swept through the buttery
sunflakes, another opus drew his attention — thin and feathery,
like his attention. A glossy cover sparkled, but the opus —
The Jade Owl Strikes Again, didn’t settle well on Rowden’s
mind. He pouted, hands raised over the flimsy work — Number 7 of
Volume 2, authored by N. Battle and G. Jones. Prettily drawn
and typically penned. Complete with thought-bubbles and Wham!
Bam! Boom! Rowden wiggled his fingers, a prelude to using his
particular kinetic skills. The comic book (excuse me, he
thought — the Graphic Novel), levitated, floating to eye
level. In this issue, the Jade Owl rescues a lipstick
lesbian from a dog attack. Of course, the dog was vicious and was
set upon the damsel in distress by her next-door neighbor, who (of
course) was homophobic and neo-Nazi. After all, dogs are smarter
than neo-Nazis, but they are loyal to their masters, are
they not? Rowden snickered. He recalled The Chronicle’s
headline concerning some such case, the Noe Valley Incident.
Not very transparent, Nick.

Fingers arched. Graphic N. opened.
Griffen’s artwork’s good, Rowden thought. He perused the
action hero — the green capped capon with his fuzzy helmet and
scarlet tights.

Wham! Bam! Boom!

Doggie guts sprayed to the sidewalk — the Jade
Owl victorious. Lesbians of the world rejoice. Nick’ll get free
oil changes for life, Rowden thought, and then turned the page
with just a flick from his pinky. Suddenly, he was thunder struck.
His thought belittled his friend’s effort. Still, Nick
succeeded. He’s done it. He fires his reader’s imagination in
these pamphlets. Rowden let the work fall onto his own blank
pages — pages that laughed at him.

I can’t marry one fucking word on
the subject into a single coherent, publishable article. Nothing
sticks.

Rowden Gray just couldn’t cleave to it.
His plate was full. Besides family life, he had finally mustered
the Shang-hai relic exhibit at the Museum, christened (by Nick),
The Spark of the Middle Kingdom. Rowden had Sydney’s
assistance, but Lloyd Kitteridge had stuck to the job, shepherding
the scholarship for each relic. Meng Ka-bao had voluntarily applied
his skills to the exhibit and it was a rousing
success.

Wham! Bam! Boom! Rowden thought.
Despite this success and the happiness at his new Presidio digs,
the Curator-General of the San Francisco Museum of East Asian Arts
and Culture just couldn’t cleave to it — hard pressed to
deliver his own Wham! Bam! Boom!
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Rowden cracked his knuckles, the familiar
splintering sound mingling with the rolling thunder of his
daughter’s walker. He sighed. Why should he care about having . . .
the block? And that’s what it was — writer’s block. Still,
he envied his colleagues. Nick fluttered around the Castro at
night, saving the pink world, gleaning material for Griffen to
scrawl for titillated fans. However, Rowden had no such outlet to
escape the expectations he had promised the sinological community.
He had demonstrated triangulation, but they were hungry for
more than a demonstration — that Really Big Show.

What should I tell them? I toddled
off to the Motherland with a shit bag filled with nifty magical
relics. Had a great time — even walked through a painting and had
breakfast with Li K’ai-men while touring twelfth Century China on a
special CTS package that included time-travel. With my kinetic
powers, I saved the world, no less. Not the whales or the freakin’
Emperor Penguins, but the whole mucking world. But don’t say thank
you or kiss my ring, because I came back in one piece, through a
bath towel in a snowstorm that allowed me to travel three thousand
miles in a single bound. A single bound fit well,
graphic novel and all that. And to crown it all, I materialized
as naked as the Pope’s ass and scared the shit out of Mrs. Marlin’s
sixth grade class — News at Eleven.

Meng Ka-bao was spot-on correct. No one
will ever believe us. Nick’s approach was far more credible —
Wham! Bam! Boom! Rowden was not about to join the League
of China Hands. Maybe Rose was up to playing Cassandra this
week. Would Sydney care to restore the Shroud of Turin?
Therefore, Rowden’s written outline was simple. He had presented
the world with triangulation. Now he had to make the world
forget triangulation. His index cards were sprawled with
horseshit about how he found some unusual relics made from some
untested material that when juxtaposed with a unique fabric cut
from Harry Potter’s cloak, projected ancient holograms.
Projections. That’s believable. Everyone believes in
StarTrek’s holodeck, after all. Everyone has seen Princess Leah
projected from R2D2 — Obiwan Kanobi, you’re our only hope.
Rowden’s task was to invent a theory on how these ancient Chinese
projections worked. Theory. Easily done. Theories are no
more than lies on crackers — easily broken — generally
stale.

“Cleave to it, man!”

It had to be done. A coward’s scrawl, written
by the hero, who saved no less than the whole freaking
world.

Wham! Bam! Boom!
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Rumble. Through the study door came the
wheeler — a bumper tubmobile with circumferential treads that
permitted the widest latitude for its unlicensed driver.

“Papa! Papa!”

Rowden dropped his blank sheets and his even
blanker thoughts. Eyes lilted, lit by the cherub that whisked
across the T’ien-ts’in carpeting, and then plowed into the
monster desk. He reached for his daughter, cautious not to invoke
his magnetic fingers, but he had promised Audrey not to use his
gifts at home (or anywhere for that matter). He was relieved she
hadn’t seen his graphic novel acrobatics. He whisked Amy
into his arms the old-fashioned way — reach, bend and
hoist.

“Amy,” came a voice from the other room.
“Leave Papa alone.”

“Papa, Papa.”

Audrey sauntered through the door, her hair
unkempt, and her hand bracing her back to support her blossoming
belly. It was expansion time again in the Gray household and she
was five months gone. Her dim smile told Rowden the story. She had
been doing what he asked her not to do — reaching, bending
and hoisting. Sung Yi-di was supposed to do that. Sung was lent out
by the old Grandmother to help with the chores. Audrey still balked
at the prospect. She had been critical of those who relied on
others — a private laziness, she called it. Rowden thought
to chide her on this point, now that Audrey had a servant, but one
glance at his wife’s distress and he decided to forgo any
commentary.

“I will take her,” she said. Rowden denied her
outstretched arms, clutching Amy tightly, showering her with
kisses. “You have your work to finish.”

“It’s finished.”

Audrey glared at the blank sheets, and at the
latest issue of The Jade Owl Strikes Again.

“This is not encouraging.” She snatched the
graphic novel, using it as a fan. “This does not look like
progress.”

“I think any paper for The
Harvard Journal of Asian Studies about the Jade Owl would be
laughed off the editor’s desk. I’d be better off submitting Nick
and Griffen’s world-class comic strip.”

Audrey kissed Amy, who wiggled in Rowden’s
arms.

“Cousin Nicholas follows his destiny. Still, I
would not mock his efforts.”

“Who’s mocking? I’m downright
jealous.”

Audrey shook her head, and then reached for
the baby again. This time Rowden relinquished her. Audrey winced,
her back pain snarling. Perhaps their future son kicked his mama’s
spleen. Audrey frowned. “If you are not giving this your best
effort, you can help Sung Yi-di prepare the tea.”

“Do you think that Sung Yi-di would let me
near a teapot?”

True. They both knew that Sung Yi-di
reigned where she ruled. Audrey secured Amy in the
wheeler.

“I am discouraged that you do not write what
you know to be truth. Even if you do not submit it, at least it
will be said.”

Rowden grasped her shoulders, and then
rubbed.

“Don’t be discouraged. You know when I’m down
on myself, I bring the whole world down with me.” He swiped back
the comic book. “Besides, Nick has told the truth as he sees
it.”

The truth as he sees it.

Suddenly, a bristling thought rattled him.
Elusive epiphany. Rowden scanned the desk — the massive tome, the
blank paper and the index cards. Another book, a thin volume, tan
with a golden spine, tilted on the wrought iron bookends — a book
by John Battle.

The truth as he sees it.

Rowden always wondered why his mentor never
published any revealing articles on his exemplary fieldwork. There
was no The Jade Owl: How I Found and Lost It. No The Joy
of Finches: The Empress Wu’s Abattoir. Nothing of that sort.
There was only a child’s fairy tale — a good one, but still nothing
that matched the stature of the man who wrote it. There it was,
winking at Rowden and tilting against a wrought iron replica of
Peking’s Meridian Gate. It called to him. I am the only
published work of John Battle, the Old China Hand and I stand as a
testament to his entire research — fairy story and my name is
The Dragon’s Pool.

“Rowden?”

Rowden fixed his stare out on the bay, where
the gulls laughed at clam beds.

The truth as he sees it.

“Rowden, are you ill?”

“Ill? No. Just . . . just taken by a
thought.”

“Is it the thought that will keep you true to
your work?”

He smiled. Audrey always asked the
unanswerable question — the Final Jeopardy challenge. He
reached for the fairy tale that he had brought home to read to Amy.
It was a fun tale about the Princess and the Dragon’s Pearl. A
common enough tale. If John Battle chose to recount an old legend,
he could have done better with something more obscure. He could
have scoured dozens of untranslated texts, hooking a sturgeon
rather than a guppy. Rowden touched the volume, sensing an elusive
fire beneath its golden spine.

The truth as he sees it.

He dropped the book on top of the blank
papers. They vibrated in sympathy for the Princess and her Dragon’s
Pearl.

“I think I’ll call it a day,” he said, quickly
turning, and then kissing Audrey on the forehead.

“If you are finished, you can entertain your
guests.”

Rowden hitched his brow.

“Guests?”

“I told Simone you were . . . in the
zone. Not be disturbed.”

“Simone?” Guests. Audrey had said
guests. “Is Nick also here?”

“No. Just Simone . . . and a
friend.”

Drag Queens gone shopping, Rowden
thought. They’ve dropped in to see the new Presidio digs. How
drag queen was that? Amy took off in her terror-mobile, barely
missing the woodwork. Audrey sped behind her before Sung Yi-di
could press her with old Chinese lectures on resting during
pregnancy.

Rowden watched them disappear. He was in the
mood for guests. The sun had shifted, leaving his research
theater in the shadows. Rowden had only thoughts of Simone
DeFleurry now, decked out in Sunday’s best for a sprint through the
Embarcadero. Wham! Bam! Boom!

Publication could wait. Time didn’t
press him. Time could run its course as first cousin to the sun.
The challenge now was the two anomalies that graced the ink blotter
— a graphic novel and a fairy tale — the traces of the Old China
Hand and his son.

The truth as they saw
it.


Chapter Three

Bay Breezes
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“Sung Yi-di,” Rowden said. “Where’s Miss
DeFleurry?”

Rowden had expected to see Simone poised with
his prim pinky up while sipping a cup of gunboat tea. He assumed
that Simone would gravitate to the parlor’s simple elegance — the
showcase of Chinese lacquer ware and art; geometric sofas and
chairs, upholstered in gold brocade; ebony cabinets with museum
quality figurines; a flowing Imperial robe draped across the
centerpiece wall, flanked by portraits of the Emperors K’ang-xi and
Sung Kao-tsung — but no. The pride of the Castro was nowhere to be
seen. Sung Yi-di, however toted a tray of plum cakes and a pot of
loose gunboat, so Simone couldn’t be far. Perhaps Audrey was giving
the ten-dollar house tour. That would take some time. The new digs
were a private laziness of considerable square
footage.

Sung had placed the tray on a side table. She
folded the lilac-colored napkins into iris flutes. The Xiao family
abilities to transform simple objects into complex arrays always
impressed Rowden. Sung Yi-di may not have been a Xiao woman (she
was the daughter of the old Grandmother’s amah), still she
exhibited the full artistry of the Dinky Street
ke-ting.

Rowden sidled up to Sung. She was sometimes
hard of hearing, tuning others out, a talent acquired in service to
Xiao Ao-ling, no doubt. The old Grandmother could be craggy at
times. Rowden envied Sung this art of selective
listening.

“Sung,” he repeated. She turned. Her
middle-aged cheeks sagged beneath gray, mottled eyes. “Did you hear
me?”

“Much to do,” she answered. “It is the time
for Ao-fei’s feeding.” She always called Amy by her Chinese name.
Rowden considered Sung an essential helpmate to Audrey; and a
symbol of the old Grandmother’s abiding interest. However, Sung
regarded herself in a more traditional light. Utility guided all
action for a household woman. In the People’s Republic, she could
have been a ward leader, or a director on the Yang-tze River dam
project. Instead, she drifted with tradition and tradition favored
her not.

“Sung. Please. T’ai-t’ai DeFleurry tsai
nar?”

“Simone?” she answered. Rowden smiled. Sung
glanced toward the back door.

“Xie, xie.” Rowden headed to the back
porch.

The day was fair with gentle bay breezes. It
would make a good impression on Simone. The red brick porch was
sturdy, balustrades arrayed with window boxes that the previous
owner (Brigadier General Mortensen, retired; now deceased) ran
rampant with geraniums. They cascaded over the rails as lava flows.
The General had a green thumb (evidently) and left as legacy a
perennial garden that ran riot some eighty yards from the porch.
The aroma of mint and gardenia pinched Rowden’s nose. He recalled
China, although this inherited garden was more English-mayhem than
well-mannered Chinese.

Rowden sauntered just short of the five-stair
flight leading to the garden path. In the distance, past the lawn’s
verge, was a white fence festooned with green-budded climbers. The
garden listed on a gentle slope toward the bay. Beyond stood the
marmalade pylons of the Golden Gate Bridge. Rowden loved this
panorama. He recalled the first time he truly spied the bay. He
rode on the Hyde Street cable car, stopping on the hill above the
Embarcadero. The crisp winter breeze brushed the sparkling
waves. The sun kissed the ticky-tacky box houses that dotted the
hills. Serenity. A gentle voice had cuffed his ear that day. A
dose of serenity cures dark thoughts, it said. Whatever your
complaint, Rowdy, San Francisco has the cure. All you need do is
look for it. Nick’s voice. So much had happened since then.
Rowden smiled.

“I did look for it, Nick. I believe, I
found it.”

Serenity.

Suddenly, Rowden sensed that he wasn’t alone.
Someone listened to his reminiscent soliloquy. He turned. A young
man sat on the old Cape May basking chair. At first Rowden thought
it was Nick, but unless Nick changed his hair color (and Rowden
wouldn’t put it passed him), a stranger sat in the General’s
favorite chair.

“Excuse me,” Rowden asked. “Who are . . .”
Then he recalled Audrey’s words. If you are finished for the
day, you can entertain your guests. Guests — plural. Rowden
expected someone different. Someone in taffeta and flounced, not in
leather; and not so near the cradle. “You must be . . . Simone’s
friend.”

The young man bounced to his feet.

“Silky,” he said. “My name’s
Silky.”

“Silky?”

“It’s a cool name, don’t you
think?”

“It’s unique.” It fit the hairstyle.
Rowden suspected that Nick might have had something to do with this
nickname. “Well, Silky, I’m glad to meet you.” He extended his
hand, which was snapped up, and then shook. “I was looking for . .
.”

“She’s smelling the flowers.”

“The flowers? Oh.” Rowden returned to the
stairs. He scanned the distant garden. At first the riot of
climbers block the view, but then, he spied her . . . him. A wiry
lady in a red polka-dot sundress and long matching gloves that
wavered over the dahlias and asters. Her ample chest silhouetted
against the tall grasses. Her sunbonnet flapped in the bay
breeze.

A Gainsborough original, Rowden
thought. All you need do is look for it.

Rowden sauntered down the path, Silky trailing
at a distance.
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“Enjoying the sights?” Rowden asked, coming
through the gate.

Simone brightened from his reverie.

“Professor, you have finally listened to me
and found some fashion sense.” He extended his hand, which Rowden
promptly kissed. “This is more house than I’ve seen in San
Francisco in years.”

“There’s not too many like it.”

“It’s so . . . free-standing. I hope it don’t
take a tumble when the big one strikes.”

Rowden offered Simone his arm, prelude to a
stroll about the shrubbery.

“When the big one strikes, we’re all
pretty much fucked.”

“Language, language.” Simone chuckled. “Sorry.
With Nicky’s silence and with the little one cussin’ up a storm, I
try to be a steadying force.”

“When you say little one . . .” Rowden
glanced back to the lawn. Silky had stretched out open-shirted in
the sun.

“You’ve met Marsh?”

“Marsh? He introduced himself as
Silky.”

Simone halted mid-petunia bank.

“He doesn’t respond yet to his real name.
Silky is his professional name.”

“He’s a drag-queen?”

Simone tittered. He tented his fingers to his
nose.

“No. That would never do. He’s a . . .
hustler.”

“A hustler? Do I need to count the silverware
after you’ve gone?”

“He’s reforming. Under my guidance and Nicky’s
voodoo, Marsh is responding well.” Rowden shrugged. “It’s a
long story, Professor. The short of it is he showed up on my
doorstep one night. He followed Nicky home . . . or should I say,
the Jade Owl-man. Nicky saved him from an undeserved thrashing. He
was homeless. Abandoned. He doesn’t speak about it, but Nicky can
delve . . . you know . . . glimmer. That’s how we know his
real name.” Rowden knew if he found a stray dog on his doorstep, he
would bring it to the pound. How different was this?
Simone’s eyebrows rose. “I can see by your look, you don’t approve.
It doesn’t matter. As long as he behaves himself, I’ll let him
sleep on my couch.” Simone glanced toward the bay. “I’ve broached
the subject of school. That didn’t go over
well.”

“It’s none of my business, but you’re really
taking a chance. Every day you read about shit that happens to good
Samaritans.”

“What can I do? I’m a sucker for blue
eyes.”

“And leather.”

“That will need changing. The leather,
I mean. But look how long it took you to exchange your cardigan
look for one of Presidio fashion. Besides, you’ll probably read
about him in an upcoming Battle-Jones edition; something like
The Jade Owl and the Jail-Bait Hustler.”

Rowden frowned.

“I could do with less publishing along those
lines.”

“But it’s your fault.”

“My fault?” Rowden cracked his knuckles. He
glanced back to Silky, who was now bare-chested and rolling over on
his stomach. He munched a blade of rye grass. “I don’t draw. I
don’t make up stories. Most of all, I don’t go about town
demonstrating my freaky telekinetic powers.”

Simone touched Rowden’s shoulder.

“That’s because you have so much, my dear.
Nicky has nothing now.”

“Nothing? He has you. He has his work at the
museum, and believe me, no one is proscribing his fictional
proclivities.”

Simone chuckled.

“Proclivities?” He sighed. “He will always
have me. I’m part of the landscape. I’m his partner, lover and soul
mate — everything a good hubby should be. He appreciates that,
although . . . he says it less now. No, when I say he has nothing,
I mean he has lost the one thing that defines him.”

“The Jade Owl.”

“Exactly.”

“Simone, the Jade Owl can never be with Nick
again. It was sucking his soul into some dark place for some darker
reason. Even after we finished our strange business, it wove a web
over his mind. I had to separate him from it.”

“But Professor, since it’s gone, Nicky has
become even darker. He’s still my love of loves, but he drifts into
stone silence at times. And this night roving . . . to save the
world. That scares me. I know he has substantial clout with
those fingers and those geeky glasses . . . but can he stop a
bullet?”

He very well could, Rowden thought.
Didn’t I stop a bolt of lightening in Wu Tze-t’ien’s tomb?
Although Nick’s powers were ample, Rowden preferred that Nick
shouldn’t risk bullet catching.

“You didn’t come here to see my new house
today, did you?”

“Of course I did, but . . .” Simone shuffled
toward the gate. To Rowden he appeared diminished, a woman fighting
for her man, at her wits end for a solution. Simone turned. “What
if his soul has already slipped away?”

“What?”

“I know he sounds delusional when he says that
he is the Jade Owl, but what if by some slip of the spirit
there’s a scintilla of truth in that folly?”

Rowden shuddered. A flash pricked his mind.
Hadn’t Nick’s ch’i dwelled inside the Jade Owl? Hadn’t
Rowden slammed the damn thing into Nick’s navel to reanimate him?
But that was the end of it. Nick escaped. The Jade Owl was left in
the basement under the cold, flickering red emergency lights. Until
. . . Rowden disposed of it.

“I cannot help you Simone. To assure Nick’s
safety, the damned thing’s gone.”

“You gave it away,” Simone said. “I know, but
you can get it back.”

Gave it away. There it was, held in his
hands in the basement’s darkness. It was cold and dead. Still it
longed for its display case and visitors and . . . Nick. Here,
take this, he had said. Hide it. Don’t tell me where it is
evermore. Throw it in the bay, if you must. Hammer it to chips.
Just take it. Take it to your new home across the sea, but promise
me, Rosie, that you’ll never display it. Never make a show of it.
It must disappear. He saw in her Yankee eyes those enterprising
Bryn Mawr thoughts bubbling to show the Jade Owl in New
Yawk. Still, he trusted her and, after all, she was
departing to a new life, with her millionario husband to a
villa in the Tuscan hills. How far can you throw, Rawden? How
far can you throw? As far as those Tuscan hills. Somehow, he
knew she could be trusted in this matter. They were protecting her
Charmer — her Nick, whom she nursed to health after Old
Sheep.

“When I gave it away, Simone, I told the
bearer that . . . it should never see the light of day again. In
truth, I have no idea where it is.” And that was the truth.
Simone could probably detect this in Rowden’s eyes. He brushed the
top of his sunbonnet, and then blew a long, unforgiving
sigh.

“We must be going.”

“Please. Simone. Sung Yi-di has whipped up tea
and cakes.”

Simone smiled dimly. The tea would be bitter.
The cakes, stale.

“I just hoped that you could help me get him
back, that’s all.” She didn’t need to add, since you took him
away.

Rowden held the gate open. Simone strutted up
the lawn to Silky — non-stop. Silky scurried behind him like a pet,
but not before glancing back at Rowden. That glance held a mighty
Wham! Bam! Boom!

Rowden’s heart sank. A thought
echoed.

All you need do is look for it.
Nick was looking.


Chapter Four

The Spark of the Middle
Kingdom

1

In the heart of Golden Gate Park, Nick Battle
stood before the San Francisco Museum of East Asian Arts and
Culture. Banners flapped before his eyes. He was smug about the
naming the Shang-hai loaner exhibition — The Spark of the Middle
Kingdom. The title rustled on the two banners that flanked the
great entrance arch. On one was a silk-screened representation of
The Palace at Lin-an; on the other, The Emperor Flees to
the Sea. Nick grinned. These images were as familiar to him as
the other five Sisters that still hung in trust at
Shang-hai. He reflected briefly on Rose’s plan and wondered whether
Miss Whitaker, formerly Mrs. Gray and now Madama Tosti-Tostacaroni,
would get her great wish — a full-blown exhibit of all seven
Sisters in no less than the Metropolitan Museum of Art in
New Yawk City. Nick wondered.

Today Nick’s aim was not to drool over the
Shang-hai relics. As proud as he was of the exhibit and its rousing
success, he now stood on the stairs watching two dozen visitors
climbed toward the exhibit, while another dozen clambered down.
Haven’t seen the likes of it since Tut, said one. Yes, a
rousing success — Wham! Bam! Boom! But this was not Nick’s
aim today.

Nick sauntered into that crossroads of history
— the lobby. On the right, like a whale’s maw, opened John Battle
Memorial Hall. A double queue trailed from the entrance, the guards
checking bags and faces. Nick waved to Quivers, the chief security
officer, who acknowledged John Battle’s son. Nick entered unimpeded
— employees only treatment, although, if Nick were in league
with the devil in these days of fanaticism, he easily could have
brought the entire building down.

John Battle Memorial Hall had been remodeled
for the Spark exhibit — the lion’s share of the Old China
Hand’s plunder moved to storage or into the Retrospective
alcove that was tucked near the basement elevators. Nick didn’t
care about these necessary changes, except for one. Since the
Curator-General had decided that the Jade Owl should not expose the
public to risk, its display case was corrupted.

Rowden Gray was clear.

A chapter has been closed in our
research. I shall document it, but that fancy finial is hereby
banned from the sunlight as long as I breathe.

Clear enough.

Nick had objected. Give it to me, Rowdy. I
will keep it safe. I will keep it secret. But Rowden
reiterated.

That fancy finial is banned from
the sunlight as long as I breathe.

The Jade Owl Diary, the pearl shield
cage and Audrey’s p’i-p’a were also retired, the
p’i-pa in Audrey’s trust at the new Presidio digs. The
yellow feathers — those sturdy surviving tail rudders from Mao
Sheng’s parrot, disappeared entirely during the move. A loss, no
doubt, and mysterious.

Nick had entered the Hall three times a week
to help with visitor control. He fielded questions on specific
relics. He became adept at it. However, each time he entered, his
heart sank, the phantom bird dogging his soul. He missed the
peacherine silk drape that pressed his head, and the glass
sparkling the reflection of his friend, the Diary and his
comrade, the Shield. A nest had been here — a place to guard
warrants. Now Nick’s soul yearned for . . . home, but it was gone —
banished from the light of day, replaced by a boring trilogy of
Ming blue and whites. More Pots!

Housed in a flamboyant replica of the Grand
Promenade at the Summer Palace, the Spark of the Middle
Kingdom immediately drew public acclaim. Sydney Firestone had
hired a fleet of Chinatown talent to paint replica birds and fauna
on the eaves and corbels of the gallery boardwalk. However, he lost
his bout with the Board of Trustees to have the exhibit wend its
way like its serpentine original. Too much undulation would
distract the visitor’s attention from the relics.

The Palace at Lin-an was hung at the
exhibit’s entrance, a bold stroke, and daring, Nick thought,
since the Sister’s ch’i was active. Rowden took a
calculated risk however, because the other relics, the ones that
sparked triangulation, were gone. Nick read the docent
tag:

 


A view of the Southern Sung capital
from the retired Emperor’s palace, The Palace at
Lin-an: attributed to Li K’ai-men, a.k.a. Nan Ya (c. 960
CE). This work is said to have mystical properties as demonstrated
at this Museum by Curator-General R. Gray; paper to
follow.

 


Paper to follow, Nick thought. He no
more expected a paper to follow than he expected that Rowden
would ever hand over the Jade Owl. This pledge of scholarship was
not replicated on The Emperor Flees to the Sea’s docent tag.
That painting was hung at the exhibit’s exit. No sense pushing
folly to foible. Between the Ming blue and white display and
the Grand Promenade replica, small pedestals stood, displaying
miniature relics under glass — rings, phoenix needles, bronze
bears, terracotta horses and an assortment of the forty-seven other
relics procured by Rowden Gray from the People’s National Art
Museum at Shang-hai in return for four chunks of pearl — the
refugees of the Ch’ang-an Rutter.

Business boomed today. Wham! Bam!
Boomed! Nick noted that Lloyd Kitteridge was swarmed with
visitors, who asked the same questions incessantly, like parents at
a petting zoo asking if the nanny goat bites. What does
under-glaze mean? Why is that porcelain horse unfinished?
Still, Kitteridge handled this assault easily. He had a way of
explaining complex sinological concepts plainly. Under-glaze is
like your underpants. Don’t slip into a kiln without them.
Today Meng Ka-bao aided him. It was Meng Ka-bao, Nick’s
half-brother, one of two, that brought John Battle’s son into the
Hall today.

Nick moved like lightning through the crowd.
However, Meng spied Nick, and as if he knew the purpose, darted
away — quicker. Nick reached the spot only to hear Kitteridge
instructing the visitors.

“Under-glaze is like your underpants. Don’t
slip into a kiln without them. If you . . . excuse me.” Kitteridge
grasped Nick’s hand. “Nick, my boy. I’m glad to see you. I need a
break.”

“I’m looking for Meng Ka-bao.”

“He was here a moment ago.”

I know that. I’m not blind. Nick
scanned the hall until he spied Meng at the entrance to the
Retrospective.

“Never mind, I see ‘im.”

Kitteridge shrugged, and then resumed his
explanation of how under-glaze slept for centuries in the heart of
Ming porcelain. Nick squeaked away to corner his target.
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Meng Ka-bao paced, waiting for the elevator to
the warehouse basement.

Clever, Nick thought. He knows I
hate that thing.

The elevator rattled open, but too late for
Meng. Nick had closed the gap. Clearly, Meng wished to avoid this
encounter. How did he know? How else did these brothers know
each other’s thoughts? Glimmering. Meng twisted about, and
then darted into the Retrospective — a poor choice. Dead
end. Nick cornered his half-brother at the photographic display.
Their father looked down from his frame, but failed to add his
admonition. Meng covered his face.

“Leave me be, brother,” he said. “I know why
you have come. I cannot help you. I do not know where it
is.”

Nick knew this to be true. Meng never lied.
However, he did have a way with conundrums, tantamount to lying.
Still, if he didn’t know where, what did he fear? Nick
sensed anxiety. No terror. Nick squinted, and then began his
glimmer. He slipped in through Meng’s mental
doorway.

You have nothing to fear, brother.
If your halls are empty of answers, I will leave you in peace. I
just want to take a look for myself.

Meng’s mind had locks — bolts as thick as
lumber and as adamant as steel. Still, Nick was a superior
locksmith. He could shatter those walls with a mind puff, and did
so. Scanning Meng Ka-bao’s mindscape, Nick was uncaring of any
counter-attack. It was a cluttered mind — mountainous stacks of
sutras, the buzz of mantras; temples and pagodas, mountains and
valleys. However, the map Nick sought was blank. He sniffed incense
burning — tart cinnamon and apple spice to lull intruders. Still
Nick pierced the veil, pushing deeper into Meng’s thoughts.
However, the map was missing. No clues.

Meng truly doesn’t know where the
Jade Owl is hidden. But why does he have these veils? Something is
hidden.

Suddenly, Nick was cold. Meng’s mental world
grew dark, night closing. Winds howled — wintry. They pushed aside
the final veil. Nick found himself on a precipice beneath a sooty
sky. The ground trembled. The world lay disarrayed in a valley. He
was losing his balance, his Nikes scraping for purchase on the
crags.

Was this Meng’s
counter-attack?

Nick slid, his hips crashing onto the ledge.
He gripped at the scant vegetation, a lifeline — a brittle and
questionable lifeline. Straw. It was straw, and an odd place for
straw — so high and desolate. Still, it braced him. That’s when he
decided to exit this glimmer. First he had to secure his
place on the precipice. If he fell, he wasn’t sure if he could back
out of Meng’s mind. He had never fallen during a glimmer. He
clutched the straw, and then pulled up. Suddenly, he realized that
he was hanging from . . . a great basket. No. A nest perched high
above the valley. Odd? Nick struggled up this raffia
lifeline until he reached the edge of the nest. He hoisted himself
up and over, and then rolled down into the bowl.

A centerpiece of white boulders broke his
fall.

Eggs.

A bird’s nest. He had managed to roll into a
bird’s nest with a clutch of five eggs. He clambered to his feet.
Big eggs. If these were eggs, then . . . what would
Mama be? A bird? A mutant eagle?

A shadow loomed above. Nick glanced up and saw
it. It was bedecked with yellow feathers, but had shark’s teeth. It
didn’t chirp and sing sweet birdie songs. It hissed and clicked,
its face pushing into Nick’s. He couldn’t breath, overcome by a
sulfuric stench. The reptilian, snarking teeth gnashed. Nick had
never exited a glimmer so fast.

Nick backed through the doors of Meng Ka-bao’s
snake pit mind. When he opened his eyes, Meng Kao-bao stood tense
before him. He held something tightly in his grip. Feathers. The
missing yellow feathers. Nick’s breath hitched. The ground came up
fast. The black marble floor hit him, or he it, he couldn’t tell
which. Then . . . darkness. Sharp, cold and bitter darkness. Voices
assaulted him, and he sensed that he was buried.

You must stay buried, so we may
come to life again.

Acreage pounded above him — worms prodding and
poking, testing his flesh for tenderness.

What have you done to me, brother?
What have you done?
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Nick’s eyes flashed open.

“Nicholas,” came a golden voice. “Thank God
you’re awake. What happened?”

Nick wasn’t sure what happened. He went
glimmering in his half brother’s rattrap mind, found a beast, and .
. . consider this. Consider this well. Meng Ka-bao’s
hiding something other than what was sought. Nick gazed into
Aunt Millie’s eyes.

“I’m okay.”

“You gave us a fright.”

A fright? I scared myself shitless. No
enemas this month.

“Let me give you a hand,” Kitteridge said, his
face also materializing above him. Quivers’ Schnauzer-mustached mug
also invaded the wakescape.

Nick sat up, allowing these custodians their
coddling.

“I’m okay, really.” He spied visitors vying
for the best view. I might as well be put in a display case
— a strange and longing thought. “Lloyd, please tell them that
the show’s over — to go back to the blue and whites.”

Kitteridge tottered toward the paying public
with the mastery of a CTS tour guide. Aunt Millie took
over.

“Nicholas, I’m worried about you. Are you
getting enough sleep? Are you drinking enough fluids? You know that
dehydration can knock you off your feet without as much as a
how-de-do.”

Nick scanned the Hall. Quivers gave him a hand
up.

“Where’s Meng Ka-bao?”

“He shot by me like a bat out of hell,”
Quivers said. “Are you okay now?”

Nick grinned. A remembrance gnawed his
soul.

“It seems like you’re always picking me up off
this effing floor.”

“Seems so. Doesn’t make for a full time job,
‘though.”

“I would hope not,” Aunt Millie stammered.
“You should go home and rest, dear. Is Simone coming
around?”

“Simon’s out and about.” Nick knew where and
why, but left it at that. “Is Sydney here?”

“He was,” Quivers said. He assisted Nick
through the milling crowd. “I believe he said he had business
across the street.”

Across the street.

“He spends a lot of time there.”

“Well . . . since his friend
arrived.”

Sydney’s friend was a paleontologist from Cal
State — a drinking buddy, if Sydney could be imagined out on a
binge in his pre-Mei-lin days. This friend, Gilbert Canto (or as
his drinking buddies chanted, my pecker can, but Gilbert
Canto), had received a research grant from the San Francisco
Natural Science Museum for his groundbreaking work on
Velociraptors. That Natural Science Museum being
across the triangle from the East Asian Arts Museum, Sydney had
renewed his acquaintance. On most days, he toddled across the
street for fascinating discussions on dino bones.

“I’ll wait in the Conservancy,” Nick said,
nodding toward the security doors.

“Suit yourself,” Quivers said.

“It is quiet in there,” Aunt Millie
remarked. “Rest on the couch. Did you want a cup of tea? Maybe some
chocolate cake?”

Nick’s eyes lit up. However, despite his
partiality toward Aunt Millie’s chocolate cake, he wanted solace
more. So he declined his aunt’s offer, and then shuffled through
the security doors into the Conservancy.
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The couch did prove restful. Nick
couldn’t understand why he was so exhausted. He had
glimmered before, especially on those late night jaunts
through the Castro. Excessive use of his kinetic gifts would
deplete him — that he knew, but glimmering usually gave him
a boost.

“The feathers,” he muttered.

The Conservancy was bleak. The usual relic
clutter now entertained the paying public. A few boxes and a
solitary helmet that Sydney had been restoring rested on the
worktable. Nick recalled a more bustling Conservancy, when Rose
performed her magic here.

She could toss an exhibit into high
pitch.

Nick missed the commotion, the clockworks that
now ticked out in the great hall. A Persian exhibit was up next. It
didn’t interest Nick. He would assist in its preparation — his job,
no doubt, but he didn’t like the curator — Aswam Ir-Frisbie, or
something like that, an uncompromising S.O.B. All puck and no
fuck.

Nick sighed.

The feathers. Meng wielded them and
I lost it.

Nick didn’t understand. My kryptonite,
perhaps? He laughed at the thought. He was on the brink of
discovery. Eggs. Monsters from the past. He had seen the yellow
feathers in action before, at Xi-xiang temple, when the abbot
controlled the Jade Owl; and again, in the Cave of the Winds, when
Rowden tamed the hoot-bird to save Xiao Win-t’o’s ass.

Nick rolled his eyes, and then raised his arms
as if in flight.

“I am the Jade Owl,” he shouted. “I can be
controlled, true. But, brother, your meaning is still veiled.”
Another warrant, Nick thought. Yes, another warrant
hidden in my brother’s noggin. Nick grinned.
“Son-of-a-bitch.”

Nick’s hackles arose. Suddenly, he knew that
he was being watched. Every fiber told him this. He suspected that
Meng Ka-bao now lurked in the Conservancy; perhaps in the library
stacks. Nick lowered his arms, and then scanned the
room.

Alone. No keeper in this room.
Then he caught a glimpse at the security doors. Two golden eyes
peered through the round window. Just eyes, and then a face shaded
by a Glengarry. Finally, a toothy grin through the
glass.

Nick bolted to the doors, but the figure had
retreated before he could swipe his mag card through the device. He
could only glimpsed the stalker’s retreat — trench coat and I
Spy hat. Odd. Leather gloves. Nick was too exhausted to
pursue the man with a glimmer, if a man he be.

Suddenly, another pair of eyes appeared at the
portals, sending Nick backward in a reel. Doors buzzed. Doors
opened.

“Boo!”

It was Lloyd Kitteridge.

“Shit, Getrich. You scared the crap out
of me.”

“Well, I’m no April’s fool, my boy, but
scaring you could be quite an achievement, if the record stands
pat.” Lloyd swaggered to the worktable. He carried the mail, and in
particular one piece, opened and fluttering like a courtier’s
hanky. “Look here. Good news.”

Nick resented the intrusion and wondered who
relieved Getrich of his tour duties. Meng Ka-bao, no doubt,
or perhaps Sydney had returned. Nick retired to the couch
again.

“Good news for me would be . . .”

Kitteridge cocked his head.

“Always searching for it,” Kitteridge said. He
puffed out his deanish jowls. “The sooner you let it go, my boy,
the sooner you’ll recover. What you need is a nice vacation on some
gay nudie beach. Club Med. Greatest thing going.” Nick winced.
“Well, never mind.”

“What’s the good news?”

Kitteridge did a little dance — a
tarantella.

“Greetings from Tuscany.”

Nick was interested now.

“From Rose?”

“From Madam Tostacaroni herself.” Nick reached
for the letter, but Kitteridge pumped it away, holding it to his
heart. “She’s conceded!”

“What are you talking about?”

“She has agreed to let the exhibition of the
Seven Sisters start here, in our little hoosegow.
Then after, let’s say, six or seven months . . . and if I know
Rowden, he can stretch that to a year . . . it would proceed to New
York. So it’s an old fashioned out of town opening; try outs in New
Haven before moving to Broadway.”

Nick reached for the letter again. This time
Kitteridge relinquished it.

“Does that mean Rose is coming?”

“That she will be. She’ll take charge.
It’ll be like old times, her and Rowden duking it out over the
details.” Kitteridge held his chest. “It warms my heart, but it
does mean we will need to push back that Persian business, you
know.”

Nick grinned.

“That suits me fine. Does Sydney know
yet?”

Kitteridge gazed about.

“Do you see Firestone here? Did he magically
come back from the dino-zone?”

Of course not. Kitteridge snatched the
letter back, and then kissed it. Bowing like a ringmaster, which
fit his demeanor, and sporting a broad, toothy grin, Lloyd
Kitteridge swept through the security doors leaving Nick to his
solace.

Rose is coming. How I’ve missed
her.

It was true. Nick had even planned to visit
Rose, going so far as to discuss an Italian jaunt with Simone.
How would you like a real honeymoon? However, Simone
dismissed the scheme. Still, knowing that Rose was coming to San
Francisco again, transformed Nick’s mood from contemplative to
joyous. His soul was cleansed. His strength briefly
returned.

“I know,” he roared to the mail drop. “That’s
it. She has it.”

She has the Jade Owl.

His eyes swam from table to floor. Not a new
thought, but worth revisiting in light of his glimmer
through Meng Ka-bao’s mind.

Yes, Rose had it. She was
instructed to dispose of it. Throw it in the bay. Bury
it.

Suddenly, Nick’s breath hitched. He couldn’t
breathe. Acreage topped over head, the worms prodding and poking,
testing his flesh for tenderness.

Rose. What have you done to me . .
. Rose? What have you done?

Deep breathing, until he restored an even
keel.

It doesn’t matter where I’m buried. There’s
a new warrant to unfurl and . . . when I know it . . . Nick
felt his navel — a burning coal close to his nature. He folded his
hands over it, kindling the hotspot.

The Seer will be coming.

“I must urge her to See again. Through
her eyes I might come to know where it is. Where I am.”

Then he thought of Rowden, and a tear
glistened.


Chapter Five

Dreams and Shadows
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Rowden listened in the midnight room to his
wife’s hummingbird snore as it buzzed over their pillow. His own
lumberjack snort was often greeted with a nudge, even a push, until
he rolled over and squelched the motor. Audrey’s burbling gave
Rowden comfort. Her belly pressed his thigh and he felt another
rumble beneath the cottonelle — the heartbeat of his
son.

I am the luckiest of men, he
thought.

He wanted to stroke his darling’s hair; to
nuzzle her neck, but her sleep was sound. Deserving. Denying her
this reward would be self-indulgent. Instead, Rowden shut his eyes
and let his mind wander into the dream world of history.

He nodded off in a clock’s tick, Audrey’s
vanilla incense fading with his dream’s advent. Rowden drifted to
the walls of K’ai-feng, a refuge sought often when spun to slumber.
Slender pines shielded the Sung Imperial family from the stench of
canals and markets. Golden roofs sloped in the wake of vermilion
palaces. He drifted to these pavilions, into these golden halls.
His familiars, all — long before he had learned the art of
triangulation. He cast out the knowledge nets, the past
being an easy catch. He dawdled in the filigreed corridors, the
motes dancing above berry reflections knitted into the light’s
gossamer fabric.

Rowden heard the clackers sounding the hour.
Silks rustled along base boards, the heralds coming. He saw the
Imperial family through their chamber screens. Their faces were
clear to him. He could name each — title, rank and lineage. Rowden
had floated here for a thousand visits since Old Pew married his
imagination to Sinology’s phantoms. Welcomed and at ease, although
the princes, princesses and concubines never turned formally to
greet him. The ladies never gave him a second thought. They knew he
was there, he suspected, such was Sinology’s presence. An
occasional glance and perhaps an imagined wink would be cast his
way. Still, in this dreamscape, Rowden Gray was a voyeur of
the living relics of his curatorship. Here he was the
custodian for the truth as he saw it.

Dreams often hitch, and this one suddenly lost
its familiarity. Rowden felt this unfamiliar chill. It was not
drastic, at first, the corridors subjected to subtle changes; the
columns and baseboards, for instance, were no longer metallic, but
waxy and agate. The walls transformed into dull gold, nearly
bronze. Silver rippled away disappearing into crevices.
T’ieh patterns popped through the screens.
Vertigo.

I’m falling, he thought.
Backwards.

Rowden was juttered. The timekeepers were
gone, replaced by a tumult of steel clad and helmeted
people.

Soldiers. T’ang
soldiers.

Rowden was no longer in the cradle of the Sung
court. Somehow, he had slipped into an earlier time, when the
helmets were pronged and the palace walls were agate and
waxy.

The T’ang.

He panicked, perhaps waiting for a sudden
awakening. This was transforming into a nightmare, after all. He
rushed passed the soldiers — through them, even, escaping through
unfamiliar rooms and halls, like a feather in a wicked gust. He
would fall any minute — he was sure of it.

Suddenly, sunlight — stark radiance blotting
out the world, like Hiroshima. His cheek, which had been throbbing,
eased in this light. He focused on the world before him. The light
softened. He was on a balcony overlooking a forest of alabaster
walls topped with golden roofs. A great city spread before him —
grander than K’ai-feng. These walls partitioned vast wards, a
labyrinth of life — walls within walls within walls.

Ch’ang-an. Yes, the grandest city
that ever was.

To which spicy food in Sung Yi-di’s stir-fried
armory did Rowden owe this peregrination?

Ch’ang-an, came a voice. The sound
reverberated near Rowden’s shoulder.

Ch’ang-an, the whisper came again —
feminine, but sharp. He glanced to his side and found the source —
a woman of lineage, her head held aloft, her arms stretched beyond
the balustrades.

Ch’ang-an, she said yet
again.

Her robe sleeves cascaded to the white marble
floor from her pearl-festooned wrists. Her pear shaped face shone
like porcelain. Vermilion lips pursed. Ebony eyes pierced the
panorama. Her golden mantel defined her as imperial. Her raven hair
was coifed into a triple bouffant, ruby strands spilling in long
runnels down her bosom.

Wu Tze-t’ien, Rowden stammered. She
would not hear him — could not hear him.

Ch’ang-an, she said, raising her hand
high. She held something white and lustrous, sparkling in the
morning sun.

An Emperor Crane whooped in the
distance.

Wu Tze-t’ien clicked her tongue. Her lips
spread vulpine.

T’ai lung, wo wei-kang ni-de tze, she
said.

Rowden gasped. The Empress turned. Perhaps she
could see him. Her upper lip raised, perhaps a warning to any whom
dared surprise the Son of Heaven. Rowden thought to go prostrate —
the k’o-t’ou, but he hadn’t perform that ritual in the tomb,
where she had held out the chalice of healing waters. But she
didn’t hold the waters now. Something more provocative now. She
grasped . . . the World Egg.

Wu Tze-t’ien stepped toward Rowden, and then .
. . through him. He shuddered, a cold chill running the gamut of
his body. The Empress hobbled into her recessed boudoir. Rowden
followed her. Then he heard it — another familiar sound . . . a
tapping and a low rumble.

T’ai lung, wo wei-kang ni-de
tze, Wu Tze-t’ien mumbled.

The ground trembled, and then the Empress
stood aside. Rowden’s gasped. The source of the tapping and the
rumbling was The Joy of Finches, and upon its crest . .
.

Suddenly, the sun dimmed as if to echo some
prophesy . . . some warrant inherent in these reliquary. The
Empress also faded, waffling beside her sinister abattoir.
Before it vanished, Rowden saw that the World Egg and its comrades
were stored within the Joy of Finches.

Now Rowden stumbled. Wu Tze-t’ien grew
fainter, but he could still see her — hear her. In her right hand,
held between stately dagger fingers, were two yellow
feathers.

T’ai lung, wo wei-kang ni-de
tze.

Rowden sat bolt upright in the dark. He gasped
for air, the vanilla aromas smothering him.

“T’ai lung, wo wei-kang ni-de tze,” he
stammered.
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“Rowden, what is the matter?”

Rowden, soaked, his pajamas dripping, gasped.
Perhaps his heart skipped a beat, and it wouldn’t have surprised
him. He had been to her imperial hem again. He had seen
her fiery collection of hellish relics. Shudder. He may have
escaped her dream world, but his chest was exploding. He could
still feel a presence. He couldn’t tell who or what it was, but it
lurked in the bedroom corners. A shadow — a serpentine shade
waffling just beyond the bed.

“Rowden.”

Suddenly, he was chilled. Audrey hugged him,
and then gave him a shake.

“Dearest, what is happening? You are drenched.
Shall I call a doctor?”

“No, no doctor.”

Get a grip, man. Cleave to it.
Cleave to it. It was a dream; a bad fucking dream brought on by . .
. By what?

He reviewed the evening’s menu. His mind spun
away, back to Audrey’s caresses. His breathing steadied.

“What did you say about the dragons?”
she asked.

“What do you mean?” He knew what she meant,
but feared repeating the imperial dictum.

“You were babbling about the great dragons —
t’ai lung.”

“I can’t recall,” he said. He squeezed her.
“It was a doozey of a nightmare.”

She kissed him.

“Do you wish to tell me about it?”

He did not.

“I don’t remember it. It’s gone already.” He
rocked in her arms until the baby cried. “Amy’s up. I’ll get
her.”

“No. Change your clothing and maybe take a
shower.” Audrey slipped his embrace, and then into her nightgown.
She scrambled to the door before Sung Yi-di awoke and took command.
“A shower might cool you down. You are on fire.”

Fire, Rowden thought. I’m chilled. A
shower’d kill me. He watched Audrey’s powder blue reflection
drift toward the nursery, before mustering the courage to toss his
legs over the side. His cheek scar itched, but he scratched his
balls instead.
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Fresh air.

That’s what Rowden needed, not a
shower. As the chill subsided and the perspiration
evaporated, the only thought Rowden could entertain was to leave
the closeness of the room — to escape his bedroom through the
French doors and venture onto the balcony.

Another balcony, he thought. He
recalled the dream. He might have told Audrey that it had faded,
but it had not. It replayed on his temples in a constant loop. He
could still see the hand, the egg and . . . the feathers. He still
heard the words of the nemesis dame. Rowden cradled his face in his
hands, wiping away the salty remnants.

The balcony off the bedroom was Rowden’s
favorite spot, especially when the constellations regaled the night
bay — points in a diadem. He often retreated here to ponder
rosebuds to the garland and to count his blessings. When he
pushed the French doors opened tonight, he stepped out with another
notion in mind. To forget. Perhaps the errant breeze could
blow away more than perspiration. However, the view this evening
was different. A mist overlaid the garden, cloaking the bay and the
bridge with wool. The sodden air denied Rowden cheer. Not a
fetching night. One that stole. Despite this, Rowden sucked the fog
in like a bitter taste through a straw.

“It’ll be a soupy morning,” came a
voice.

Rowden whirled about. He knew the voice, but
it startled him nonetheless.

“Nick,” he said. “What the fuck?”

Nick had been crouched in the gable’s crook,
his emerald cape tousled about the satellite dish. He grinned
beneath the brass spectacles and the tufted helmet.

“I was in the neighborhood.”

“The fuck you were,” Rowden said. “Why can’t
you wait until daylight and use the doorbell like everyone
else.”

“Like my Simon?” Nick jumped down onto the
balcony. To Rowden, Nick cut a ridiculous figure, especially now
that he placed his hands on his hips like a Smallville refugee.
“Did my Simon get any further with you by entering through the
front door?”

“You know he didn’t.” Rowden pouted. “I think
you’re reading too many comic books.” Graphic novels
resounded in his head. “I mean . . .”

Nick dropped the pose, lifted the cap, and
then tugged off the glasses, revealing his saucer blue eyes. Even
in the mist, his pixie face calmed Rowden. This was John Battle’s
son after all, Professor Gray’s boon companion. This was the kid
whom the hero of Hua Xing Hot Springs saved — not once, but twice.
This was the mighty equation — a balance that no one or nothing
could tear asunder.

Nick stepped in close, his spectacles twisting
in his hand.

“I know you hate these things, Rowdy. You
always thought they made me look silly. Can you imagine how I’d
look with just the specs?” He bowed. “The rest of the wardrobe puts
them in perspective, don’t ya think?”

Rowden chuckled. You can take the Jade Owl
out of the smart-ass, but you can’t take the smart-ass out of the
Jade Owl.

“Besides, I look a helluva lot better than you
do in your skivvies; your dick flapping through your fly. A gay
man’s delight.”

Rowden looked down. A lie, but a good one — a
made you look one. Rowden cracked his knuckles.

“Well, the secret’s out,” he said. “When I’m
not cloaked in my Curator Man cape and goggles, I’m as simple as my
BVDs.”

Nick grinned.

Remember Rowdy, I’ve seen you bare
ass under Old Sheep’s sun. I’ve watched you pine for Rose on the
River Li. I’ve been with you since your first cable car ride, until
you ripped me from my finial perch.

Rowden frowned.

“I can’t let you have it. I don’t even know
where it is.”

Nick drifted to the ledge, balancing on the
eaves. Rowden caught his lavender aroma even within this heavy
mist.

I believe you on both counts . . .
now.

“Then why are you here?”

“Why am I here?” Nick donned his specs, and
then tightened the cap. “Why are you here? Why seek this
midnight mist?”

Rowden perspired again, remembering the shadow
in the corner.

“How long have you been here?”

“Not long. But long enough to know that you’ve
been dreaming.”

Rowden turned away.

“We all dream.”

Dangerous things — dreams.

Dangerous? Rowden didn’t doubt this. He
had had his share of corkers, but his dreams of late had been
melodious and splendid — Sung.

“Did you glimmer me? If so, it’s a
trespass I’ll not forgive.”

Nick hopped from the railing. He wrapped
Rowden in his cape.

“I haven’t glimmered you. But something
else did.”

“Meng Ka-bao?”

“You would think so, but I think not.” Nick
crouched. He placed his fist on his head, the thinker,
pondering.

“Then who? I did have a strange dream.
I dreamed of Wu Tze-t’ien. She was in her palace, standing on . .
.”

The balcony, overlooking the city
of light and gold.

You did glimmer me.

Nick stood.

“No. I don’t need to steal what I know
already.”

T’ai lung, wo wei-kang ni-de
tze.

Rowden trembled. He grasped the
doorframe.

Nick struck a t’ai-ch’i pose, ennobling
the overall cut of his costume. His arms swept the atomized air,
the droplets dancing about his fingers. He stomped.

“It’s not finished, Rowden.”

Rowden? Nick never called him this,
except when . . .

“Nick. You’re scaring me. What’s not finished?
How did you know the words Wu Tze-t’ien’s chanted in my
dream?”

I know what I know. I was there . .
. perched on the box. I heard her threat. I embody it. Others will
try to impeach it, but it has always been my
warrant.

These odd proclamations engulfed Rowden like
kelp on a drowning man. He watched Nick’s cape glow. The spectacles
blazed blue. A red coal shone from Nick’s belt buckle, or somewhere
beneath it. It flared like a comet.

The join, Rowden thought. That’s
where I made the join.

“Are you Nick or are you . . . the other?”
Rowden whispered

“I am the One,” Nick said.

“Po-huai?”

Po-huai is dead.

Dead. This relieved Rowden. He was also
relieved when Nick’s demeanor changed. The glowing eased, Nick
becoming more imp than gremlin.

“Rowdy, something is happening. I don’t fully
know what it is, but be assured — something is happening.”
He clasped his hands imitating a monk’s stance. “My brother has a
secret.”

“Win-t’o?”

“No. Meng Ka-bao.”

Rowden still wasn’t accustomed to Meng Ka-bao
being Nick’s brother. That secret was kept close and from him for
some six months after their last peregrination. He found it beyond
coincidence that this should be the case, but the Dao de
dau-tze ruled all. Meng Ka-bao was a descendant of Han Lin on
his maternal side. Just what led John Battle to those sheets could
be no less than Dao de dau-tze.

“So what must I do?”

“Nothing. Just be aware that another warrant
still swims free on the tide.”

“Rowden?” It was Audrey. “Who’s
there?”

Rowden poked his head into the bedroom.
“Nick.”

“Cousin Nicholas?” Audrey appeared, her belly
preceding her through the doorway. “Where is he?”

Rowden pushed the mist aside. He went to the
railing, scanning the gables. He thought he saw an emerald flash in
the pines, but he wouldn’t swear to it. He shrugged.

“It is an ill night to be outside,” she said.
“Perhaps you should have some warm milk or a coddled egg. Coddled
eggs help induce sleep.”

Eggs, he thought. I’m not sure I
ever want to see another egg, coddled or otherwise. He leaned
over the balcony still scanning for the jolly green imp. He knew
Audrey believed him. She read the accounts of sightings in The
Chronicle. They called Nick the Halloween Angel, the
Blue Eyed Wonder and the Jade Owl, the latter to boost
cartoon circulation.

Audrey hung on Rowden’s neck. She guided his
hand to her belly, holding it there until . . . a kick. All secrets
and warrants be damned. There was solace in that
kick.

A foghorn sang across the bay. Although no one
would sleep in the Gray house tonight, at least the Castro would be
secure.


Chapter Six

A Pensive Stroll

1

A foghorn sang across the bay. It bellowed
through the brightening mist that crept ashore like an antediluvian
reptile farting through time. In this poker game called morning,
the sun folded its hand. Gloom persisted, cloaking the skyline from
the Transamerica building to the Coit Tower. The miasma swept
through the stone canyons of Powell and California Streets, over
the corbels of Chinatown and even into Nob Hill’s pinky-raised
precincts. The fog curtained the tree line of Golden Gate Park,
confusing conifers with deciduous as delicately as a Wendy’s
thimble. Despite it, Rowden Gray managed to cleave to his work in
the Curator-General’s office.

Rowden had lit his wee desk lamp, the window
light failing for this purpose — the reading of Madama
Tosti-Tostacaroni’s letter. His eyesight being what it was, Rowden
tilted the green shade up to read Rose’s scrawl.

You’d think she’d use a computer with a
clean font in an extra large point size. He shifted the page
again. She’s torturing me. That’s it.

There came a quiet knock at the
door.

“Come.”

Aunt Millie appeared, complete with a cup of
tea and what Rowden had hoped was pie. He was surprised that his
secretary had managed to navigate through this fog, but he supposed
she had seen the worst San Francisco soupers and could walk
to Golden Gate Park blindfolded. And it was pie. Yum.
Apple, with her special woven crust. Yum, yum.

“Nice day for a walk,” Rowden said. He let
Rose’s missal drop, while he pointed toward the window. Instead of
the great Sycamore in view there stood Hell’s entrance, billows of
gray-tinted pink that paid homage to the big-ass star that couldn’t
burn its way through today, despite its galactic
proximity.

“I don’t mind it,” Aunt Millie said. “Crossing
the street is tricky, but on the whole, it’s a thinking person’s
stroll.”

A thinking person’s stroll. Nice
phrase. This lady always had a way of seeing sweetness, even in
a nasty old fog. Rowden was content that Millie had returned to her
Museum post. She was the chief organizer and pastry cook. He
savored a bit of apple. Nick had once told him, if you want to
know everything there is to know about Aunt Millicent, taste her
apple pie, although Nick had said chocolate cake, but no
matter. Rowden had known many bakers in his span of years, but
never one that infused her wares with her own sweet
heart.

“Always good, Millie. Yum, yum.”

“I want my boys to be happy; and the tea is .
. .”

“Earl Gray, hot. Yes.”

Millie lingered. Rowden reached for the letter
and thought that would give Millie the cue to leave, but she
dawdled. Perhaps she waited for the empty plate. “Is there
anything else wanted?”

“Curator Kitteridge called. He’s laying in
today.”

“He’s got a hike, doesn’t he?” Lloyd
Kitteridge kept his bachelor quarters across the bay in Oakland.
“Understandable. Any one else call-off?”

“No. They are all scheduled today, but I
expect . . .”

“It’s okay.” He sipped his tea. It was
hot. He winced. “I think the public will shun us in this souper.
Any brave visitor to the hall today will get the very best tour
guide.” He pointed to himself, giggling at the reference. Millie
apparently did not take his meaning, but still retreated. Suddenly,
Rowden called to her:

“Is Meng Ka-bao here yet?”

“Yes. In the Conservancy.”

Good. Rowden had a project for him — a
new project that was old business, but now somehow seemed
important.

“Could you ask him to step in . . . when he
gets a chance? No rush.”

Millie nodded, and then left Rowden alone with
the letter, the lamp and the fogshine.
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“Dear Rowden: (to which he read
Rawden)

 


Only Irish luck can be at work
here.”

 


Irish luck, he thought. Rosie, you
never cease to amaze me.

 


“I have had a communication from
C. Gates at the Met stating that the ideal space for my Seven
Sister exhibition has been given over to a display of Celtic
manuscripts. So when I say, Irish luck, you must take me literally.
Ezio has already bargained with Shang Ho-shang for the remainder of
our ch’i banner collection. Lloyd Kitteridge has been most
accommodating for your Frisco stash. What I am saying is that the
planets are in motion with no where to swirl.”

 


Rowden grinned. He scratched his head and
would have cracked his knuckles if they were accessible.

 


“Do not take this therefore as a
concession on my part, because you know I am a bull headed Regan
and always stick to my plans once they are formulated. However, if
we were to inaugurate the exhibit in John Battle Hall, we would at
least have a place to work out the kinks.”

 


As sure as your daddy is a dentist,
Rowden thought. Your plans have headed for the fuck-me-all and
you need a convenient warehouse to cache the little buggers.
Rowden laughed. He plucked an errant apple chunk from his teeth,
and then laughed again.

 


“Now do not misconstrue my
intentions. I do not mean to denigrate your prestigious
institution. You are not a try-out in Paducah. However, we could
use the feedback and, of course, you would share the limelight in
New York.”

 


Rowden heard New Yawk resounding
through his frontal lobes.

 


“Ezio is hammering out the
details, so please give me your answer via his good agencies. He
has taken office space in La Spezzia (see enclosed address) and
will forward to me, in my palatial dinky-dow overlooking the Arno,
any decision and instruction you might wish to express.”

 


Sincerity and all that,

 


Rosa Tosti-Tostacaroni and all
that.”

 


Rowden folded the letter. He groped for the
enclosed address. Finding it, he clipped it to the outer
crease, and then laughed again — the sincere laugh of a victorious
boy in the sandbox. He had tug-a-warred with Rose for five
months over the ownership of the first display of the
Sisters, but she had always had the idée fixe that
such unique finds should be a New Yawk provenance. Rowden
had his hands full and finally conceded — and that, just two weeks
ago.

Now this, he thought. Do not take
this therefore as a concession on my part.

“Sly minx.”

Still, Rowden would have done as much if he
were in similar straits. He sipped his Earl Gray HOT. Too
hot. It burned his lip, slipping from his grip. The bronze
liquid splashed toward the desk — toward the letter, the address
card and an assortment of haphazard books on the
blotter.

“Shit!”

Rowden perked his fingers into a rapid
flutter. The cup froze mid-air, the seepage steadying. He had
quelled the flood, but couldn’t manage to stop the in-flight
tea, so he performed a mind-push on the letter and the books,
dropping them to the floor out of harm’s way. Deep breathing.
Blotter soaked. Teacup gently spun to its saucer. Rowden
eased.

He thought to call Millie with a
spill in aisle six request, but hesitated. If he couldn’t
wipe his own desk, he couldn’t wipe his own ass. He shuffled for
some blotting paper in the desk’s recesses, and then dabbed away as
a quicker picker-upper. He retrieved the letter to higher
ground, and then the books — or book, as only one fell to the
plastic runner under the desk. He checked the book for dents,
particularly along the golden spine. As his hands mauled the verge,
his eyes drifted to the title:



J. Battle – The Dragon’s
Pool.



He never did read the tale to Amy.
Too young. He intended to return it to the Conservancy
stacks. As he brushed the cover, he wondered again what had driven
his mentor to engage in writing a children’s book. He supposed it
was not without a precedent. The Lewis’ did as much. Lewis Carroll,
a professor at Cambridge, penned the Alice tales; and C. S.
Lewis, a professor at Oxford, scrawled Narnia. Then there
was that other Don — the philologist, who went to Mount Doom, but
Rowden supposed that was hardly a children’s
book.

Rowden opened the slender tome. The first page
was yellowing, despite the paper’s fine grade and
weight.

 


The Dragon’s Pool

A Tale from Ancient
China

 


As translated

by John Battle, professor
emeritus

Columbia University

 


Tung-p’ien Press, T’ai-pei,
1947

 


An engraved frontispiece showed a young
princess standing before a swirling pool. In her hand was a large
pearl — as big as a baseball. In the pool, a dragon poked out its
bird-like head breathing wisps of fire, as all dragons
should.

Rowden closed his eyes, and then turned the
page. Page after page turned obscurely passed his shut lids. He had
read the tale many times. The princess stole the dragon’s pearl.
The beast, which laved the world, withheld its gift. The crops
died, the populace starving, thirsting. The princess, however,
refused to return the pearl, so the people kidnapped the princess,
throwing her into the dragon’s pool. Still she refused to return
it. The dragon chased her as she swam through the oceans of this
world. As he chased her, he kicked up the waters and the rains
came. He still chases her. Every time he comes near to regaining
his precious, the rains come.

Rowden’s eyes flashed open.

“As translated by?”

He darted to the first page again. His hand
stroked the engraving, but his fingers underscored the words: as
translated by. He had never noticed that line before. Maybe the
smaller point size precluded it, but he noticed it now. As
translated by John Battle. There’s a distinct difference
between a master Sinologist relating an old legend for children and
one that’s translated from a specific source. One is rattle-tattle;
the other, scholarship. Rowden grinned.

“I suspected it,” he said to the teacup. “J.B.
wouldn’t waste his time on cheap fiction. This is a scholarly work
after all.”

Suddenly, the fog seemed brighter, the dragon
coming closer to the catch.
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Meng Ka-bao, the priest, stood on the
threshold, his eyes downcast, his hands clasped crotch-level.
Rowden bid him to enter and sit. He often imagined Meng Ka-bao as a
quiet cat, the kind that sidled up, only to break it off and huddle
in the corner until dinnertime. Still, Meng was the Keeper
and the ch’i-t’ang’s mentor — the teacher and manipulator
extraordinary. His manipulations had fallen off lately.
No more directorial shifts to move relics across continents or to
juxtapose players into predestined scenes. Glimmering went
on vacation — a hiatus extraordinary. The monk-priest of
Lung-hua Temple, the descendant of Han Lin and bastard child of the
Old China Hand sat before his employer like a wraith invited in
from the fog.

“Some weather, eh?” Rowden said, setting
The Dragon’s Pool aside. “I don’t expect much
trade today.”

Meng smiled, a dim smile — a you bid me
come and I am here smile.

“It is a gift from the sea. Shang-hai is often
fog-kissed. We call it xin-sheng-ren de wu-tze — a thinking
man’s fog.”

Rowden grinned. “Precisely, dear teacher.” He
tapped his right temple. “Only I wish its vapors would release me
from a sinking feeling.”

“Do you want my intervention?”

Rowden cocked his head. Meng Ka-bao no longer
seemed like a fount for warrants, the young mystic who had taught
the ch’i-t’ang how to control their powers. He appeared
pressed; dogged even.

“I sense the ch’i-tang fading,” Rowden
said.

Meng bowed, and then gazed off toward the
window.

“We are still ch’i-t’ang,” he said.
“Only death can break us apart . . . and even then . . .” He faced
Rowden. “The warrants have been fulfilled. Therefore, we are less
useful. The fires that burned now flicker to embers.”

“Yet, I dream.”

“Yes, you dream, and dream as a
ch’i-t’ang still.”

Rowden tapped his temple.

“Then you know that I have dreamed of
her? Then you know why I have asked you to stop
by?”

“I do not know. That you dream of her
can be surmised. She will touch you always. But my mind is closed
to your dreams.”

“Then, I’ll tell you. I have seen your World
Egg in my dreams. I have seen the Empress gloat over it, making
strange pronouncements.” Rowden waited for Meng’s inquiry, but it
did not come. “Why would Wu Tze-t’ien have the World
Egg?”

“Why would she not? She is Han Lin’s ancestor.
Stone and Owl and Egg are in fellowship with the Joy of
Finches. Stone and Owl may be lost, but I still keep the World
Egg . . . in my mind and . . .” He tapped his chest.

Rowden swiveled, cracking his knuckles on the
fly. He gazed out the window toward the invisible tree. The fog
seemed closer now.

Stone and Owl are lost. But . . .
what about the feathers? Also lost?

He clasped his hands. “May I set for you a
task?”

Meng nodded, and then sniffed as if inhaling
the request.

“When we moved John Battle’s relics, one relic
disappeared,” Rowden said. “Mao Sheng’s parrot’s yellow feathers.
You didn’t happen to see them . . . in the Conservancy,
perhaps?”

Meng looked away. “No.”

“Pity. I would truly like to examine them
again, in a proper light.” And in light of the dream, but
Rowden still kept his council on that score.

Meng maintained his silence, and then turned,
rapping the desk with his fingers.

“Do you want me to search the warehouse for
these feathers?”

“If you would . . . and also . . .” Rowden
shuffled the The Dragon’s Pool across the desk.
“This book.”

Meng glanced at the cover. He didn’t dwell on
the title or content.

“Back to the stacks?”

“Please, Meng, give me some credit. I’m not so
jaded that I would delegate my filing.”

Meng opened the book.

“I know this work.”

“John Battle translated it from an unknown
source . . . at least, unknown to me. I was wondering if you could
perhaps . . .”

“Discover the source?” Meng smiled. “Feathers
and old books. The new story of my life.”

Rowden chuckled.

“My lot is a windy ghost and quiet relics. It
comes with the territory.” He knew that most curators would
acquiesce in quiet relics, but you can keep your fucking
ghost, thank you very much.

Meng stood.

“I shall be about it then. It is a good day
for it — xin-sheng-ren de wu-tze.”

Millie appeared at the door.

“Sydney has arrived,” she said. “He has
brought Curator Canto from across the street. They’re in the
Conservancy and . . . I assume they have some business to discuss
with you.”

“Business?” Ah, the Seven Sister
Exhibition. “Good.” Premature, but good. At least Sydney
was on this side of the street for a change. “I’ll
come.”

Millie departed. Meng Ka-bao closed the
book.

“Am I needed?”

“Always, but . . .”

Meng clutched the book to his chest, and then
nodded himself out. Rowden closed his eyes.

The ch’i-t’ang was fading. Sydney’s
business would not serve to mend it.


Chapter Seven

Ars Paleontologica

1

The general public shunned the Museum today,
the fog a deterrent. A brave soul might have peppered the invisible
walkways of Golden Gate Park, but only as a xin-sheng-ren de
wu-tze — a thinking man strolling in mist. Still, few people
thought enough to air their brains in the park unless business
prevailed. Therefore, Rowden entered John Battle Hall in solitude.
His gaze wandered across the gem cases to the promenade. The
Palace at Lin-an shimmered beneath the ominous skylight,
seeming to speak to him across the hall.

The ghost is always here, Rowden
thought, settled deep among my quiet relics.

He then turned his attention to the
Conservancy.

2

Sydney Firestone cut a comical figure. He
always was studious, but had been transformed by his quick-mending
digits and his stark, white hair. Love transformed him further —
heaven marking Ch’en Mei-lin as Sydney’s match. This
transformation was completed by the birth of his son, who, having
the correct number of digits on hands and feet, with no sign of
powers past the fingernails, was declared normal and healthy; and
christened Nicholas Thomas Firestone, after his
godfathers.

Sydney’s most pertinent change toward cartoon
character was Mei-lin’s solution to contain his unusual
powers. Since Sydney still mended things after charging his fingers
through his Samsonesque hair, his position as a conservator was
jeopardized. He could conserve relics to new, or better than new —
restorations that went beyond the usual museum requirements. The
Firestone touch, like Midas’, was not always appreciated.
Therefore, Mei-lin crocheted an olive green skullcap to engulf
Sydney’s hair. So when Rowden entered the Conservancy, a lank,
bespectacled man, whose head resembled a pencil eraser, greeted
him; something clad in a wooly green condom.

“Rowden, glad you made it through this
fog.”

“I’ve seen worse.” Rowden really hadn’t, but
he was sure he would if he lived long enough. He noted a
parcel-laden stout man who flanked Sydney and who rocked on his
heels like an impatient teen at a heavy metal concert. This man
aced Sydney for geek of the year. Rowden nodded to the
visitor.

“How are you, Canto?”

“We’ll see,” Canto replied. He juggled the
parcels — a carpetbag and a portfolio. The bag hung heavy, the
portfolio frayed, its contents cramming in or out of its margins.
“My well-being depends on you today, Gray.”

“Me?”

Sydney grasped Rowden’s arm, guiding him to
the worktable. He was giddy; fluttery. Rowden sensed a damned
volcano ready to pop. Sydney hit the worktable with the flat
of his hand.

“Gil, set your presentation down
here.”

“Presentation?” Rowden asked.

“Not a presentation exactly.” Sydney slipped a
stool under Rowden’s rump. “More like . . . a
justification.”

“Justification?”

Sydney smacked his lips, his eyes peeping from
under his turtle rimmed glasses. He was nose to nose with
Rowden.

“I need a leave of absence.”

Rowden blinked. He scanned the worktable — the
trundle bag and the sloppy portfolio. He expected to see a coven of
clues pertinent to Sydney’s request, but the witches were
coy.

Sydney continued. “I know you’re going to tell
me that I’m needed, and I’m flattered to hell by all that; and I
know I’m contracted to the end of next year; and also I know the
Seven Sisters will be arriving soon for conservancy and . .
.”

Rowden shut his eyes. “Sydney, Sydney. Slow
down. All those things are true. So true, I can’t think of a single
reason for you to be absent with or without leave.” Rowden’s eyes
flashed open. A horrible thought crossed his mind. “There’s nothing
wrong at home, is there?” Rowden hopped off the stool. “Mei-lin and
little Nicky are . . .”

“No, no. Nothing like that.” Sydney shook his
head, and then smacked his lips. “If anything were wrong there, do
you think I’d even ask you for a leave?”

Rowden laughed. Honesty was the funniest
fucking ingredient in the pack.

“Nice to know that, Sid. Nice to
know.”

“You know what I mean.” Rowden did. “It’s just
that I have a golden opportunity. It would appear that I am needed
. . . elsewhere.”

During this swift exposition, Gilbert Canto
had unbuckled the portfolio and unsnapped the carpetbag. He
unfurled a thick mauve felt piece across the workspace, and then
dumped the bag’s contents onto the table. Rattle. Here
unfurled the oddest bone fossil assortment that Rowden had ever
seen. In fact, this was the closest Rowden had ever come to ars
paleontologica. He gawped. His hand strayed errant, although he
had enough good sense to slip on latex before touching the
specimens.

“These shouldn’t be here,” he said.

“Why not,” Gil countered. “Don’t you take work
home?”

Rowden stroked an arm-bone that looked like
something left over from Thanksgiving dinner, but he wasn’t
delusional. He knew that this wing came from something older than
the oldest Shang bronze in his collection. Older even than
the inscriptional scapula bones that he had studied back at Old
Pew. He dared nothing beyond this stroke.

“These are impressive, Canto. Very impressive.
What beastie is it? Or can you tell?”

Rowden immediately wished he hadn’t said that.
Gilbert Canto was a giant in his field — respected and read far and
wide; although his methods were maverick and his theories subjected
to scrutiny. Rowden respected the scientist, but was peeved at any
man who channeled his chief conservator into non-Sinological
realms.

“Now that’s the issue,” Canto said. He lifted
the bone as if to conduct a concerto. “Things are seldom what they
seem.”

Now where did Rowden hear that before? Gilbert
had captured his interest, so he scanned the other fossils, a
collection of perhaps fourteen in various sizes. A bulky
canvas-wrapped chunk was set near the paleontologist’s latexed paw.
Gil unbundled it, revealing a shiny object that could have been
manufactured for all its styling.

“A claw?” Rowden stammered. “Wait, I know
about that claw. I saw Jurassic Park. That’s a raptor’s
claw.”

Gil raised the four-inch sickle to his
nose.

“Velociraptor Mongoliensis,” he
proclaimed. “The swift thief. The egg robber.” He set the
scythe-like claw amidst its comrades. “But sorry to say, Spielberg
got it wrong.”

Rowden shrugged. “Well, it was a movie, wasn’t
it?”

Sydney closed in on Rowden’s ear.

“Still, it was an unpardonable elaboration.
Velociraptor is from a later period; the Cretaceous. They
aren’t as big as they were depicted in the film. They’re more
turkey size. About six feet, head to tail, standing hip
high.”

Big fucking turkey, Rowden
thought.

“And they didn’t roam around
Montana either,” Sydney concluded.

“You’ve done your homework, Sid,” Rowden
said.

Gil cleared his throat.

“It would have been better if Spielberg had
done his.” He pulled up a stool, and then sat. “V.
Mongoliensis is the only species of true raptor discovered. It
was fully documented in 1924 by Osborn from fossils found in the
Djadochta Formations of Inner Mongolia and at Barun Goyot. But
only in Mongolia. Never in the United States, although there
are other dramaeosaurids that could have confused the
filmmaker, such as Deinonychus, which might have better fit
the bill. Size. Period. Stance.”

Rowden scanned the booty. Although he still
didn’t understand what this had to do with Sydney’s request, the
subject fascinated him. Gil Canto, erudite beyond his scruffiness,
did better than entertain them on this foggy afternoon. Rowden
tried to shuck the animatronics image of the big screen
Velociraptors, replacing them with vicious gobblers that he
wouldn’t want within a mile of his Thanksgiving table. He glanced
at the claw, picturing the rapacious devil that sported such a
toenail. He winced. Something didn’t add up in his scientific mind.
The proportions were off.

“Canto, I’m hearing your description. It
tallies. But I think that claw is far too large for your diminutive
. . . dramaeosaurid?”

“Good show, Gray. Excellent observation.” Gil
raised the claw again. “I described to you a Velociraptor
Mongoliensis, like the two we have across the street. But this
is no Velociraptor Mongoliensis, which is to the point of
your query.” Rowden shrugged. “Things are seldom what they seem,
and I am at a loss with this specimen.”

“Surely not a loss?”

Gil smiled like one of his long lost
specimens, his teeth reflecting the misted light in their yellow
gloss. He opened the portfolio, spilling a photo library across the
table. The top layers were shots of fossils entrenched in what
appeared to be a cavern wall. Other shots detailed these fossil —
close-ups. Others detailed the wall. Artist renderings peeked from
beneath the stack. Gil beamed.

“May I introduce you to an entirely new raptor
species — Velociraptor Cantodragonensis.”
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Gilbert Canto raised his hand for a
high-five. Sydney met it with all the pep of Jughead at a
football rally. Amused, not only by the general mirth, but that
Canto flattered by naming a new species after himself, Rowden
chuckled. Cantodragonensis, indeed.

“It is funny,” Gil admitted, probably
guessing that Rowden found vanity humorous. “On the surface, my
colleagues had reasons enough for hemming and hawing. They told me
I had snagged a Deinonychus. I can’t fault them for the
assumption. Until 1996 Deinonychus was categorized as a
Velociraptor.” He shuffled through the table’s bone yard
finding a flat fractured slug. He bounced it in his hands as if he
were weighing a melon. “Feels like Deinonychus to me, except
. . .” He flipped the bone over. Rowden saw vermilion inscriptional
characters etched along the crackage.

“Lung gu-t’ou,” Rowden said. Amazing.
“An oracle bone. May I?”

Rowden received the fossil with newfound
reverence. He had seen many bone inscriptions during his studies,
but most were on the shoulder blades of sheep or oxen — the scapula
bone, chosen because when heated these bones easily cracked. The
crackage was then interpreted as an answer to the inscriptional
question. Tools of shamans. He had never seen one on a dino-bone
before, although he supposed the shamans grabbed any bone within
reach. Fossils had been showing up in marketplaces for two thousand
years and peddled as dragon bones. Rowden had the loupe
of the snoop in place, scanning the dainty scratches, the round
elegance of the Paleolithic question.

“Mighty interesting.”

“What does it say to you, Gray? How does it
speak?”

“It asks whether the Ch’u family, which
in reality was probably pronounced Ch’oen, then . . .
whether they were pure enough to conjoin (I won’t say marry, not
for those days) with the Yung family, that is to say the
Yuenrg.” Rowden grinned. “Common enough question. I’m sure
it’s still asked to the local San Francisco shamans.”

Ah, but how does it
speak?

“It’s a record of family business conducted a
few thousand years ago. It speaks well to me.” He raised the bone
toward Sydney. “This is the stuff of true sinology, eh
Sydney?”

“Exactly.”

Sydney reached for the bone, but Gil snapped
it back mid-pass.

“How does it speak?” Canto asked again. His
eyes opened fully as if they had devoured the musculature that once
fleshed the bone. “Speak to me, little dragon bone.” He raised it
to his ear, and then winked. “The scribble doesn’t matter. I found
these in an open market near Lin-t’ang.”

“Lin-t’ang?” Rowden said.

“Near the terracotta warrior site,” Sydney
added.

And Hua Xing Hot Springs, Rowden
thought. “But Canto, these fossils could have been harvested
anywhere. The Wei River valley is a Mecca for such traffic. Xi-an
bubbles with every imaginable find.”

“Absolutely,” Canto intoned. “That these bones
are from a dramaeosaurid is undoubted. I also was struck by
the oversized claw and, at first, chalked it up to an oddity mixed
within the pure stock. Upon testing however, this little bone spoke
in a different dialect. This entire fossil suite belongs to the
same animal.”

“So, it could be a new species?” Rowden
asked.

“It is a new species.” Canto raised his
index finger. “First, the sediment encrusting the beast is not from
Mongolia.”

“Not Mongolian,” Sydney echoed.

“It’s local. Wei River Valley.”

“Loess sediment,” Sydney added.

“Loess?” Rowden was dumb-founded.

“In fact,” Canto hummed. “I believe this
specimen dwelled in Lin-t’ang.”

Rowden was impressed. Here was a fossil from
his own backyard — from Ch’ang-an’s very sandbox. No wonder
Sydney’s interested.

“So you have here a big version of the smaller
specimen, a thousand miles east of its range. Does that add up to a
new species? Or perhaps the margin of error is at work
here.”

“I like your thinking, Gray. However there’s
one factor that will make this the most revolutionary find in the
annals of paleontology.”

“Revolutionary,” Sydney said.

Rowden looked askance at Sydney, who grinned
somewhere between sheep and goat.

Canto set the bone beside the claw. He templed
his hands as if to pray. Rowden thought he was praying.
Whatever stirred his scientific spleen, it was sacred
now.

“I have had this specimen tested; carbon 14
tested. Twice. In the case of the claw . . . five
times.”

Dramatic tension built. Canto framed it so.
Expectations bubbled. Rowden tried to deduce the conclusion before
it could be announced. This fossil suite was probably a
Jurassic find. That’s it. He’s about to tell me that this
is the oldest example of a Velociraptor to date.

“I think I’ve got it. Don’t tell me. Your
going to say that this is the grand daddy of all
Velociraptors; the missing raptor-link.”

Canto smiled. “I like the way you think, Gray.
I like it, but . . . no. The tests show that this specimen is . . .
Cenozoic.”

Rowden flinched.

“Cenozoic? Impossible!”

He didn’t need to know much about paleontology
to know that the Cenozoic was . . . the good old here and
now.

Canto frowned. “The tests don’t lie. I know my
craft, sir. Cenozoic; not Paleocene either . . . or
Neocene. It’s Quaternary. As Quaternary as you
and I . . . and Sydney here.”

Rowden grasped Canto’s arm.

“I do not doubt you.” Ah, but he did.
“I mean, I don’t doubt your ability to test and interpret results.
But man, there’s never been a Cenozoic dinosaur. And to
suggest Quaternary . . .”

Canto grinned. “Reflect on this. There has
been a raging question since the late 90s whether the
dramaeosaurids are dinosaurs. Some, me included, believe
they are clade Aves.”

“Clade Aves?”

“Birds,” Sydney said.

Birds? Rowden looked at the remnants of
the Turkeysaurus that was spread before him on his faithful
worktable. Birds?

“Big hot blooded birds,” Canto said. “In fact,
the first birds. This one might be the maejesta
splendidus of the clan.” He slid the top photo under Rowden’s
nose. “Behold it in all its majestic splendor.”

Rowden raised the photo up like a developer in
a dark room. He envied Gilbert Canto this find. It may not have
glowed emerald and shot temporal rifts out its ass like his
incredible reliquary, but he supposed that if such hoodoo
could be garnered in his own field, such mathom could be collected
in Canto’s trophy case. The photo was clear; the fossil of a big
bird-like reptile engulfed in an iridescent wall. The wall was
as fetching as the skeleton. Rowden used the loupe. Big
claw.

“Is this specimen also from
Lin-t’ang?”

“No,” Sydney said. “Yang-shuo.”

Rowden dropped the photo to the table. Chill.
The cannonball that always spelled trouble had ushered into
Rowden’s belly.

“Canto, you do know where Yang-shuo
is?”

“Southwest,” Gil said. “In the karst
formations on the Li River.”

“Gui-lin,” Rowden said. He turned to Sydney,
who was adjusting his skull condom to scratch an itch. “So this is
where you need to go.”

“Yes, Rowden.”

Rowden sighed. He may not have fathomed the
details of Sydney’s course, but he knew this fossilized wall needed
attention; and by an assistant like no other, because this
wall was at Yang-shuo, and Rowden knew what else was at Yang-shuo .
. .

The Dragon’s Pool.
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Sydney rifled through the photographs,
selecting three, offering them to Rowden.

“I’m not interested in dragons or even the
pool, Rowden. It’s the wall that bids me come.”

Rowden scanned the photos, each shimmering
with inscriptions, much older than any pictogram he had ever
studied. He couldn’t decipher them, but they were akin to those he
knew.

“You aren’t the only Sinologist in China, you
know.”

“But I’m the only Sinologist that can restore
these glyphs without twenty years at hard labor.”

True. Rowden shuffled the photos to the
bottom, resigned to the inevitable. At least Sydney made an
official leave request. If his passions had gotten the better of
him, as they often had, he could have just sailed away to the
Motherland without as much as a toodle-loo.

As Rowden shuffled through the photos, he
noted the artist renditions of the raptors. This can’t be
right. He stared at a bird-like creature. Tail stiff. Body
writhing, about to leap at anything that crossed its path. Quite
wolverine. Snarky snout boasting a full compliment of spiked teeth
— better to eat you with, my dear, not to mention those
overgrown toenails — two of them — one to each foot; sickle claws
sprung to cling, tear and mangle. However, what set Rowden’s teeth
on edge was that the beast was covered with . . . feathers —
red, green, blue and . . . yellow. Rowden shuffled through a dozen
prints, each was more grotesque than the next. Every one depicted
this dangerous dramaeosaurid draped in more plumage than Mae
West.

“What’s with the feathers, Canto?”

“Not sure,” Gil said. “We have insurmountable
proof that most dramaeosaurids had feathers. I must admit,
we don’t have a shred of evidence that Velociraptor did.
It’s artistic license, but it’s a good leap of faith.”

Rowden leaned on the table. How could he hold
Sydney back from this opportunity?

“Your find is remarkable.”

Canto bowed. “I thank you, but I must also
give some credit to my Chinese agent, Jia Lin, whose tenacity in
the field is managing the bureaucratic aspects to get me access to
this cave.”

Rowden cocked his head.

“You do know what that means?” Gil’s
inner glow dimmed. “It means that whatever the outcome, your find
will be the property of the People. You might get to christen the
species, but your publication rights will default to the Chinese
government.”

“No, no. You’re wrong. Jia Lin would never
presume on my skills and research. I mean, Gray, the Chinese
government hasn’t impinged on your recent discoveries, have
they?”

“They know nothing about my work. If they did,
they would probably lock me away in some Old Sheep loony bin and
throw away the key. I haven’t published a thing.”

Sydney glared, but kept his
silence.

Canto stretched his hands over the
collection.

“But this is big — too big to be secreted away
into a Chinese baffle.” He turned to Rowden, his eyes pleading. He
was transformed. “We’re talking about a beast that survived the
extinction — that may have even been around to see the dawn of man.
Dinosaur or bird, this is the biggest paleontological discovery
since Marsh tramped into the fucking Black Hills.”

Rowden placed his arm around Gil’s
shoulder.

“Paleontological? What’s that?”

Gil disengaged. “I like your thinking less
now, Gray.”

“Knowledge is knowledge. What’s the
difference? You sift in your sandbox and I sift in mine; but, now
that Sydney will sift in both, why not think of this in terms of a
joint-venture.”

“A joint venture?” Canto appeared
crest-fallen, bushwhacked.

Rowden tried to regain his shoulder hold, but
Gil shirked.

“Face it. Whatever you find, it affects both
natural and cultural history. If you squelch your findings in your
own baffle until you can have it accredited, you could avoid a war
of provenance in the bureaucratic silo.” Bradley’s thoughts echoed
— fucky-wucky, paperwucky.

“Listen to him, Gil,” Sydney said. “Rowden has
made a discovery or two of his own and . . .”

“And I am still sitting on them, but no one
else has run away with the glory.”

Glory? Rowden didn’t regard his bevy of
freaky relics as points of Glory, any more than he regarded
himself as the Hero of Hua Xing Hot Springs or the savior of
the world, Hallelujah! Amen.

“Believe me, Canto, enlisting Sydney’s unique
skills to your handiwork brings your business close to mine. I
think I could convince the Board to fund an exploration of The
Dragon’s Pool at Yang-shuo. We could certainly turn a dime on
his findings and still keep your extraordinary . . . no,
revolutionary discovery intact.”

Sydney rubbed his hands together.

“Then, you approve?”

“No, I do not. A leave of absence implies a
secession of your work duties. If you are about museum business, no
leave is required.”

Sydney grasped the crest of his cap giving it
a mighty tug. He threw it toward the skylight. His matted white
hair shifted around his ears.

“Woohoo!” He bounced around the table, but
suddenly stopped. “Well, that’s if you agree, Gil. I mean, I will
still go, with or without leave, but . . .” He glanced at Rowden,
perhaps expecting a frown, but only caught a grin. “Think of the
extra funding and . . . the exposure.”

Gil scratched his head, his dark eyes deep in
obscurity. Rowden recognized the process — the pros and cons
balancing on the synapses. He knew the harsh reality of being in
control, only to realize that no one ever has that luxury. Gil blew
his shock of hair from his forehead. “I suppose you’d want a
contract, Gray?”

“Nothing fancy. In fact, you draw it up and
I’ll sign it.” Rowden extended his hand. Canto smiled — less dim
now, but still harbored in fog. He grasped the hand. Sydney covered
both, sealing this coalition.

At this point, Meng Ka-bao entered the
Conservancy.
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Meng came from the stacks. He held two books
close to his chest, but no feathers. Rowden was startled with his
appearance because from the library, Meng could have easily
eavesdropped on the revolutionary discovery news. However,
Meng approached the worktable at a solemn pace, like an usher at a
funeral. He fixed his attention on the claw, the photo patch and
the artist renderings. He suddenly looked to Rowden.

“I have found John Battle’s most probable
reference source for research.” He pushed the two books forward,
Rowden receiving them and noting that the top one was The Dragon’s Pool. Its companion was a loose binder,
tattered and still musty from a cargo hold. Cover blank — untitled.
Meng then turned to Sydney.

“So you are to take a journey,
Preserver.”

“Yes,” Sydney said, percolating to the claw.
“Professor Canto has a skeleton to fathom and I have some
prehistoric graffiti to decipher.”

Meng smiled. “Excellent. I wish you success
and Guan-yin’s good speed. It is a worthy mission, I am
sure. One that I would like to shoulder . . . if it were possible.”
He glanced at Rowden, who was still pawing the probable
reference source.

“You are free to go as you will,” Rowden said,
absently. “You’re not tied to this institution, but . . . I think
you know that I will need your assistance with the Seven
Sisters.” No guess there. If any person on the planet could
muster provenance for the proposed exhibition, Meng was the
man.

“The more the merrier,” Canto said.

Rowden shrugged. Canto was poaching
again.

“Master Monk, only the ch’i-t’ang binds
us, but that is, in my humble opinion, fading.”

Meng clasped his hands to his head, in
monk-like fashion.

“We are ch’i-t’ang, Protector.
This new task is best set by the Preserver. The Seer
will be coming. She will need me here. And the Guide . . .
well, the Guide is upon us now.”

The security doors opened. Nick, in a beige
sweatshirt, black jeans and Nikes, entered with bravado.

“Nick,” Rowden said. He would have given scant
attention to Nick’s entrance, despite Meng Ka-bao’s premonition,
but Simone also fluttered in, followed by Silky. Was it Bring
your Wife and Children to Work Day? That could also
explain why Rowden’s wife and daughter were here also.

“Audrey?” Rowden met them halfway. “This isn’t
great weather to take Amy out for a stroll.”

“Rowden,” she said. “I agree, but I couldn’t
leave her alone. I thought Aunt Millicent could watch
her.”

Rowden took his daughter into his
arms.

“Papa! Papa!”

She covered him in baby kisses.

“Pumpkin. See where daddy works? See Uncle
Sydney and Auntie Simone.”

“Simy! Simy!”

Simone caught Amy on the fly, bouncing her
like a milk jug.

“There, there, babikins. Auntie Simy is
here.”

Rowden pouted. He hadn’t summoned a family
conclave in this fog.

“Where’s Sung Yi-di? Why couldn’t she . .
.”

“She was summoned,” Audrey said. She leaned on
the wall, relieving her back pressure. “We are all
summoned.”

Nick had reached the worktable. His attentions
snapped on the claw, and then to Meng Ka-bao. Nick was attempting
to glimmer Meng, but hesitated. He then abruptly turned to
Rowden.

“The old Grandmother is dying.”

“Oh no,” Rowden said. He suddenly knew where
Sung Yi-di tarried. He stared at his wife, who trembled at Nick’s
pronouncement. Rowden took her in his arms, nudging her to tears —
big, wet drops that stained Rowden’s shoulder and broke his heart.
“We’ll get over there at once. I’ll ask Millie to call a
cab.”

“She has done so already,” Audrey sniffed. “I
will be okay, dear. We are taught from our earliest recollections
that we are dying from the day we are born. We must face this
inevitability like faithful children. We must all be worthy of
mourning when the tide goes out and the seashells shred about the
strand.”

Rowden hugged her again.

“Let’s go then.” He then remembered that Canto
still stood in the sandbox. “Canto, an eminently respectable member
of my wife’s family . . . our family is . . . passing.” He sighed.
“Draw up the contract and I’ll run it by the board.”

Canto nodded. He reached for the burlap to
rewrap the claw, while Sydney gathered the photographs and the
artists’ renderings. Suddenly, Nick groaned. He snapped one of the
renderings from Sydney’s hand. He raised the print eye level,
staring at the beast. The beast stared back, shimmering with
yellow feathers, but with shark’s teeth. No sweet birdie songs.
Hisses and clicks. Nick’s saucer blue eyes pinned Meng Ka-bao. Meng
deflected. Nick trembled.

Canto dropped the claw. It slid across the
table grazing Nick’s hand. Nick groaned again, and then
hooted.

“Nicky,” Simone snapped. “Be cool. You’ll
scare the baby.”

Silky sidled to Nick’s side. “Never mind the
baby. You’re freaking me out, man. You’re not gonna take off and
fly around the room?”

Rowden intervened.

“That’s strange talk, young man. Are you on
something?” Silky’s lips puckered, but Rowden quick-cocked his head
three times toward Canto until Silky caught the significance.
“Nick, I think we should get to Dinky Street as soon as . . .”
Rowden suddenly caught Nick’s visual trajectory.

Look at the claw, Nick
thought.

Rowdy looked, and then huddled over it. It
had, like the others, a character etched on its surface, except
this character was one the ch’i-t’ang knew. A box,
intersected by a sharp line — the sun, knife cut. Cutting the
day from day. Rowden’s cannonball slipped into position.
Overload. This character inscription was an exact replica of the
symbol on the tomb door; as precise as the tattoo on Nick’s
arm.

Not now, Rowden thought. Nick,
I think we must let this lie for now.

Simone intervened. “Nicky, we must go. The Old
Grandmother awaits the sons of John Battle.”

Nick gritted his teeth.

“Master Monk,” he said. Meng Ka-bao turned.
His eyes refused to meet the Guide’s. “Xiao Ao-ling has
summoned all the sons of John Battle. You must come, and
come now as commanded. You must finally face her . . . or forfeit
your legacy.”

Meng bowed. “Yes, brother.” He followed Simone
and Silky, who were already on the move. Rowden clasped his arm
around Nick’s shoulder, nudging him toward the door.

“I don’t understand,” Canto carped. “I demand
an explanation.”

Nick halted, and then reeled back to the
table. He fixed his gaze squarely into Canto’s. Nick slid his right
sweatshirt’s sleeve up passed his elbow revealing the deep
purple-black character on the soft underflesh. Grasping the claw,
Nick slammed it flush to his forearm.

“Explanation enough for any man,” Nick
snarled. “See it, bonemaster. See it well. It is the ruling sign of
John Battle’s house. I know you, bonemaster. You shall serve us
well, you shall.”

Nick dropped the claw. Clatter. Canto
twitched.

Rowden regrouped around Nick, grasping him
about the shoulders, and moving him toward the doors.

“Quite the diva.”

Nick grinned.

“You don’t live with a drag-queen all these
years and not pick up the moves.” Still Rowdy, something’s afoot
. . . and I’m awake to it.

Awake, Nick?

Awake!

Persistent fog.

 


 



Chapter Eight

The Widow K’uan
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The heavy drape that now cloaked both sea and
shore was thickest in Chinatown. Its syrupy steam was cabbage
laden, blanketing the deserted streets, losing objects in the mist.
Still, Rowden’s band echoed through the canyons, their footfalls
like dray horses come to market. Sound only. Concentrate. Travelers
are discerned. Perhaps, the silhouette of Simone’s hat. Perhaps,
Silky’s leather slick. Pensive strollers, each with separate
thoughts, each clad in dread that drifted to a sad
destination.

Dinky Street was hard to find on a clear day,
but Rowden knew its smell. Often he found it in the dark with only
the neon cast from Grant Avenue to point the way. He knew the signs
— Shim Wong Kuk’s Oriental Market (near silent today) and
the Happy Banyan Bakery — cornerstones for the narrow lane.
He confirmed his position by glancing up at the street signage —
Ross Alley, which was the Anglo name for what the
locals called Dinky Street (T’ing-ch’i Xie).

More pungent here, the cabbage and . . .
the smell of death. Rowden recognized the sharp, cinnamon
aroma. Tart. Lingering. Rowden’s retinue paused before trekking
down the narrow gauge street that harbored the oldest citizen of
Chinatown.

Rowden could feel the ke-ting’s hand
reaching along the alley and clutching his chest. Thought of never
seeing that ancient dame again, with her puzzles and fortune cookie
wisdom, struck him hard. She was the source, the keeper of
family traditions and secrets. He had shaken those secrets loose
over the years. However, what clutched his chest now was the
premonition that there might be a few more fortune cookies to crack
open.

“Why have we stopped?” Nick asked, his voice
rattling to the bakery’s window.

Rowden squinted, discerning Nick’s
face.

“Filial piety, Nick. That’s all. Let’s cleave
to it then.”

Cleave to it, they did.
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Long before this fog came rolling up the bay;
long before the cabbage reigned along the lane; long before the
small red door led into the old Grandmother’s ke-ting, Dinky
Street beckoned passersby to pass it by. It was an open space then,
with a shack and a few outbuildings, a weed garden that sported an
incremental assortment of cast-off slag and horseshoes. The shack
was owned, but abandoned. The water pump that rusted near a
wreckage of a trough, was broken, its handle laid waste with the
slag and horseshoes. There were many more fashionable addresses in
San Francisco, addresses that were huddled with the starving and
the dying. Those residents might be cast off in the end along the
margins of Ross Alley, but for now, the place was even shunned by
the scantly civilized. No one wanted this Potter’s stretch — this
old Blacksmith’s abandoned trench, except one brave soul; and he
was still in the Motherland.

K’uan Po-yen, native of Gui-lin and son to a
lower-town brick laborer, aspired to serve in the Great House — the
one hidden behind the bamboo stand. In ages past, when his family
was better heeled upon the land and fished with birds and grew the
largest cowcumbers in the district, the K’uan family married into
the Xiao family. That was in better times, and if the Xiao were
exclusive, the K’uan may have prospered. As it stood, K’uan Po-yen
would count himself fortunate if he took his neighbor’s daughter as
a wife with the hope for an extra turnip in the pot. Instead, he
unburdened his family of a mouth to feed and struck out to better
his fortunes.

K’uan Po-yen was lean, but not frail. Brick
work built his arms to iron and he soon bent over the rice paddies
in a dozen locations, earning his daily ration of congee. The work
was hard and wet and stiffening, but he was in the open world,
where the breezes carried the scent of cassia and the sight of the
Li River Hills, promising a better fate. At his latest field job, a
fellow drifter chattered more than he worked. He spoke of great
riches in a land called Mei-guo. It is across the great
sea, said the wastrel. If I get to Shang-hai, I will avail
myself of the journey. The dreamer told him that in Shang-hai,
agents gave liberal terms of employment — free meals and a passage
to Mei-guo . . . and guaranteed riches. But this man
was a dreamer and probably died in the rice paddies. K’uan Po-yen
was a man of action. He struck out in search of this place — this
Mei-guo.

K’uan Po-yen became a tracker in the Yang-tze
gorges. The work was hard, but the food was better; and for every
barge that was hitched to his forehead — for every trembling tug he
made along the river path, he came closer to his dream. After
twenty tracks along the course, he could earn free passage to
Wu-han. Forty-eight mulish trudges would get him as far as
Nan-jing. So he became a human ox, and although oxen ate better,
the fare exceeded the paddy’s dross and soared far above the
brickworks. His shoulders broadened and his neck thickened. His
virility drew free rides in the whorehouses, where he was known as
K’uan Hao-gan — K’uan the Good Fuck. He also learned
the tracker songs, the rhythm of the river:

 


Old son-of-a-bitch
Mu-lin

Pinched my ass with a diaper
pin,

And so I tug his flower
boat.

And stole his wives to get his goat
—

Pull men, pull, three gorges
wait;

I leave my soul beside their
gate.

Some day I’ll see the ocean’s
foam

And beg the Xien to call me
home.

Pull men, pull,
Uh-o-yi-a.

Pull men, pull,
O-uh-ya-ai.

 


Soon the labor paid as contracted. With
forty-eight hauls along the narrow grade, K’uan Po-yen made his
forty-ninth trip through the gorges on a scow that pushed the dung
smells before her bow, but he inhaled it, perfume that it
was.

 


Pull men, pull,
Uh-o-yi-a.

Pull men, pull,
O-uh-ya-ai.

 


The song was precious. It sang as one to him,
although he heard his comrades perhaps twittering a sly
farewell in their carol to the ocean’s foam. K’uan
the Good Fuck was heading home — a new home called
Mei-guo.
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K’uan Po-yen kept good spirits. He was
blackbirded to America under the best of the worst conditions. He
was given ten yuan and a promise, and then dumped into the
belly of a great Shang-hai hulk. He dwelled in the cargo hold with
three hundred lucky souls, who coughed and puked and shat and died,
until the passage across the waters played the odds with the
survivors. With one-third dead, the trip would still turn a profit
for the railroad men who sponsored the voyage.

K’uan Po-yen kept good spirits, because he was
singled out to serve above deck during the day. He had devilish
good looks and the captain liked handsome men in his quarters.
Soon, K’uan the Good Fuck learned new techniques to keep his
patron content, as well as pressing shirts with extra starch. He
only had to sleep one night in ten below the decks and he kept his
good spirits. He didn’t enjoy the sexual pleasures with another
man, but employment was employment and ten yuan and a
passage to Mei-guo was undeniable.

K’uan took little notice of the docks of San
Francisco. They were pale compared to the sprawl in the Motherland,
but he did wonder why these people — these Mei-guo-ren,
built their city on the steep slope of a hill. Only graves were
meant to be so pitched, although he reckoned that when the time
came there would be no lack of places here to enter the afterlife.
Soon K’uan learned that the citizens of this great and fortunate
place were despairing of good grace and etiquette. They weren’t
civil. They spat at him, called him Chinky Charlie and
pushed him into long queues for rations and work gangs. Had he
drifted into a realm of misplaced trust? Were his expectations led
astray? As he shivered in closed quarters with the rats, and
other men, as his hunger kicked, and his beauty didn’t attract,
K’uan began to long for the bright hills of Gui-lin and even the
hearty tracker’s work along the Yang-tze gorges.

K’uan spent a month in this hive of the
misbegotten before he was liberated by the whip; a midnight
whip that cracked three dozen of his kind, these Chinky Charlie
bastards (watch ‘em or they’ll steal yer eye teeth), corralling
them into wagons and driving away from the city on the bay. When
dawn came, K’uan Po-yen found himself in the mountains, amidst
rockslides and explosions. He was handed a spike hammer and packed
into a gang along the railroad. There he learned a new song, one
that he forgot when he came into his fortune.

This was the work, the employment of
his contract, although he hadn’t seen his contract nor remembered
its terms. He knew he couldn’t walk away from it. There were tales
of those who did, who found themselves hung, or as these folk
called it, lynched to the nearest grain arm along the line.
K’uan sucked in his family pride, shouldered his hammer and drove
in spikes from the time the sun peeked across the Sierras until it
sank somewhere beyond those same Sierras. His brawn rewarded him at
first, as did his stamina, but soon there was no respite, no
quarter or fortune at the road’s end. Just the road, and it never
ended, steel rails and ties. Nor did he make many friends. His
comrades were islands like himself, untrustworthy and learning the
ways of camp life — wages devoured by white man’s liquor, yellow
man’s gambling and all men’s greed.

One bright spot in his arrangement was the
rugged Chinatown that sprouted in San Bernadetto. Here were a few
whores, white women who cared little whether the men were yellow as
long as their money was green. However, there was also a place to
remember the Motherland — a shack where incense could be burned and
the ancestors could be thanked. It was in this sacred hovel that
K’uan Po-yen met Ch’ang Fei. She was shy of the workers, her father
strict and of Hakka stock. For all her attraction, she was
far beneath even the likes of K’uan Po-yen, but she was . . .
clean, unsullied by the grime of the place, fresh washed of the
laundry — the place where she worked. She was simple and grown to
custom. K’uan Po-yen made it his challenge to bed this woman and
boast to the others that he was not dependant on whores. But as he
launched his plan, his heart sidestepped, and as it so happened —
so did Ch’ang Fei’s.

They were never married. It could never be,
but still he had her and she delivered to him a son and, as was the
custom, Ch’ang Fei’s father cast his daughter out. So she moved
into the worker’s hutch with the child. K’uan named his son
P’ien-jin. From that day until her death sixty-five years later,
Ch’ang Fei remained at K’uan Po-yen’s side, mother to seven sons
and three daughters, but she never became his wife.

K’uan listened to the chatterers again. They
spoke of riches . . . again, riches to be found in the rivers and
streams to the north near Sacramento. Since the rails and ties
seemed as endless as the rise and set of the sun in the Sierras,
K’uan hitched himself, Ch’ang Fei and little P’ien-jin to a cartel
of brethren, who, untrustworthy each, could be relied upon to sniff
out as much gold as to undo each other in the night. It was the
best he could do and it was better than the spike
hammer.
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The gold fields slaughtered many men. They
brought their souls to the hills and the hills opened their hearts
with promise and closed their hands about their throats, squeezing
the best out of men, leaving the worst to feed on the aftermath of
living. Strong men survived. Stronger men thrived. Brawny men with
a star to follow and a woman in clutch and a screaming posterity to
feed, fared best.

K’uan Po-yen amassed an assayer’s windfall
from the rivers of gold. He survived the snow, the mud, the
cursing, the knives of his greedy companions; and he knew when to
fold and collect his fortune into his shoes and britches. He
marched his woman and two sons down the slopes of the Northlands,
returning to the city on the bay. Something called him there.
Someone told him that he could parley his pocket change into
something more than a whiskey bottle and a good seat at the poker
table; and that someone was . . . Ch’ang Fei.

K’uan let his nest egg grow. He still didn’t
find respect in San Francisco. He was still Chinky Charlie
and was regarded lower than even an Irishman, but about on par with
a Negro; he felt honor in that parry. His pride buckled every time
the dust was kicked in his face, every time horsemen tried to run
him down and whenever he was barred from getting a beer in a white
establishment, but Ch’ang Fei knew better. She whispered that it
was wiser to play the fool and grunt a little. We will wash
their britches and iron their shirts. And in turn, they brought
their linens to Chinky Charlie and paid in silver —
plenty silver and sometimes gold. K’uan had learned on the
ship how to press a mean starchy crease in a shirt collar and
Ch’ang Fei knew laundry-ways. Soon, with a growing family,
K’uan’s T’ing-ch’i (Winged Pavilion) Laundry was the
hit of the Nob Hill set. There was a lovely spring day lavender
scent in their sheets. No other laundry would do, so the silver
and, even gold, rolled through the Winged Pavilion’s
doors.

As San Francisco grew, so did its linen needs
and its eating needs; knick-knacks and maid service; every
imaginable amenity. K’uan was at the ready; twelve laundries; six
restaurants; made in China shops (four of those); need a
housemaid? The family had grown and was maturing. K’uan P’ien-jin
was ten now. A good match would be needed soon, although only to a
proper bride — a China maiden of good family. K’uan knew that the
plans would be needed now, although the wedding might be a decade
off. He consulted with Ch’ang Fei, who insisted that traditions be
followed. In ages passed, when the family was better heeled upon
the land and fished with birds and grew the largest cowcumbers in
the district, the K’uan family married into the Xiao family. You
are the wealthiest Chinky Charlie in Chinatown, so no one short of
a Xiao woman will do. And so it was, through the auspices of
the marriage broker, a China bride was sought among the Xiao at
Gui-lin, and although they remembered the K’uan family and their
tradition, they were not favorable to sending a daughter to
Mei-guo. So the dowry was steep — and when K’uan agreed to
pay it, too rich to refuse. The youngest daughter of the Xiao clan
was betrothed to P’ien-jin and destined to travel to Mei-guo
when she reached the age of sixteen; although she was a shade over
twenty by the time she arrived.

K’uan P’ien-jin was handsome like his father
and also had racing hormones as he churned into a teen. He was
industrious and, although he aspired to the title K’uan the Good
Fuck, his mother kept him tied close to her carpet bat. He only
managed two affairs, both with girls that his younger brother,
P’ien-k’o, cast off.

P’ien-jin and P’ien-k’o were only a year
apart, but by the time they reached thirteen and twelve
respectively, they were a tug-a-war handful for their father.
P’ien-jin worked in the laundry, learned accounting and attended
the temple. P’ien-k’o was a sloppy launderer, bussed at the
restaurant when he felt like it and was a master of mumblypeg. He
also, at his tender age, found as many loose women as he could and
might have populated the K’uan household with bastards by the
dozens if it weren’t for vigilance and luck. K’uan Po-yen often
suggested that P’ien-k’o tarry down at the wharf and jump on the
next vessel to Santiago.

The K’uan household was a ramshackle, a
glorified shanty that mixed business with family living. Everyone
was under everyone’s feet, and tempers grew short. The children
fought with the workers, the workers fought with the bosses and the
patrons were bemused by it all. Still, Ch’ang Fei ruled beneath
K’uan Po-yen, until one day the earth shook and the back wall of
the ramshackle collapsed. No one was hurt and the roof didn’t cave
in, because it was already shattered and too dumb to know it was
supposed to fall down in an earthquake. The family emerged onto
Grant Avenue only to witness gas lines bursting, fires raging and a
frightened mob more dangerous than the ground that shook beneath
them.

K’uan Po-yen gathered his own. All were
accounted for, except P’ien-k’o, who was plowing the garden between
Linda O’Grady’s legs. Providence saved the O’Grady’s too, and
P’ien-k’o managed to get to a safety zone within an hour of the
disaster. Ch’ang Fei shepherded her children and the Winged
Pavilion workers up California Street past Hyde, past Larkin
and onward to Van Ness. There was safety on Van Ness. The fires
were less and the shaking had stopped.

K’uan surveyed the city, the smoke billows,
the sirens, the howls of the trapped souls. Here on this hill he
thought of his first impressions. Why would anyone build a city
on a hill? Only graves are built so. Only graves. But this
place was his city now. As he counted his children and assessed his
worker’s welfare, he found himself on a hill among the bustled
elite, ruffle-shirted businessmen with ashen skimmers and rolling
tears. He felt far above Chinky Charlie now and this
was his city. He would lose the restaurants and three
laundries in those raging fires, but his bank account was firmly
with the Italians, and so were the buckets of cash buried at
strategic points about his properties. Still, he knew he had to
rebuild. He was respectable now. He had sons and had made a good
match for P’ien-jin — a match from the Xiao in the Great House
beyond the bamboo margin. He would need to build anew. As he
watched, the fires cast their markers to the gray sky, his mind
roved to a place beyond the earthquake’s clutches, because no
manner of shaking could have made the place any worse. It was an
open space, with a shack and a few out buildings, a weed garden
that sported an incremental assortment of cast off slag and
horseshoes. Ross Alley, it was called, after Thomas Ross the
Blacksmith. It was for sale — had been for years with no takers. It
was rumored that the ground was used by the Mission Indians to bury
their dead. Why not a grave on such a fine
hillside?

K’uan Po-yen took a resolve. He would dig up a
pail of silver and buy the land and erect a proper residence, a
proper T’ing-ch’i with an elegant suite of rooms and a
surrounding wall perhaps, and of course a ke-ting befitting
a prosperous businessman. K’uan Po-yen took this resolve and, as
soon as the fires were dowsed and the wreckage assessed, he set
about putting Dinky Street on the map.
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There was a stiff breeze on Angel Island, a
breeze that nattered through the young maiden’s hair, only this
maiden was older in heart than she was in form. She had been torn
from her household against her will, boated through the zone of the
Yang-tze warlord lands, cargoed in tourist class, but
Chinese tourist class, on a ship from Tsing-tao on a voyage
that kept her bent over the porcelain pot for the entire journey.
She wasn’t meant to be on the ocean and swore that she would never
return home, as she declared she would never set foot on a boat
again. Now, just five days after being detained on this sterile,
inhospitable island, she waited for another boat to take her to
that thriving beehive built on a hill overlooking the bay. She
cursed her father for having been so weak to succumb to a golden
dowry. She cursed her unseen husband, who she knew she would
detest. She had fallen for another, who had penetrated those bamboo
margins in a search for her family’s secrets. She cursed the
nattering breeze. At least she still held her family’s trust even
on these far shores; even before the bilge and bobbing of the
docking ferry boat.

In her right hand, she toted a suitcase, one
filled with bare necessities. However, in her left hand, she held a
red leather book and, dangling from her middle finger, a small
satchel, which outlined an oblong box. Some remembrances of
Gui-lin, perhaps? They were precious to her, because she had
lost track of the suitcase on more than one occasion, but she slept
with the book and the satchel. She held it tight now as the ferry
promised her a brief voyage to her new home. She did find one thing
odd. Why would these people build a city on a hill? Weren’t
hills prime real estate for the dead? Perhaps she was dead now
— her love lost, her homeland at her back and her funeral gear
dangling from her middle finger.

Xiao Ao-ling was never comfortable on Dinky
Street. She was treated with respect, pampered, her every whim
fulfilled. Her husband flitted about her flame like a moth to a
candle, but she would just smile and nod at him. In her heart, he
was a nattering gnat that distracted her from her purpose in life.
That purpose seemed far behind her now, across the sea behind the
bamboo margins. Then there was the other. Whenever P’ien-jin would
be off on business, the other one would cajole her. P’ien-t’o was
attractive and, as a brother-in-law, he would have suited as a fine
paramour, but Ao-ling was careful in those days. The K’uan were the
local respectability in this shanty of opium dens and rattletraps,
and she was the China bride of the boss’s eldest son. Form was
important. Bearing a son to inherit was paramount.

Xiao Ao-ling was fond of her father-in-law. He
had metal, even as he grew toward his dotage. He was an old lion,
who ruled his ke-ting with elegance. He never forgot the old
forms, but also knew the new ways — the ways that allowed his
fortunes to grow. Rice patties, gorges, railroad ties and flumes
were mere echoes now. If Ao-ling had not known better, she would
have thought K’uan Po-yen was born to prosper. And who could say
that he wasn’t?

On the other hand, Ao-ling bore nothing but
contempt for K’uan’s official wife — wife number one, Yang
Ch’ou-yi. She was an afterthought — a barren bauble that the old
man plied with sex and rubies. At times Yang would exercise her
hierarchic muscle, only to be reminded that her father was a
business associate and the son of an actor. The real power still
lay with Auntie Ch’ang, the woman that populated Dinky Street.
Ao-ling recognized in Ch’ang Fei an ally — a kindred spirit.
Although Ch’ang lacked birth, she was a tigress in her lair.
Everyone came to old Auntie for advice and decisions — even Yang
Ch’ou-yi.

Soon Xiao Ao-ling settled into the routine of
things. She did her share of household chores, learned figures from
Ch’ang Fei, sipped tea with her father-in-law, battled off the
advances of her brother-in-law, combed the K’uan children’s tresses
and waited each night for her husband’s fumble in the dark. She
expected that after a few years of this, she would blossom and
conceive a new resident for Dinky Street, but perhaps P’ien-jin was
not as virile as K’uan the Good Fuck. Ao-ling drifted to a
dreaded status; that of a tarnished bauble. Still, she received her
husband weekly, and then monthly and finally on festival days only.
She even considered taking P’ien-k’o to her sheets. There were
enough bastards around the household to prove his potency. But no.
Ao-ling waited. Soon only the red leather book and the satchel
visited her bed.
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Ch’ang Fei suggested that Ao-ling get out
more. Audit the business. Be seen as a help maiden to her
husband; to the family. That would stay the inevitable. Ch’ang Fei
was wise.

Xiao Ao-ling poked her nose into the business.
She liked it. She found that the workers liked her. They consulted
with her on the best ways to press and serve and cook. She helped
turn profits into profits. Did you know that we waste too much
tea at the tables? Half-pots only. If they want more, it will be
served with a smile. Good point. Why should out best clients
trudge through the mud and muck of Chinatown? For fifty cents more,
we could deliver. Excellent point. We are being out sold by
Han Ch’i-wang’s antiques. Why don’t we make old man Han an
offer? Great suggestion, and a supreme acquisition. This is how
Ao-ling staved off divorce.

One quiet afternoon, however, when the
ke-ting was empty and Ao-ling rested from her labors, a man
came to see her — an old acquaintance from the Motherland. He was a
pleasant surprise as he had worked for the man she had loved, that
Westerner who delved into her family’s business, and also, her
sister’s secret forest. Ao-ling had come to dislike her elder
sister because she had snagged the scientist; she had given him her
body and her trust; and he, fool that he was, didn’t care a fig for
Ao-ling and came to lose the family’s trust. But here was his
foreman, a relative of Han Ch’i-wang, come to call. He stayed for
tea.

Han Fu-xing had much to tell and within a day
of his visit, Ao-ling was out and about again, only not about K’uan
family business. It was now her habit, for a month at least, to
disappear without notice, and in the main, no one else, except
Ch’ang Fei, missed her. Ch’ang had guessed and only hoped that the
subject of her daughter-in-law’s tryst was not P’ien-k’o. On the
day Ch’ang Fei planned to confront her daughter-in-law, P’ien-jin
died. It was tragic and sudden. He was sowing his seeds with a
worker’s wife. That worker had joined the tong and nobody
fucked with a tong member; not even the eldest son of K’uan
Po-yen. The worker surprised the couple and took them both out with
a fisherman’s deck hook, a common enough article in a seaport.
Then, in good tong fashion, he slit his own throat, the
crime scene gaining notoriety in The Chronicle for sheer
black and white gore.

Chinatown stood still and mourned in unison —
even the miscreant tong. A parade of howlers draped in
white, banged their drums and gongs along Grant Avenue. K’uan
Po-yen looked on with amazement. He was too stunned to mourn.
Ch’ang Fei did that for him. And Xiao Ao-ling, who was destined for
a divorce, had a stay of execution, because, although childless and
alone, she was now the widow K’uan — the trump card in the deck.
She was chief mourner and even convinced P’ien-k’o to don white and
weep.

After the catafalque taxied P’ien-jin to the
hillside grave that was natural to San Francisco, K’uan Po-yen
announced that his daughter-in-law was observing two years of
mourning. In fact, she would sojourn to Monterrey for recuperation,
to the house of her former amah, Sung Pen-di. Whether this
was the Xiao family amah, retired to Mei-guo or some
other relative from the gold fields, was never questioned. Xiao
Ao-ling gladly packed up her suitcase, book and satchel and inhaled
the fresh air of the wine country. She returned in ten
months.
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Upon her return and for years thereafter, the
widow K’uan inherited the task of running the household. In order
to balance the family fortunes better, she invited many Xiao to San
Francisco to assume enterprises that she thought fit their talents.
She even invited her sister, Xiao Ao-ch’u, but that lady was too
bound to save the sagging fortunes of the family at Gui-lin.
However, Ao-ch’u sent her son to seek his fortunes, a bright boy
named Win-t’o, who fit into the K’uan household and business with
ease. In fact, although he came to disappoint the widow K’uan with
his inclination to recruit the tong in his methods, Win-t’o
was a favorite of K’uan Po-yen. Ch’ang Fei was more wary. She saw
the K’uan name sunset. She saw the Xiao name rise with surprising
alacrity. She was resigned to it. After all, her own name was never
attached to so much as an awning, even though this empire was built
upon her bones.

Ch’ang Fei knew what no one else knew, so
Ao-ling kept her council. Over the years when the widow K’uan paid
visits to Monterrey, it was always framed as a need to see her
ailing amah. And when that amah arrived on Dinky
Street with her own little girl, she was treated with more respect
than amahs were usually accorded. Sung Pen-di was given a
fine room, the best food and a nod from Ch’ang Fei. It was always
regarded as the height of impropriety that Sung Pen-di should
suddenly up and leave, abandoning her daughter to a household of
strangers. That daughter would learn to be grateful in the service
to the widow K’uan.

Ch’ang Fei died in 1962. No one mourned,
except an aging, childless widow who came to love her as the heart
of the ke-ting. K’uan Po-yen followed up the hill a year
later, the mourner parade extending for a mile and a half. Xiao
Ao-ling respected her father-in-law, and he respected her. He knew
she was an odd lady, one that held dark secrets — family secrets,
which deepened as her family came to dominate the ke-ting.
He had also known that she would rule the roost, his little pocket
change that sprouted an empire. Who knows? He may have heard his
comrades chanting as his catafalque inched its way up that hill to
the afterlife:

 


Pull man, pull,
Uh-o-yi-a.

Pull man, pull,
O-uh-ya-ai.



It mattered little now. He had done well in
Mei-guo. He had spun his fortune over the odds, over
discrimination and earthquakes. He had churned the bone yard of old
Blacksmith Ross into a fine pavilion — a Winged Pavilion —
T’ing-ch’i, if you will. Now the woman he loved was gone and
the woman he had bought now held the reigns. There was enough cash
to buy out P’ien-k’o, who wasn’t good at business anyway. The
widow’s nephew was a crackerjack at running the show, and there
were others in the wings — many others.

The world was closing in on the
ke-ting. The street became a narrow gorge, lost between a
vegetable market and a laundry until only the small red door led
into the widow K’uan’s ke-ting. She controlled her world
from this hidden place, befitting, as she hid so much else in a red
leather binding and a pink sequined satchel. As the K’uan name
faded to the registry of Chinese immigration, its widow assumed a
presumptuous title that no citizen of Chinatown would deny her. She
became the old Grandmother long before the cabbage reigned along
the lane; long before the fog came rolling up the bay.


Chapter Nine

The Ke-ting Dims

1

For the last time in a hundred years, the old
Grandmother opened her eyes. Rowden saw in those rheumy orbs a soft
farewell to living. She sat in the heart of the ke-ting, her
back erect on the stiff ebony chair, her fist knotted over the
crown of old friend cane. Somehow, Rowden expected this. He would
have been disappointed if he found the matriarch withered on a mass
of pillows and sucking life down like cough drops. Xiao Ao-ling
would say her farewells just as she had lived her triumphs, sitting
like royalty spitting into the ebbing tide.

The sight of those she commanded must have
made Ao-ling’s courage rouse to the hilltop once more. Here were
John Battle’s sons — three finally . . . all three; and her dear
sweet Audrey and friend of long standing, Han Fu-xing. There was
Nick’s lady man and another. Least of all, there was Sung Yi-di,
who shifted her middle-aged eyes to the waning candles.

The old Grandmother grinned.

“She was wise, you know,
Professor.”

Rowden broke ranks leaving the children of
John Battle arrayed in the sidelines. He knelt at Ao-ling’s feet,
kissing her bony hand.

“Yes, we will always say you were
wise.”

“Me?” A dismal puffing crunched through her
throat masquerading as laughter. “I am clever, but she was wise.”
Rowden did not ask. “She was born of low stock and lived in the
shadows of her man. She raised this roof, she did. She knew all
things that happened about her petticoat. She was a loving mother
and an even better Auntie. Still, she left this world ennobled by
her presence.” Ao-ling’s lip quivered. “She was my only friend and
held my closest secret. She took it up that hill, the hill that
holds K’uan Po-yen and that youth who was my husband.”

Rowden bowed his head and the old Grandmother
patted it as she often had when words failed.

Nick came forward, Simone and Silky at his
side.

“You have summoned us, Ao-ling.”

She puffed again.

“Nicholas Battle. You are much to the point
now . . . since you are the One. And who is this golden
child you bring before me?”

Nick grasped Silky’s shoulder and
squeezed.

“Like me, a drifter. One who would be
found.”

Silky shied at the ancient incidental that
appeared dead to him already, yet speaking from a
sepulcher.

“He will find it,” she said. She bid him draw
near. He backed away.

“Go to her, Silky,” Simone said. “She’s our
grandmother, and it’s not every day you can say that you have
one.”

Silky drew close to Ao-ling. Rowden reached
for him, Silky kneeling. Ao-ling changed pets and stroked Silky’s
locks. He twisted beneath her touch.

“Soft . . . but I can see, not gentle. Good.
Beauty with steel. Hubris bubbling beneath the scalp.” She glanced
at Nick. “Exactly that which is sought in a son.” Silky slipped
away.
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“I came to these shores with two trusted
friends,” Ao-ling muttered. “Two friends. One was a book bound in
red leather.” She smiled at Rowden. “You recall that friend,
Professor. It did you a service.” She glanced toward Win-t’o. “It
saved your hide nephew, in the Cave of the Winds.” Win-t’o bowed.
“A good friend, but . . . lost now.”

“You were generous, Ao-ling,” Rowden said. He
whiffed her jasmine perfume, old and caked. It overpowered the
ke-ting’s incense . . . at least it did now.

“Generosity had nothing to do with it.” She
gazed across the circle to Meng Ka-bao. “We each have our burden in
life, but some must tote double baskets at the end of their carry
poles.” Meng Ka-bao diverted his eyes. “Is that not so,
Keeper? Have we not warrants that command us far beyond this
tiny string we call life?” Meng Ka-bao nodded. “You have avoided
me, Master Meng. You were wise to do so.”

Rowden found this palaver overwrought. He
watched Nick’s glances scour Meng Ka-bao, while Meng searched the
ke-ting’s ceiling. How many times had Rowden been in this
room to witness mystery? Even his wedding vows were peppered by the
old Grandmother’s riddles. Now, even at the end of her journey,
there was sizzle between her fortune cookie spleen and the
descendant of Han Lin — John Battle’s most obscure child. Nick’s
hackles appeared to rise, but this was no time to message Nick
telepathically. Meng was keen to it; and possibly
others.

The old Grandmother glanced at Sung
Yi-di.

“Have you brought my other friend?”

Sung reached into her blouse and extricated a
plum pink satchel, laced with cranberry tie-strings, engulfing an
oblong box. Sung cradled the object, and then gave it to
Ao-ling.

“Professor, help her. These old hands are good
for nothing now but patting heads.”

Rowden took the satchel. His heart raced.
How many relics had he inherited through the auspices of this
woman, he could hardly count? Nick and Meng gathered around
him. Win-t’o hovered. Surely Win-t’o must have seen this satchel
over the years? However, had he ever peeked inside?

Rowden slid the box from the satchel. It was
tarnished silver, etched with deep black t’ieh faces and
stylized feathers. Rowden heard Nick gasp. The cover, faded as it
was, was clear enough for anyone with directed observation to
understand. It was that sigil . . . again; the one on the
doors to Wu Tze-t’ien’s hem beneath the mountain. The one engraved
on Po-huai’s arm and the arms of the lost citizens of
Yu-shui-ch’ien.

Rowden drew in the long breath, the kind you
do for the doctor when he checks your lungs, only Rowden forgot to
exhale. He held in the bracing jasmine-cinnamon sample forever . .
. or so it seemed. When he blew it out, he opened the box, almost
losing his breath forever.

A red stone — highly polished. Slightly
oblong. A ruby perhaps, except it was mottled.

Rowden glanced at Meng Ka-bao.

“Paragon?”

Meng was silent. Then, Nick’s eyes
popped.

Rowdy. We saw this stone at
Yu-shui-ch’ien.

Rowden scanned it. He thought to seize of the
loupe of the snoop, but somehow that would be irreverent
under the circumstance. He strained his recall, and then
remembered. Before the village path, under the ch’i banner,
taking refuge from the Jurchen patrol, there stood a short rock
pile. Six stones, each graduating in size to form a pyramid. The
top stone, the smallest, was . . . this stone.

“We know this stone.”

Ao-ling pitched forward. Rugged
fortitude.

“Do you, Professor? Seeing and knowing are
never quite the same. Do I not tell the truth, Master
Keeper? In the end, the truth liberates us.”

She collapsed to the chair back, her eyes
wavering. However, she forced them open, fighting the light that
was already trying to claim her.
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Rowden closed the box, wrapping it in the
satchel. He set it in Ao-ling’s hands. She hooked the tie-string
around her middle finger; left hand, as it had been on many an
afternoon as she sat beside the glade behind the Xiao Homestead; as
she had in the pitch of night waiting for P’ien-jin’s footfall; as
she had when she strode to the deck of the vessel that ferried her
from Angel Island. Another boat now and an island of soft spirits —
Xien.

 


Some day I’ll see the ocean’s
foam

And beg the Xien to call me
home.

Pull men, pull,
Uh-o-yi-a.

Pull men, pull,
O-uh-ya-ai.

 


She raised her hand, the satchel bobbing about
her wrist.

“Meng Ka-bao,” she said, her voice grating the
air. “You have never been alone in your task. I too am a
Keeper.”

She laughed now, not the throaty huff, but the
clear sparkle of a child at play.

“Ch’ang Fei,” she said. “She was my only
friend and held my closest secret.”

She beckoned to Sung Yi-di. She clasped Sung’s
chin, raising her head into the candlelight. The fog was
dissipating.

“My child,” she said.

“Mother.”

“How long have known?”

“Always.”

“And yet you kept it secret.”

“As it should be. I bring you
shame.”

Ao-ling smiled through the last
tear.

“No shame. Never shame. You are the child of
my love and I loved only one, as did my sister.”

She stared at Nick, her eyes penetrating his
glimmers. She felt the warm glow from his navel and she heard the
susurration of asters and dahlias and all the earth’s sweet
singing.

“Nicholas, many secrets about you still hover
in the spirit world, the torn cloth of time, but this one is
mundane; and yet, the most ethereal. When I behold you, I see your
father and I am in heaven.” She touched Sung Yi-di’s cheek. “But I
had heaven in me once, dear child and that shall never be my shame.
You are not my shame.” She slipped the satchel over Sung’s middle
finger. “You are a Keeper now and this is your
ke-ting.”

Rowden closed his eyes. He could hear the
silent breathing among this hushed gathering. He felt his tears
kissing his eyelids begging for release. He groped, grasping
Audrey’s hand, but he dared not open his eyes. He heard the old
Grandmother whisper. Fu-xing, let the mourners come. Rowden
never saw her close her eyes. He never watched her pass through the
Yang-tze gorges and into John Battle’s waiting arms.


Part II

Fiesole


Chapter One

Campo Culadura

1

Villa Tostacaroni crowned the hillock on
ancient Fiesole’s head. Beneath the slope of the terracotta roof,
the verdant Tuscan hills heaved toward the Arno valley, toward
Giotto’s cupola and his campanile, heralding the
earthy crust of renaissance. However, Firenze’s mosaics held no
candle to the swath of cypress and olive trees that marshaled up
the regal Etruscan escarpment to Fiesole. Yet, the many prominent
homesteads were no more than outcrops in a vineyard — quiet
vessels, holding this year’s yield in vintage sacks, to be ripened,
harvested, and squeezed off into hidden casks. These would pour
fine when this world paused. When enterprise hunkered down in
success, there was no better place to obscure wealth than on a lush
hillside. Verandahs were trumped by the panoramas. Parlors blushed
in the river’s gurgle. Pantries embraced the earth. The cypress and
olive trees ruled.
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A warm afternoon breeze rustled through her
sunbonnet. Rose brushed aside an errant lock, securing it under the
brim. A streak of red soil marked her cheek augmenting her
freckles. The gardening glove that had arranged her coif now marked
her face. Warm day for garden work, although she had grown
accustomed to it. Madama Tosti-Tostacaroni had an ample number of
field workers to manage the crop, but this particular stretch of
soil was tough, not prone to taming. Only good for onions,
Rafaelo had declared. When his children were young, he planted a
swing set on this useless patch. Rose nearly had snapped her wrists
on its concrete remnants. Rafaelo would joke. 

I think the Etruscans buried their dead
here.

He christened this stretch Campo
Culadura — hard-ass field.

“Buried their dead here,” Rose mused. She
didn’t doubt it. Only ancient rot could have soured it, setting it
apart from its fecund brethren.

Rose stretched her back, shading her eyes from
the sun’s glare. She gazed to the panorama beyond this rough patch,
to a jade velvet carpet falling away gently toward a distant road —
the serpentine avenue that brought humanity up to this Olympian
haunt. She then glanced at the stiff row she had hoed. The ground
had been broken, the rocky rubble yielding to her, but just. A soft
underbelly of clay laughed at her like hell’s loam. But despite it,
things were growing.

Rose always had favored big-breasted blossoms
— dahlias, roses, peonies and asters; and these had done
surprisingly well . . . for her at least.

Must be the fertilizer, she
thought.

She grinned at that thought. Tadzio had helped
her with the roses, but otherwise she was proud to have started the
rest. Although she wouldn’t declare it a botanical garden, she was
pleased that it hid her own secret Etruscan burial
mound.

An aria touched her ear. La donna è
mobile. Rafaelo sang Rigoletto, complete to a spigot
accompaniment — in the shower, prepping for dinner.

He’s a good man, Rose
thought.

She knew many good men in her life, but this
one was generous; a good father and a gentleman of the highest
mark. It was true that she was put off by him at first —
flirtatious old fool and all that. It was also true that she had
taken advantage of his need to have her on his arm — una brazza
ornamentata. And, of course, the money came in handy when the
ch’i-t’ang was in a pinch. However, Rafaelo grew on her —
his pleasant peasant ways blending with aristocratic charm. There
was never a question of his loyalty or his needs.

Although, he could use a singing
lesson, Rose thought. I never knew an Italian so tone
deaf.

Rose dropped her hoe. This section of Campo
Culadura would eventually be dotted with marigolds and pansies.
In her mind, she saw them already, being the Seer, and all
that. She never relinquished hope for Campo Culadura,
because she saw beyond the hard-ass, hardpan loam of hell and knew
that there could be a renaissance here — just like the one that sat
in the distant valley, with its Da Vinci élan and its Medici
smile.

É di pensiero, Rafaelo barked above the
showerhead.

Rose smiled. She thought of another man, one
that she once loved — loved still . . . perhaps. Respect, now.
Isn’t love nothing more than a deeper form of respect? Like
gelato, when super heated, it melts to nothing . . .
well, not nothing. It swims away into a damned puddle that never
seems to evaporate.

Rose thought of Rowden often . . . lately. She
scanned the garden, past the asters and the budding stretch of
dahlias — golden and crimson in the sunlight. Somewhere
beneath their saucer blooms was the remnant of a swing set and
perhaps an Etruscan bone yard. We must move past it, she
thought. There were new flowers along the verge, new children
somewhere on this hill and another chance to see her friend and
colleague again.

 


Do not take this therefore as a
concession on my part, because you know I am a bull headed Regan,
and stick to my plans once formulated, but if we were to start the
exhibition in John Battle Hall, we would at least have a place to
work out the kinks.



“Rawden will never buy that,” she
chuckled. She rubbed her snout, spreading more of hell’s loam
across her cheek. The sour smell bit her nose, and she wiped again
. . . this time, an itch. “I’m a mess.” She gazed back toward the
Villa. The shower ceased its crooning. Its silence beckoned her to
the faucets.

Rose trundled along the path to the verandah,
Campo Culadura falling behind a boxwood hedge, as any
eyesore should. She could hear the fountain’s rush.

Just the thing for a bothersome
smear.

The hard ground was now flagstoned — pink and
marmalade. The verandah’s slight slope seemed steeper after the
digging.

I’m getting old, she thought. Time
was when I could dig with the best of ‘em and toddle off afterward
to the Kasbah for a tall one.

The only tall one she wanted now was a
candelabra tower that bubbled cold water. She hardly noticed the
cherubs that arrayed around the basin’s perimeter, pissing fine on
loose lira. She sat side-saddled at the fountain’s edge,
dipping both hands into the flow. It was then that a roar from the
serpentine road erupted. Rose didn’t need to see the cranberry
flash beneath the dust to know what it meant. A brazen horn tooted
some corny rendition of Va pensiero. She stood.

“Ezio.”

She could see the dust wake chalking the sky
like a bevy of sparrows. She felt a sudden twinge up her neck. She
wasn’t alone now. She whirred about nearly losing her footing on
the hard, marmalade pats. On the verandah’s gentle sweep stood a
young man, a lad of sixteen by his looks. However, Rose knew that
he would be nineteen come September. He averted his eyes to the
dissipating road cloud, and then sniffed.

“Tadzio,” Rose said. “You gave me a start and,
I’ll have you know, that it isn’t wise to surprise this old
stregga when she’s faint from the sun, Christofero
Colombo!”

Tadzio shook his head. He was weeping, the
tears to choking.

Italian men, Rose thought. It’s
always Pagliacci.

She stretched her arms out to cradle her
distraught stepson.
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“Matrigna,” Tadzio blubbered. “He will
never understand. What am I to do?”

Rose kissed Tadzio’s forehead, and then
rumpled his hair. Charmer, she thought, and that thought
brought a tear to her eye. Tadzio was sturdy; fair skinned and had
his mother’s green eyes, rest her soul. His sandy hair was soft to
Rose’s touch. It was ever thus with a woman whose children were
never her own. She raised his chin.

“I’m sure your Papa means well and has your
best interests at heart.”

Tadzio shrugged.

“What good does it do? I will defy him. I am
not a child now.” He broke away from her clutches, and then marched
down the path. Rose was at a loss. She had made a promise not to
interfere with the family’s business. Not to Rafaelo, who let her
spoil the girls as much as she wanted. He even let her spar with
Zia Berenice. However, she had promised herself. This brood was
grown, accustomed to a different feminine hand, a hand that was
removed just three years ago. Rose didn’t seek to replace the
gentle creatura whom Rafaelo ensconced in this Villa long
before he had complimented the Matrigna’s ass at the Summer
Palace in Bei-jing.

Tadzio turned. His eyes pleaded, hoping that
his stepmother, this matrigna, would intervene in his
delicate situation.

“Aiutimi, matrigna, per
favore.”

“How can I help?” Rose countered. She sidled
up to him, the sun forcing her to recap her bonnet. “Your Papa has
plans for each of you. I know he can be as traditional as all
hell.”

“I will love who I choose.”

“Yes,” she said. “You will. You must.” Rose
tapped his shoulder, a love-punch filled with resignation. “That is
your nature, Tadzio. But you must marry with his approval. If your
Papa objects to a match, there’s nothing I can do about
it.”

“Then I shall leave this place. I do not need
his money. He can shove it up his ass.”

Rose cradled him.

“Be careful, Charmer.”

His eyes met hers.

“Che nome è?”

“Ammaliatore,” she replied. She was a
tad embarrassed. “Charmer. You remind me of a dear friend I have
back in the States, who I nicknamed my Charmer. I suppose
you shouldn’t like to be called that now, would you?”

Tadzio grinned, perhaps spying a chink in the
lady scientist’s armor.

“Si, Matrigna. Only nel’
Italiano. Ammaliatore è bene.”

“È bene. Ammaliatore, it
is.”

“And this friend you call Charmer, if
he asked you to make intercession for him, you would do it, would
you not?”

Sly vole, she thought. Of course, she
would. However, Nick was ch’i-t’ang. She watched him grow
from smart-ass to destroyer and every gradient between. The fact
that John Battle would have been as formidable as Rafaelo, she
didn’t doubt.

Talk about men who kept love and
sex as segregated as Oxford, Mississippi.

“My friend and I are . . .” She wanted to say
family. She wasn’t in the mood to say ch’i-t’ang,
although she had told the Tostacaroni enough of the story to get
away with the rest. Rafaelo had been there. So he verified her
every word. “Well, what exactly can I do?”

Tadzio kissed her. He hugged her, and then
stepped away in a twitchy dance. Rose thought he’d break out into a
song next and that she couldn’t bear. She faltered back
toward the verandah. She knew what she could do. The
situation was not beyond hope. Rafaelo was a romantic at
heart. His passione gilded his business core. Affairs of the
heart were never far off, like the pungent lamb aroma that began
now to waft through the Villa — garlic rubbed and folded in bay
leaves. It was the delightful perfume of the Tostacaroni kitchen,
and in that kitchen was the object of Tadzio’s desire and perhaps
even his love. You never knew with these Tostacaroni. Wealth was
privileged. The Tostacaroni lived on it. They drizzled over the
earth and the sun and the olive crop. They studied the receipts and
made investments. After all, how different was the management of
lire e soldi from the management of cypress
dotted hills? How different was the command of mammon from the
command of the heart? Rose was about to find out.

4

“Padrona.”

Ezio towered over them, his ecru slacks
catching the wind on the verandah. His matching blazer harnessed
his white silk shirt like a wimple. A golden display hung from his
neck above a hedge of chest hair. His grin spread beyond his jowls,
encompassing the entire path before him. Jollity — a presence that
commanded plebeian souls to bow in his auspicious light — a product
of these ancient hills. Ever a Borgia. Always a
Sforza and, undoubtedly, a
Tosti-Tostacaroni.

“I wish you’d stop calling me Padrona,
Ezio.”

Ezio shrugged.

“But you are the boss. I have been
about your business day and night. Mi lavoro è per te
esclusavamente, Padrona.” He held a letter above his head.
“La Posta d’America. Da San Francisco. La colomba mangia di mais
soffiato.”

Rose grinned. “Really, the dove has eaten the
popcorn, you say? Is that a contract from my
ex-husband?”

Ezio bowed, the gold collection flying in full
pendulum.

“As you say, signed, sealed and
deliberated.”

“Delivered. Give it here.”

She grasped at the enveloped, but Ezio pulled
it back, laughing. He always played with women, regardless of age
and relationship.

“Stop your malarky. Who’s the boss
here, anyway?”

“Tu è,” he said, and then noticed
Tadzio lingering like a cloud. “Fratellino, perchè più
triste?”

Tadzio shuffled to his brother’s side. Ezio’s
swagger devoured him.

Rose buried herself in the contract, grinning
like a bull headed Regan, having won a good round of
skittles, the lawn now free for a better match.

“This is good, Ezio.” Her eyes plucked the
gold for more information. “And are the relics in motion? Has the
old abbot cooperated?”

“In my hands, they are all mastice . .
. how do you say it, fratellino?”

“Putty,” Tadzio said.

“Ah, per la grazie della scoreggia
Università?” He laughed at his own vulgarity. “Putty. I will
say, il ministro was tougher than il
sarcedotto.”

“Ch’en Hui-ni?” That came as no surprise. Rose
was positive that any arrangements regarding the transport and
display of the Seven Sisters would somehow come with Ch’en
Hui-ni attached. “Will he deliver them himself?”

“No. I believe the escort will be his
grandson.”

Thomas, Rose thought. That was a good
tiding.

As Rose returned her attention to the contract
— a trophy as potent as Caesar’s last will and testament, Va
Pensiero began to blare from Ezio’s pocket. He chattered his
teeth, and then dug his cell phone out through the
pleating.

“Perdona, Padrona,” he said, clapping
the phone open, and then shifting into the verandah’s
shadows.

“No, go ahead. I’m sure it’s more of my
business.”

She heard Tadzio sniffling again. She cast her
eyes along the path toward the arbor, where the family partook of
dinner on fine evenings. It was no surprise that the staff was
laying the table and arranging the flowers. Therefore, it was no
surprise that Tadzio’s heart-song was busy about her duties,
entwining willow branches about the trellis. Rose cradled Tadzio
again.

“Clarissa,” he muttered.

She was a pretty lass, although Rose had seen
prettier in her travels, but she guessed this one combined a buxom
enticement beneath her bodice to compensate for her slight overbite
and classic Roman nose.

Women with such beaks kept the
cosmetic surgeons afloat, as sure as my daddy’s a
dentist.

Although Clarissa was staff — and kitchen
staff at that, it didn’t demean her to the stables. She was the
daughter of a fallen aristocrat — a Silvestri from the Val’ di
Chianti. Her family still owned a few parcels on the other side
of the tracks, as you will, but they didn’t get the harvest out
anymore. Clarissa Silvestri’s papa, although an old school buddy to
Rafaelo, never had a turn at business, or the chops to convert his
limited properties into the extra virgin. He was one of
those lost souls upon the landscape — a novelist, with no
Boccaccian talents; not even a Petrarchan poetic sense. Therefore,
he became a journalist in the worse sense of the word, working for
an obscure pamphlet entitled Il Figaro di Sinestra, which
pumped out communist and socialist verbiage in thinly cloaked
iambic pentameter, which nobody read except the local police
chief and the censorship minister.

Signor Silvestri, whose given name was
Virgilio (how cruel was that), took to drinking vast quantities of
what his ancestral roots grew in plenty, and thus he fell into a
gutter of Val’ di Chianti, until a kind friend came to his
aid and brought him to Fiesole, setting him up in the guest house,
where the gentleman could imbibe under controlled conditions,
writing his rosso literatura without fear of censorship or
publication. To further this charity, Rafaelo brought the entire
Silvestri clan to Villa Tostacaroni, where they picked olives,
harvested grapes and helped about the house . . . con gioia
and gratitude for their noble father’s saintly friend.

“Clarissa,” Tadzio muttered.

“Clarissa,” Ezio said. His cell was collapsed
and returned to those pants that rarely stayed buckled, even in
public. “Povero fratellino.”

Tadzio grimaced. “Io t’amo.”

Ezio grabbed crotch and giggled.

“This is love, brother. Never forget
it.”

“Ezio,” Rose said. “Why would I be surprised
that you have so much regard for me as padrona, yet you
jiggle your balls in my presence and proclaim to your little
brother that sex is the only aspect of love? If you were a foot
shorter, I’d spank your ass.”

Ezio grinned and grabbed his crotch again. “A
foot. That’s about right.” He laughed. “And as for a spank . .
.”

“Oh, go away.”

“I must.” He sighed. “I have a new girlfriend
waiting for me back in La Spezzia. She’s a real hunka, hunka
baby.”

Even Tadzio laughed at that.

“So you mean to jump in your Lamborghini,
chance the odds of killing yourself down these hairpin turns and
splash off to your playboy haunt overlooking the beach?”

Ezio’s eyes were pinned on the distant
Clarissa.

“She’s not for you,
fratellino.”

Tadzio turned. He opened his hands and started
toward Ezio’s shoulders.

“Non toccare. Ell’ è mio.”

Rose interceded. “Now boys.” She caught Tadzio
in the crook of her arm, while Ezio waffled his hands and mimicked
Tadzio silently — Ell’ è mio. Ell’ è mio. “If you’re leaving
Ezio, perhaps now would be a good time.”

“Soon,” he said. “I have some presents for
mi sorelli and even one for you, fratellino . . .
something you might wear when out on the town looking for
real women. The bedding kind, not the wedding
kind.”

Rose snarled. “I appreciate your efforts to
make my enterprise in San Francisco a success, but sometimes, Ezio,
you can be a royal pain in my ass.”

Ezio bowed, the gold collection swaying again.
He sniffed.

“What is that smell?”

He sniffed again.

Rose sniffed. She could only smell the
wonderful aroma of the lamb. She then, more out of instinct than
courtesy, sniffed her armpit.

“I’m sorry if my stinky-pew offends you, but
someone has to tend Campo Culadura.”

“Campo Culadura,” Ezio said. “So it is
there where you labor, Padrona. You know that only onions
will grow there.”

“So you say, but I say
different.”

“And so you soil yourself for the only place
on this hill that defies heaven. As far as the sweat and sua
ascelle — your armpits, that is the aroma of a true Tostacaroni
and never offends the nose.”

Rose stepped toward him.

“You’re just so full of wisdom today, aren’t
you?”

“What I smell,” he said, “is the
lamb.”

“Agnello al forno,” came a deep,
feminine voice from the doorway. “La cuoca è una maestra
quest’ oggi.”

Ezio bowed, this time restraining his bling.
The woman who emerged onto the verandah was formal, blue gowned
with a plunging neckline. Her diamond broach so far outshone the La
Spezzia collection that no one would doubt in a pack of cards who
held the trump.

“Zia.”

“Sister-in-law,” Rose gulped. “Dressed for
dinner already?”

“And you are not,” she said. “Will you be
fasting?”

Rose smirked, and then moved into the
sunlight. Tadzio shaded his eyes, perhaps from the rays dancing on
the marmalade slabs or perhaps from the glare shimmering from Aunt
Berenice’s broach.

“I’ll be there,” Rose said, “mud and all.
Never worry your head about it. When it comes to Cook’s Lamb al
Forno, I’ll eat as hearty as the lowest olive picker on this
plantation.”

“È tu, Ezio,” the regal woman said.
“Restarè per la cena?”

Ezio looked to Rose. “Don’t look at me, you
eager beaver,” she said. “You’re the one who said you couldn’t stay
for dinner. You had some hot business to take care of down the
sloping highway.”

Zia Berenice looped her arm into
Ezio’s.

“I know you must be about my sister-in-law’s
business, nephew, but there is more than il agnello.
Ossibuchi al Pomodoro, e Trote al Frantoio.”

Rose giggled like a flirting
schoolgirl.

“It’ll be the trout that’ll get ‘em, Tadzio.
You’ll see. The quickest way to a man’s cerebellum is up the old
trout’s kazoo.” She managed to raise a churlish tremor from
Berenice, who tightened on Ezio’s arm.

“Si, si, cara zia,” Ezio said.
“Restarò . . . per solamente la cena dopo . . .”

“Eat and run,” Rose declared. “So like a man,
Bernice, eh?” Only Rose knew that this man was more the
have ‘em and leave ‘em type, food being less an incentive
than the kitchy-koo. More breast of chicken than haunch of
lamb.

Ezio bowed again, and then disappeared through
the doorway, calling for his sister, Stefania, the apple of his
eye. Zia Berenice placed her hand across her chest and pointed her
nose to heaven. Her brother’s children had fallen into league with
a scantly civilized American, who sought to sully the family’s
vintage at every press.

“Tadzio,” Rose said. “I shall speak your
father.” She had a new resolve, something that always bubbled when
her sister-in-law appeared on the scene. “Go see what goody your
brother has brought you from the shore.” Probably a box of
condoms, she thought. “I must speak with your Aunt before she
takes out her rosary and starts an exorcism.”

Tadzio kissed her hand, drawing another chest
seizure from Berenice. He scampered up the ramp, past the lady. He
did not kiss her hand. His mind must have been too far gone
to the kitchen to do otherwise.

“Ammaliatore,” Rose called after
him.

He turned, glowering in his aunt’s brisk
disapproval. He blew Rose a kiss, and then drifted through the
portal into il mondo Tostacaroni.


Chapter Two

Before the Stall
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Before Rose could make it to the shower stall
to wash away the evil earth of Campo Culadura, she mucked in
a different soil altogether — the one she promised not to muck
around in. Yet, here before her was the one rock in her marriage
field, as sour as an Etruscan bone yard.

“Bernice,” Rose said, approaching the stately
woman. That approach went unacknowledged. “I know you disapprove of
your brother’s choice of a Yankee wife, but can we at least be
civil in front of the children?”

Zia Berenice snorted. She was quite the
contessa; in fact, her late husband was il conte of
some feoff or other. There wasn’t a wrinkle on her dermatologically
perfect cheek, thanks to the spa and the botox. She held her age
like a pincushion.

“Sister-in-law,” she said. “I have no
objection to my brother’s choice. I do object when she
neglects her espousal obligations.”

Rose chuckled. She wiggled her shoulders as if
limbering for a prizefight.

“Now that’s audacity. What I do in the
bedroom, is none of your beeswax, Principessa.”

“No, no. You mistake me.” Her eyes lit on Rose
like a school marm. “I speak of the children. You are involved with
Ezio, and I think you might have befriended Tadzio, but la
ragazze — the girls. They need attention.” Rose snapped to, but
Berenice raised both hands, palms out. No weapon, eh? “But
rest your mind, sister-in-law. I will chaperone Marla and Carla to
Lago Como this summer. As for Stefania, she will make her
esordio — debut nel’ Firenze this autumn. I shall
assist. You are far too busy with your China
occupation.”

Rose trembled. She hadn’t seen so much nostril
raised to her since the fifth grade lunchroom. It was not to be
borne.

“Listen, you overstuffed tortelloni. I have
made much of my life with that China occupation, as you call it;
and as for la ragazze, I love and adore them. They are fine
young ladies, and they were fine young ladies before I waltzed into
their father’s life a year ago. So don’t go off about me neglecting
some imaginary duty that isn’t mine. Christopher Columbus, you are
a pip.”

The pip word drew a glare. Perhaps
Berenice had never been degraded from the full orange before, but
she moistened her lips, signaling a return volley.

“And don’t wallow in that self sacrificial
bull dunk you’re heaving,” Rose said, cutting the grand dame off at
the lip. “If I were to suddenly find my maternal instincts and tell
you that I would take the girls to Lake Como and trot Stefania out
on the red carpet this fall, you’d have a coronary. So save it,
sister-in-law. And by the way, I have a name too and I’ve been told
that a rose by any other name would be just as sweet.”

A throat cleared and it wasn’t
Berenice’s.

“Rosa,” Rafaelo said. He stood at the portal,
his hat in hand and his lips in pucker. He wore more white than a
dervish, a style that made him appear more portly than he was, but
quite the don of this plantation. “Berenice. Why can’t you be happy
together?” He raised his hands. With all that white, why not
surrender.

“Fratello,” Berenice carped. “Sua
moglie pensiero perchè averete tu mano, ella è
padrona.”

“And that’s another thing,” Rose said. “Don’t
you know it’s rude to speak in a foreign tongue in front of the
second wife? I’m still here, you know.”

“Rosa,” Rafaelo said. He sighed and pushed
beyond Berenice. “My sister, she helps. It is her right to help.”
His eyes darted to the dame. “Forse, she helps too much, but
it is always appreciated.”

Rose opened her mouth to iterate that it was
rarely appreciated, but Rafaelo’s fluttering gesture stopped her
cold. Berenice closed her eyes, and then drew her hand across her
chest as if to cross herself and be saved from this she-devil.
However, it was a half gesture, followed by a foot
stomp.

“Sorella,” Rafaelo warned, mustering
the closest thing he had to a scowl.

Berenice straightened her back and
repositioned her nose — that forty-five degree angle that she
learned in Madama Pietraponti’s finishing school.

“I will see you at dinner, brother; and please
notice that I am speaking English in front of the second wife. I
know my place.”

La Contessa of Some-place-or-other
strode passed her bothersome sister-in-law toward the fountain.
Here she added a regal head-twist that would have made Simone
DeFleurry proud, and then faded in the direction of the
arbor.
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Rafaelo caught Rose about the waist, drawing
her close.

“You’ll ruin your suit,” she protested. She
resisted his searching lips. “I’m as ripe as a rutabaga and twice a
dirty.”

Rafaelo grinned. He managed to plant one kiss
just below the mud smear.

“No, mio tesoro. You can never be such
that I do not desire you.”

“I think desire is a Tostacaroni trait
. . . in spades.”

“We have passion.”

Passion. Be it fraught with mud or over
the pots and pans or waiting in a hotel in La Spezzia, the subject
beckoned Rose like a warbler in a pear tree. She cocked her head.
“Speaking of passion, dearest . . .” She broke into a stage smile,
somewhere between Morning Glory and Bringing Up Baby.
“You wouldn’t be angry if I touched on a small family matter that
somehow doesn’t seem to match the dominoes in my stack?”

“Family matter?”

“Yes.” She waited three beats before
delivering: “Tadzio.”

Rafaelo frowned.

“Has he been fresh? Una poco insegnamento e
com’ è va?”

“No, he’s a perfect gentleman, but . . .” She
took Rafaelo’s hand and drew a heart on his palm. “I was thinking
that his attraction to Clarissa is . . . at least to me . . .
earnest and honest. I have difficulty reconciling how his
attraction is not in league with the Tostacaroni passione.”
She shrugged, watching to see if anything near Vesuvio would
be erupting beneath the white suited knight that still held her
hand. She capped her query with a dim smile, another stage one —
Shavian.

Rafaelo patted her hand.

“Rosa. It is not good to question my judgment
on this matter, but since you are confused, I will tell
you.”

“Please do, darling.” She cocked her head
again. “I’m anxious to hear it. I mean, Ezio beds every wench on
the Riviera and all points in between, and that doesn’t seem
to rustle your whiskers. Yet, Tadzio is a wink away from
amore, and he must curb his appetite.”

“Tadzio can bed who he wants also,” Rafaelo
said. He dropped her hand. “Clarissa is different. She is a
Silvestri. Her father is a dear soul, who has enough of the world’s
trouble at his door. I cannot have mi manelli . . . how do
you say it? Brats . . . break his daughter’s heart. How
would that look nel’ vicino. It would be an unpardonable
advantage on our part. No, no. Tadzio can find other fields to
plow, ma non Clarissa Silvestri.”

Rose’s stage glow turned tragic. Her bull
headed Regan swerved on a course toward Lady
Macbeth.

“I’ve never heard such drivel in my life,
Rafaelo. Not even Rawden Gray could conspire against
womankind like the Tostacaroni.”

“Io non capisco?”

“Capisco this, signor Malatesta.
You have so little regard for women that the horses in your stable
could spear any one of us as long as we’re anonymous cuddle bunnies
— titties and bums and lots of snuggle juggle. But if we are
revealed as the precious people that we are, then the conscience
saddles the horses, the reins pulling hard and without a second
thought. I’ve heard of double standards, but this sets civilization
back a half-century. I’d scarce believe the cradle of the
Renaissance lies just twenty miles down the hill.” She cocked her
ear toward the fountain. “Wait, I think I can hear the Ponte
Vecchio crashing into mother Arno.”

“Rosa,” Rafaelo pleaded. His trepidation had
turned to panic.

“Don’t Rosa me. I’m not easily
assimilated to this seraglio culture, but too late
now.”

She headed for the door.

“’Spetta, we must talk
about this,” he croaked.

“No, I am your sposa vera, good for
una brazza ornamentata and for poking holes in your gosh
darn Campo Culadura. I need a bath. I need to cleanse my
skin with some non-operatic steam.” She trembled. Only the shower
stall loomed in her mental horizon.

“Forse a cena, we can . . .”

“Perhaps,” she said. “And I may not want to
speak about this again. In fact, I know I won’t. The only reason
you’ll see me a tavolo questa sera, is Cook’s Agnello al
Forno. I might be as mad as the Scottish queen, but no one is
too balmy to pass up Cook’s lamb.”

Suddenly, a funny thought welled to her lips.
Her own babble caught her up and she nearly laughed. However, that
would have spoiled the effect, so she stifled it. She twitched like
a partridge, and then spun through the portal to purge her skin of
il Campo Culadura.


Chapter Three

Nel’ Pergolato
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Fresh washed and begowned, Rose embraced the
pylon. Her eyes swept over the valley where the suburbs of great
Firenze paved the landscape, the sun peeking on a sliver of the
Arno, but just. The distant cupola of Santa Maria del Maggiore
slept under the dots of pigeon wings. The gray shadow of Giotto’s
tower rang the Angelis. Rose smiled. She couldn’t see the
detail of green and white marble filigree that gathered pilgrims to
these landmarks, but they eased her heart nonetheless — eased her
from her cauldron of immoveable opinion. Perhaps the good steam and
spray had released her from that midden. Perhaps the caress of the
arbor’s shadow augmented it. She hugged the pylon, shaking the
latticed grapevine awning that laced above her.

The terrace was the heart of the Villa,
jutting from the hillside like a patrician’s jaw, or a ship’s prow
in a forward gale. This was Il Pergolato — the arbor
overlooking the world Tostacaroni; and Rose was a
Tostacaroni now. No doubt there. She watched as the family
gathered for dinner.

They’re so full of life, she
thought.

The girls swept through the oaken archway
shepherded like swans by Zia Berenice. Their aunt observed their
deportment, because, although giggling young ladies were
permissible, there were boundaries to be observed, and Stefania was
nearing that unspoken border. She was boasting about her gift from
Ezio — a scant thread of swimwear, which she quickly modeled before
donning her cottony lavender dinner frock. She was in full blossom
and Ezio thought this new acquisition would help her magnetize the
local farm boys, who would peep when she sunbathed on the deck in
the lower vineyard. Many a yokel would test the limits of balance
on the top rung. Zia Berenice had expressed her disapproval of Ezio
premature gift. Stefania was only sixteen and not yet presented in
the loggia. Of course, her two older sisters never now
bothered with a halter thread, their nipples winking to the sky
from the lower vineyard. Still Marla and Carla fussed over
Stefania’s naïve enthusiasm. Babies grow up and forsake their
pinafores, but older sisters never forsake their niptail
kindred.

Marla was the eldest and cut from Berenice’s
bolt. She guided herself around the table both observing the
properness of the settings and her Aunt’s observations. These
ladies were linked like marionette and puppeteer, but somehow Rose
preferred Marla’s lustrous manner to Berenice’s funereal pall. The
beauty of this bevy was Carla, with porcelain skin and raven hair,
her archer’s lips tempered by her natural intelligence and poise.
She found her place, flounced her skirts around the chair, and then
cocked her head between Stefania’s chatter and Berenice’s
scowl.

Perhaps I am a selfish bitch, Rose
thought. She had always wanted a family. The major bone of
contention with Rowden was her unwillingness to subject herself to
the term of gestation required to produce un bambino, but
that didn’t make her unique. That just sowed the seeds of war
between them. Now she had an instant family, right out of the
box, and what was she doing? She was scurrying back to the
States to play with a different bevy of sisters. Perhaps she
ought to spend some time on Lake Como with the proper Marla and the
spacious Carla. Perhaps Stefania could use a mother on the
sidelines at the debutante ball instead of a dragon
aunt.

The men sauntered onto the scene, like a male
chorus from an opera buffa, each engrossed in their own
distraction — Tadzio straining to view Clarissa as she folded
napkins, Ezio on his cell phone babbling to his new squeeze (in
English, yet), and Rafaelo, lost in the pinch of his wife’s
shrewish outburst. It was a silly contrast, the ladies gushing and
the men in mooncalf, overlade by a stern patrician Aunt and an
aloof American matrigna.

Rose sucked the air — air laced with a blend
of the approaching lamb and the rosal garner from the girl’s
dressing tables — pomander, orange blossom and lilac.

I’ll try to be better, she thought. She
had a voracious appetite, not for teenage banter or house protocol,
but for what she knew would be the best damn meal of the season. As
she approached her place at the table, she expected Rafaelo to jump
up and pull out the chair — a near Pavlovian expectation. However,
he didn’t stir.

So that’s how it’s going to
be.

Ezio did the honors. Rose fluttered a thank
you, and then glared at Rafaelo, who shrugged.

So that’s how it’s going to
be.
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Enter — the lamb. Even Rafaelo
brightened. The staff, in their gray and white presentation best,
swept through the arches and delivered the repast. They were
preceded by the aroma of the hills, the embodiment of Fiesole en
plate. Crostini di Polenta, deep fried and golden, as
crispy as the Bacconcini di Carciofi — baby artichokes,
rising in a pyramid above a red and green riotous bowl. Flat
vessels of antipasto skirted cups of Minestra di
Castagne, the chestnut soup of the region, which played fine
with Rose’s conception of brewed magic.

For Carla, the green nests — Nidi di
Erbucce, with their ivory eggy-cheesy eyes peeping like pearls
in an oyster, was a superior choice than the heaps of rabe and
salami julienne. Marla was partial to the Frissoglia — green
beans and zucchini flowers, their zesty, pungent song calling her
appetite to zenith. Stefania could have skipped the main dishes and
gone to the Budinine Risso — sweet and rice-pasty and
loaded with cinnamon. To her, there was no rule that dictated a
pecking order. Starting with dessert was just as happy as ending
with the Chestnut soup.

The platters came. The aromas enticed. The
staff set their own places at two adjacent tables, while Cook and
two honored assistants of the day wheeled in the Agnello al
Forno. It was soaked in the gravy of the gods — a thick garlic
and bay concoction that blended the house wines in careful
proportions. The slices were slightly pink and resonated to their
appreciative audience, far beyond the precipice of il
Pergolato, rivaling the distant silhouettes of Giotto and
Donatello’s creations. And for those who found the lamb a heavy
dose, there were the veal shanks — Ossibuchi al Pomodoro,
and the grilled trout — Trote al Frantoio, kissed beyond its
woody texture by the Parpardella al Cunghale, a song of wild
mushrooms and pasta drenched in boar sauce and juniper berries.
Ezio applauded, his eyes as wide as the fish. Tadzio scanned across
the plating to another pair of eyes, these alive and not piscine.
He then glanced at his matrigna. Help us, they said.
Can’t you see we are desperate? And this drove some steel
back into Rose’s waning fire.

Rafaelo stood and spread his arms over il
tavolo.

“Caro famiglia.” He glanced toward
Rose. “Let us not forget to thank gran Dio nel’ cielo for
this bounty e una gran felicità della cuoca.”
His eyes danced to the cook, who stood for some gentle applause.
Rafaelo raised his hands again: “Padre nostro, benedire questo
bon repasto come farsi il segno della croce, Amen.” All present
followed his course with il segno della croce, echoing the
hallowed Amen.

Silence prevailed. A solitary hawk cawed
requiem for the lamb. Then Ezio raised his panetone in one
hand and his cell phone in the other.

“Mangia,” he cawed. “I have a date in
La Spezzia.” He winked at Tadzio. “More business for la
Padrona.”

Rose preened. She didn’t mind being called
la padrona now. Berenice’s glare soured the wine.
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For Rose, this table world was bifurcated — to
her left, a thunder of feasting chatter; to her right, a beautiful
panorama and a silent husband, who ate sparingly as if meting out
guilt over the bay leaves — a sacrificial lamb, if you will. Even
the delicate taste of the crisp, gray meat didn’t appease Rose’s
anxiety. A sip of wine helped, but the sonorous babble of Stefania
stole the moment. Rose thought she heard a phrase she knew too
well. Per favore, Matrigna. Raccontare la storia di giada
gufo.

“La giada gufo,” Rose echoed, her voice
a tremolo. “Why would you want to hear about the Jade Owl
again?”

“We love to hear it,” Stefania
bubbled.

“Si, Matrigna. We love it,” Marla
underscored.

Carla shook her head, an encouraging sign, but
Berenice wore a frown larger than her diamond broach — less
adorning.

Rose lifted her wineglass, inspecting its
crimson opacity.

“I’ve told you all about that pesky relic, at
least what I thought you’d believe.”

“Fadonia,” Berenice chirped. “Nonsense.
That tale is from Æsop. You are not children now.”

“Sorella,” Rafaelo said, his tone stern
and unbrotherly. “I have witnessed this tale, and it is not one for
children. If Rosa wants to say more of this, she can do as she
pleases.”

Rose caught Rafaelo’s gloom in her glass. It
was unusual. Retrospection peppered with apathy. She set the goblet
beside the remnants of trout and caught Ezio’s attention. (Tadzio
was still lost to the far-table). Ezio had cocked his ear as if the
tale was another course served and a better one than il
trotte.

“I’ll tell you what I’ll do,” Rose said. “I’ll
tell you about the first time I heard about la giada gufo.
How’s that?”

Stefania clapped. Marla beamed. Carla bobbed
her head. Berenice snorted. Majority rules, and even if it
didn’t, the joy of annoying her sister-in-law would delight Rose
just fine. Rafaelo touched his napkin to the corners of his mouth
and Rose began.

“It was when I attended Old Pew.”

“Old Pew?” Ezio asked.

“Columbia University. Our nickname for it, and
not the nicest entitlement we could bestow, but it wasn’t the
nicest place to bestow it. It was a hard grind. In fact, the oldest
of the Old China Hands — Professor Tholjaggerstein, a rugged Swede
of many monographs, ruled the East Asian History department with
the regularity of a laxative in your morning juice. I remember.”
Rose’s eyes faded to some distance memory. “I remember when we came
into his class. He strutted to the podium, opened his lecture book
and began. It was nonstop lecture. And you needed to capture every
word of it, because any word of it might show up on a test. I often
wondered whether it would have been easier if I had one of those
new fangled tape machines instead of a humongous loose-leaf
notebook and writer’s cramp. But the man was a genius and a hard
headed Scandinavian slave driver.” She chuckled at the thought. “I
remember he would say at the end of each lecture: Ladies and
Gentleman, if you hev any AdmiNIStrative busyness for me, pleaz
chjeck the Bullyeteen bjoard for mein hours to make an
appointmint.” She chuckled again. “They were hard asses, they
were. But I guess they had to be to produce such quality stock as
myself.” She nodded and raised her glass to the girl’s amusement.
“They were all hard, except one . . . a man who was gentle,
handsome and most engaging, although he could ravel away into some
strange places. His name was Professor John Mansfield Battle and he
. . .” She gazed at Rafaelo. “I guess it all began there, it did. I
guess, he was the man of the hour . . . the China Hand of choice.
The one who knew la giada gufo, and the one that . .
.”
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It was a time of discontent — war protests,
bra burnings, civil upheavals, where the great looked to heaven for
guidance and heaven seemed to have changed its address. To be a
student in these times was both exciting and a challenge. To swim
in the academic lake at Columbia University was to cast a shadow on
the dangers of the adjacent Morningside Heights. The castle of
intellect was a bastion south of Harlem and north of reality — a
rarified cuttlefish in murky waters. Its cereal bowl dome made it
noble. Its corseted regulation glorified it with a sacred charge —
to matriculate and articulate the world’s finest specialists so
they might infiltrate society with the secrets imploded to the
arcane depths of insignificance. Still, someplace had to do it and
so — Old Pew.

Rose found everything about Kent Hall
fascinating — its parochial façade, its airy lecture halls and its
several miles of East Asian library shelving. Just the aroma of the
old musty place raised gooseflesh. The creaking echoed underfoot as
she strode beside the display cases that harkened some of the
oldest dibs in the reliquary — oracle bones with scapulamancy’s
witchy-woo scratches asking the eternal questions that
brooked no answer. Will my radish crop thrive in the South
field? Will my eldest sire a son? Will the comets fall to earth
again?

Rose winked at the oracle bones. She would
have loved to feel their rich texture under her chew-nailed
fingers, but if she lingered, she would be late for her favorite
course — The Reconstitution of Imperial China: The T’ang-Sung
Renaissance. She sighed. You mustn’t keep a Renaissance
waiting. She inhaled the wonderful scent of decay and headed
for the stairwell.

The lecture hall was spacious, but shallow — a
two-step affair littered with moveable oak chairs, the old kind,
with writing wings on their right arms. Rose spotted her
seat, in the back by the window. Vacant. It didn’t have her
name on it, nor was there any assigned seating, but this was the
only chair with the writing wing on the left side. She may not have
been the only southpaw in the class, but she was the only one
sensible enough to land the southpaw chair. Being late was not an
option. Being late might mean side saddling a right-handed
seat.

There was a cool breeze blowing in off
110th Street. As she opened her loose-leaf, the papers
rattled and she thought to close the window, but another student
came to her aid, popping it shut.

Funny, I don’t remember him, she
thought, although he was vaguely familiar. The man smiled at her.
He’s flirting. Behave yourself Rose. He winked, and then
returned to a seat at the far end of the hall. He disappeared
behind a dozen heads that bobbed over loose-leaf pages, a sea of
this year’s sinological crop. Behave yourself.

Rose smoothed a fresh narrow-lined sheet
between the punch holes. She scrawled today’s date and the word
Topic: ?? The right door (of two) opened, the hinges singing
for some oil, and under the lintel stood the man —
diminutive, but focused, his black hair tinged with the first wisps
of winter. He mustered a grin that underscored his blue saucer
eyes.

“Good afternoon, my young prod and pokers,” he
said, and then shuffled to the podium.
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“Today we shall dine upon pearls,” John Battle
said. He opened his notebook scanning his outline. Rose drilled her
stylus to Topic: ?? and scrawled Pearls? The
professor rubbed his hands together, mantis-like, and then gazed
across the many enthralled faces along the two steps. “And when
dining on pearls in China, there can be only one thing on the
plate. Water.”

John Battle stepped away from the podium and
was free of all notes. Rose scratched out Pearls? and
replaced it with the Chinese character for water —
shui. She let the ? stand. No sense of chancing
surety on a liquid subject.

“The key to Chinese civilization is the
control and containment of water.” John Battle began a regulated
march across the room — to and fro, as smart as any Captain
Spaulding. “Whoever dammed the rivers, ruled the people. Dam it up.
Mete it out. Make things green. Shift the river’s course. Heroes
all, who did it. That is why the key to the reunification of China
under the Sui Dynasty was dependant on the construction of a
unified canal system, which we now call the Grand Canal, linking
the Huang Ho and the Chang-jiang valleys into a green harmony. When
the Sui masters were overthrown by that passel of generals that
founded the T’ang Dynasty, they inherited a stability that would
last three hundred years and beyond.” He tapped his finger to his
nose. “Now the rich grains of the South could be levied for the
hungry bellies of the North.”

Rose wrote furiously, as did the others. Every
hand was moving and Rose thought that the only pearls to be had
were those dripping from John Battle’s maw. The professor continued
his luscious lecture describing the details of the Grand Canal’s
construction. He referenced Needham’s Chinese Science,
referring to the cross sectioned schematics of structural
engineering. He sang the virtues of the great towns that blossomed
along the canal banks — Hang-chou, Yang-chou, Su-chou, P’ien-fu and
K’ai-feng. Oh, what wonders, Rose thought as she listened as
each place was described from the first hand accounts of the
digs.

“But,” John Battle said, his eyes dancing to
the brightness from 110th Street. Rose swore he beckoned
her with those royal blue orbs. “This is the stuff of prod and
pokers.” Prod and pokers, Rose thought. What in Lucifer’s
name is the man talking about. “I would venture to tell you
about the Pearl. It was the Pearl that stands as a
symbol for China’s intense concern for water and the lack
thereof.”

He clasped his hands. His eyes shifted away
from Rose and then rested on the opposite side of the room, on the
young man who had closed the window. John Battle winked.

“You see, there once was a Princess in the
days before the Imperial period, who sought out the dragon in his
pool at Yang-shuo in the misty mountains near Gui-lin. She was
called, woman, and she stole upon the dragon as he slept,
guarding the one great treasure he prized — a pearl.” John Battle
cupped his hands staring at the space between as if that very pearl
would appear. “She stole it.” His eyes dimmed. “It was not hers to
possess.”

Professor Battle swayed as he stared at the
invisible pearl. His eyes sagged. He moistened his lips. Rose
thought the man was going to pass right out before their very
eyes. She noticed that the window-shutter leaned forward in his
seat as if to catch John Battle, should he fall, but he didn’t
fall. He just stuttered.

“We must find it,” John Battle said. “It has
an inner splendor like no other relic. Believe me, we must follow
and take up the trail.”

A murmur susurrated through the room.
What’s he saying? What relic?

“The first warrant,” he said. “It
ignites a process that brings the comets back to earth. We must
find it. We must take charge of it.” He gazed at the young man, who
sat forward in his seat. “The Jade Owl must be cornered and settled
before it brings the comets back to earth.”

Heads twisted. Gossip now. The old man’s
been out in the sun too long. Too many digs? Too much time among
the ruins?

The window-shutter came to his aid. He
strutted to the podium and clasped John Battle’s hands shut, and
then turned to the class.

“What Professor Battle means is that the
dragon symbolizes water and as long as it seeks the stolen
pearl, the rains will come. As for the Jade Owl . . .” The young
man paused. “That’s another legend, for another lecture. I think
that will be all for today.”

Rose agreed. It was enough.
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The classroom emptied, but Rose lingered. It
was her habit to review her notes and, if she needed any
clarification, to accost the professor immediately. She had written
ten pages, complete with diagrams, but then the notes blanched to
fragments. Princess. Her name was woman?? Big pearl . . . egg
size?? Lost relic . . . COMETS RETURNED TO EARTH ???????
Finally, written in crisped, left-cocked print THE JADE
OWL.

John Battle sat in the front row, still glazed
over. Rose gathered her kit and sauntered to a position not quite
within his purview. His assistant — the window-shutter, patted his
shoulder.

“JB,” he said. “I think you need a few days
off.”

“Nonsense, RG. I need to shed myself of the
classroom. I need to get my ass back to San Francisco and look for
that fucking bird.” He spied Rose. “Excuse me, Miss . .
.”

“Miss Whitaker. Don’t mind me. I just had a
few . . .”

“I don’t think this is the time, Miss
Whitaker,” RG said.

“Rose. Call me Rose.”

The young man smiled and continued patting his
mentor’s shoulder.

“Rowden.”

“Rawden. How unique. I don’t think I’ve
ever met a Rawden before.”

John Battle stood. He took Rose’s hand. She
felt his palm, soft despite the years of digging. It was
electric.

“You want to know about the Jade Owl,” he
said. He drew her to a seat beside him. “Don’t listen to RG. His
interest in the Jade Owl is not what it should be. I want him to
ply his studies into the deepest secrets of the T’ang and to get
his ass on the next plane to China and help me find it.” His eyes
grew bright. Rose could sense his urgency to find this . . .
whatever it was. “But . . . his interest is not what it should
be.”

He fell silent. Rowden touched Rose’s
shoulder.

“Miss . . . Rose. The Jade Owl is a missing
relic that Professor Battle found in Gui-lin.”

“It found me, I say. It found me. It holds the
secret, it does.” He drifted to muttering again. Damned if Rose
could make sense of it.

Rowden sat beside her. He
whispered.

“Genius has its price.”

“This Jade Owl,” she said. “Have you seen
it?”

“No one has.”

“And it disappeared?”

“Stolen . . . I believe, but . . .” His
whisper became even fainter: “It may not have existed at
all.”

Rose blinked. She looked askance at John
Battle, whose lips twitched. Delusional? she thought.
Well good luck with that.

Rowden stood. He gathered the professor’s
outline and books.

“JB?”

John Battle clicked his tongue, and then
stood.

“Glad to make your acquaintance, Miss
Whitaker. I hope you are enjoying the course like a good prod and
poker.”

“Prod and poker?”

He smiled. He sang:

 


We prod and poke,

Like honest folk;

We rarely smoke

And never joke,

When we the fires

Of science stoke.

Yahoo!

 


“Yahoo,” Rowden echoed. He cracked his
knuckles.

“Prod and poke,” Rose said, a flutter of
Yankee Doodle seeping into her eyes. “I like that. I
think I shall adopt that one as my anthem, as sure as my daddy is a
dentist.”

John Battle bowed to her, and then tapped his
finger to his nose.

“Just remember, there’s only one verse and no
chorus. We just repeat it over and over again until our warrants
are fulfilled.” He kissed her hand. 

Charmer, she thought.

Rose watched as this dear man regained his
short height and mounted the threshold, his assistant trailing with
the books. Suddenly, the assistant turned.

“Miss . . . Rose. Would you like to get
together for . . . for . . .”

“For a ruby phosphate and a streusel? I’d like
that.”

“We could trip the light fantastic,” he said.
“Or at least discuss the disunion of the Northern Sung Dynasty.” He
winked.

“It’s a date.”

And that’s the first time Rose had ever heard
of the Jade Owl . . . as sure as her daddy was a
dentist.


Chapter Four

La Giada Gufo

1

“And that was the first time I had heard of
la giada gufo, as sure as . . .” She hesitated.

It was too quiet. She heard Ezio’s voice in
the distance, parlando nel’ anglese on his cell phone to
whatever bimbo awaited him in La Spezzia. She heard Marla and
Carla’s crinolines rustling through the arches. Stefania sat
attentive, but Zia Berenice snored. Tadzio had also departed, but
so had Clarissa.

“Well, that’s that,” Rose said.

“Grazie, matrigna,” Stefania said. She
poked at the rice pudding, and then joined her sisters’ evening
stroll.

“I guess they wanted to hear the spooky
stuff,” Rose said to Rafaelo, but he had also flown the coup. Rose
sighed. “I must be losing my charm.” She knew in which direction
her hubby had gone. She could follow his cheroot aroma.

I’m a ninny, she thought. Why would
he stay and listen to my first meeting with Rawden? Insensitive
me.

The chalice was empty. Plates clean. The moon
was in the blue slate sky, the first stars winking through the
grapevines. The staff cleared the table. Clatter. Rose heard
Berenice’s lady buzz, brought on, no doubt, by a combination of
veal, lamb and disinterest.

“Padrona.” Ezio had stolen back to the
table unnoticed. He stood as erect as the pylons. “I must take my
leave. Soon we shall be in San Francisco. Sta
bene?”

“Sta bene.” Rose presented her hand for
kissing. “Have you seen your Papa?”

“Si. Lui fuma di fianco a la fontana.”
He kissed her hand.

“Sta bene,” she said. “Drive carefully.
These roads are treacherous and the moon . . .” She gazed at the
full moon as it vied for attention, the heavens not pitch enough
for a proper setting. “Just be careful.”

Ezio rubbed his palms. He swept away through
the arches, catching Stefania about the waist; tenuously, but
brotherly.

Rose watched the sleeping dragon at the far
end. She didn’t want to be here when her sister-in-law awoke. Guilt
tugged beneath Rose’s bodice as she stared at Rafaelo’s vacant
place.

I guess I’ll need to search him out and
make amends. She knew the imperative. She knew it
well.
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Rose found Rafaelo smoking beside the
fountain, precisely as Ezio had described — lui fuma di fianco a
la fontana. The moon rose higher above the hedges and the
fountain’s gurgle was a fine aperitif. The breeze sprayed
her with night foam, better than any Cardinal’s
benediction.

Rose sidled beside him, sitting on the basin’s
lip. He acknowledged her.

Grunt.

His nerves were frayed, she supposed. Could
she trump his interest in the cheroot? There was no way to avoid
it. She needed to find the path to discourse, so she sealioned her
neck and twittered.

“What a beautiful night, mio tesoro.
Such evenings bring me to the pinnacle of joy.”

Rafaelo grunted again. He rolled the cheroot
between his thumb and its companion fingers. Rose detected a
Harrumph, but any sign above a grunt was favorable, è
vero?

“That was a delightful meal, don’t you think?
Cook’s lamb and the evening breeze. What have I done to deserve
such happiness?” She shrugged, surcharging his silence with a great
rasping sigh.

“Happiness,” he said. Ah, we’re
speaking. “Happiness even with me, un mostro — nel
Tostacaroni seraglio?”

Rose petted his shoulder.

“I never said that you were a monster; and I
never referred to this wonderful Villa as a harem. I would never
even think it.” But she had. Selective memory?

“No? I must have misunderstood your plain
speaking, when you said you could not assimilate the
seraglio culture.”

“Did I? I certainly didn’t mean it. Perhaps, I
misspoke.”

“Perhaps.”

“Definitely, I misspoke. I would never say
anything to hurt you, Rafaelo. You know I can be a bit capricious.
You’ve heard me rattle on before. Why not catalog it as a quirk?
You shouldn’t give it a second thought.”

Rafaelo adjusted his hat. His eyes scanned his
wife, perhaps looking for that dash in time when he could slip in
his own comment.

“Perhaps,” he said. “Still, you saw fit to
relate to the family your first meeting with Rowden Gray.” The
cheroot glowed brightly. “With so many interesting details to tell
about la giada gufo, you chose that instance. I do not think
it was a casual decision for you to recount this. No, no, Rosa.
Quella storia was not for Stefania. It was for me. È
vero?”

Rose pouted.

“I am sorry for that.” She rubbed his
arm. “Perhaps I was sore at you for the silent treatment. You must
give me that. I am a woman, after all. I don’t respond well to
utter silence.” He dropped the cheroot, extinguishing it on the
marmalade pat. “Rafaelo, I am truly sorry to have offended
you.”

“Sinceramente?”

“I am always sincere, my dear man. I would
never intentionally hurt you. You must believe that.” Her rubbing
became a massage. “And I have stayed out of the family business to
this point, and I promise you, I will stay out of it forever
more.”

He kissed her full lipped and long. She tasted
lamb and trout and wine, all blessed by the tobacconist and then,
she melted into his arms. He rocked her in time to the water jets.
He swept his hand back into the basin, brushing a spill upon his
forehead.

“I am not always happy, you know,” he said. “I
have a business to run and it is not always fine and dandy. And my
family always needs attending.” He squeezed Rose, and then peered
into her eyes. “I do desire that you get along better with
mia Sorella.”

“I will try. Bernice is so formal.”

“As befitting her station. I can be formal
also. I know you think I am too liberal with Ezio and too harsh
with Tadzio, but honor and sincerity guides me to always protect
the Silvestri as if they were blood family.” He stood and faced the
ever-rising moon. “I know that Tadzio has crept to Clarissa’s
skirts. He is there now. I could breathe fire on them, but it would
not solve the issue. So, they will defy me in the shadows and I
will look the other way, but when they defy me in the sunlight, I
will need to be un bastardo.”

“No, no,” Rose said. She kissed his cheek.
“There must be a way. After all, they are beyond the sandbox. I
fear they may have pledged more than their bodies.” Rafaelo glared.
“But . . . I promised not to interfere . . . although.” Her eyes
drew starlight. “I could offer a suggestion — you know, an
outsider’s perception of things.”

“You are not an outsider.”

“I am to some extent, but I
promised.”

“No, no. Favella.”

Rose smacked her lips, coming close to his
ear.

“Perhaps a logical compromise could be
considered.”

“Compromiso?”

A night bird sang in the Cypress
grove.

“Yes. I think Tadzio needs to see more of the
world.”

“He will return to the University. That is
world enough for now.”

“Perhaps, but I think it’s too close to home.
Much too close. I think he should come to America . . . with me and
his elder brother.”

“America?”

“To San Francisco, where he can strut his
stuff under my keen eye.”

Rafaelo grunted — a jolly grunt.

“San Francisco, you say. Away from here and
from . . . but I do not think he would consent to go. He is no
longer in the sandbox, as you say.”

Rose tugged. “Oh, he’ll go. That’s the
compromiso. Your compromiso. You tell him that if
he’s still in love with Clarissa when he returns — and she with
him, you’ll consent to their marriage.”

“Will I?” Rafaelo frowned. A trick? His
eyes marshaled left, and then right.

“Just a suggestion, dear, but it’s a time
honored test of endurance for young lovers. As old as the
Apennini. A compromise, and yet one with honor. Nobility.
Why, it’s downright Age of Innocence.”

Rafaelo considered. His cheeks puckered as his
pendulum mind swayed like una barca on a sea of reason. Rose
knew how to churn waves.

“Si,” he croaked. “If Tadzio agrees to
go with you to San Francisco . . . to be parted with Clarissa
Silvestri; if he still wants her when he returns, I will make this
compromise.”

Rose kissed him.

“You’ll not regret this.”

Trionfo, and one deserving a hug also.
After all, Rose not only managed to fulfill her matrignal
duties, but she also managed to upset Berenice’s dainty house of
cards. This compromise would not please la Principessa, and
that pleased Rose just fine.

Suddenly, Rafaelo broke off the hug. He moved
back toward the fountain, shaking his head as if a bee had made an
unexpected buzz in his ear.

“I hear it again,” he said. He batted his
ears. “The voice is here again.”

Rose focused. She could hear it also — a sharp
hum which carried words, or something posing as words, susurrating
across the hedges from . . . Il Campo Culadura.

“What business is this?” she
proclaimed.

“Lucciole,” Rafaelo
stammered.

Rose craned her neck over the hedge. Rafaelo
grimaced. Lucciole — fireflies. Rose spotted the glow also,
and although it could have been a swarm of fireflies coming for a
night feed, she knew better.
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Around the hedge and on the path, passed the
terracotta margins, Rose strutted as fast as high heels could
manage — Rafaelo in tow. The barren bone yard was treacherous in
the moonlight. Rose stumbled on the first bit of tangle she
encountered. Rafaelo steadied her.

“Gran Dio,” he said. “What has happened
here? The voices, I hear them — I see them, sì è quell’
possibile. Rosa, this is your jiardina scarpata — Campo
Culadura. What have you sown here?”

Rose trembled before the distant patch of tall
flowers that shimmered with a green luster. It was a heartless
thing to betray her so, but she couldn’t argue with the
betrayal.

“I shall tend to it, mio tesoro, as
sure as my daddy is . . .”

“La Giada Gufo,” Rafaelo said. “I know
these voices — questi sussuri. They come in the night and
stalk me. They warn me of un nuovo mandato.” He grasped
Rose’s arm. His breath hitched.

“It’s the phosphorus,” she said, although she
knew that no fertilizer could susurrate through the Asters and give
warning of un nuovo mandato — a new warrant. “I used a
special additive. How else do you think this garden grows something
other than onions?”

Rafaelo held her close.

“This ground is cursed. It has always been so
and will always be so.”

“No ha paura,” she said, patting his
hand. “I will rectify this now. All it needs is a few rakes and
some water; and I’m sure it will calm down.”

She trembled with him. She hadn’t convinced
herself, so somehow any chance of steering Rafaelo clear of the
truth seemed beyond awkward. He knew his land, the fecund soil that
sprouted trees as straight as Popsicle’s and orchards as gnarled as
witch’s brooms. He knew where the vines would take root and where
they would not. The malediction that bathed il Campo
Culadura had been marked by the ancients. No amount of fancy
fertilizer could resuscitate it.

Rafaelo shook his head, and then retreated to
the paving stones.

“This ground is cursed. It is forever thus.
Maladizione. Maladizione.”

He fled to the verandah, leaving Rose to face
the demons.
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Shoes shucked, Rose crept across the broken
ground, the low fence of tall flowers calling her through the
night.

“I’ll fix you,” she said.

Her fingers griped the spade handle. She swung
it across her chest at inspection arms. All the while, the voices
sang, just as Rafaelo described them — sussuri, whispers
telling of some strange warrant in an unknown tongue, but Rose
somehow understood it. She knew why too. She was the Seer
and that power had never fled her. It continued to curse her
existence even on this pristine hill and on this cursed ground. Her
Seer eyes saw a conflagration of souls inside the zone of
asters and dahlias and roses. Rafaelo was right. This was a bone
yard and her dose of fertilizer raised those ancient haunts from
their pre-Romantic graves.

I’ll dig it up and sow it somewhere
else, she thought.

She should have used some sense, if sense
guided such things as ch’i and communion with dead souls.
Rose raised the spade high.

“I’ll fix you, I will.”

She reached the flowerbed’s hemline. The
plants were lit with eerie clarity and, with the moon’s help, Rose
could discern every petal in each bloom.

Rafaelo was right to think of
fireflies.

The ground nested thick with shimmering
jewels. She could feel the hum in her toes. She smelled onions —
ancient, rotting onions.

I’ll fix you now.

The spade began its downward pitch, but never
touched the ground. Rose froze. Her eyes darted from blossom to
blossom. There were faces on each bloom, pitiful faces, with
pouting lips that spoke. She let the spade fly, and then rested her
palms atop the asters, listening with her hands while the flowers
told her stories and legends of long gone lives. She spun, her
heart pounding in a ghastly rhythm. Would it burst with terror?
With happiness? Agony? Rage? Despair? Then the voices united, a
conspiracy calling her away from this hill, to another hill across
the sea, where the widow K’uan lay dead and a new warrant
unfurled.

Rose knelt, the fireflies spoiling her
cerulean frock. She was the Seer and knew what was
happening. She shook her fists to her freckles. She wept as she
listened. She wept as she heard.

“I hear you, Charmer,” she wailed. “I will
keep your council, now that I know what you’re about. My poor boy.
My poor, poor boy.”

She fell to the dazzling green blanket,
griping the soil Culadura in her fists. As she cried herself
to sleep, the fireflies dimmed. The flowers became mere flowers,
and the Etruscan ancestors retreated to their quiet dust. Many
signs may come from heaven and many from the sea, but when the
earth speaks, the listener cries for sleep. It is the law of the
hills and is forever thus.


Chapter Five

La Spezzia

The morning sun shone fine on Ezio’s bare ass
as he leaned over the balcony rail to greet the turquoise sea. La
Spezzia draped up the palisades like an ancient amphitheater — one
dotted with pineapple shaped palm trees and red terracotta roofs.
The golden strand was widest here, hosting the early sandpipers and
sunbathers. The breeze wisped through Ezio’s fine chest hairs and
arm bristles, seeking his waist and groin and, in time, the cleft
of that ass that reflected in the room’s sliding door. Beyond and
inside, the sheets were tussled in a mound around the sleeping
creatura whose breasts heaved to the four-poster canopy.
However, Ezio gave that no mind now. His eyes shone on new
territory — three topless beauties heaving six plum puddings toward
his grateful eyes.

He stretched, his swimmer form displayed to
any morning peeper — male or female, he didn’t care. He was proud,
flaccid or erect, and if the stolen glances titillated a dirty old
man or a prepubescent kiddy, that was not his concern. They should
count themselves among the fortunate to be within view of his
crotch.

“Ezio,” came a voice from the bed. The mound
stirred, but he ignored it. He was up for another round of bareback
riding, but not until he had sated his interest in the six
shimmering puddings in the sand. He moistened his lips tasting
nipples by the six-pack. He imagined his head buried in the
valleys, although they would need to learn patience as he could
only traverse one valley at a time, although . . .

The thought of mastery made him harder and he
turned to see the mound awaiting him beneath the snowy sheets. He
watched the thaw as the sheets spilled to the carpeting, anointing
his shoes with fresh interest. He grinned.

“Ezio,” she called.

He jogged to the beckon, leaping into her
valleys, accessible and unified; and groping to mount her saddle
with the ease of a sink stopper. She moaned, but not with the
abject gratification that he had expected, but with a testy
Delilah bark. She held back. She pushed him up and off. He
tried again, but she pinned him to the pillow and planted her lips
just south of his nose.

“You’re a machine,” she said. “Who needs an
appliance with you around?”

“I am always hungry for it.” He tried to bite
her nose, but she latched her hand on his groin and pressed hard.
“No, no. Be careful. I do not want to . . . oh.”

Too late. The machine was unplugged and the
woman laughed.

“Settle down, boy. Settle down.”

“Cagna.”

She laughed.

“Spill in aisles three,” she cawed, and then
rolled over to her side, while he grappled for the sheets, finally
needing a reason to cover up. The memory of the six-pack of
puddings flattened like the turquoise waves upon the
shore.

“Consuela,” he said. “Why did you do that? I
hate a cock-tease.”

“I didn’t tease you last night,” Connie said.
“In fact, three times is nothing to beat yourself up over. You’re
just a bit enthusiastic in the morning.”

Ezio punched the mattress.

“I’ll show you. Wait five minutes and the mast
will hold a sail again and you’ll need a big dog to chase me
away.”

Connie Wilson roared, and then growled. They
both laughed.

“You can tickle my fancy as much as you want
as long as you remember the drill.”

“Small price,” he said. “Information is pocket
change for your charms.”

A storm petrel cried over the ocean’s
spume.

“Just information. That’s all I need. Your new
American mother’s exhibition has great interest for my friends.
They are Chinese hobbyists and any little advantage you could
provide, like seeing these relics up close and personal, would be
well deserving of what I give you . . . up close and
personal.”

“Small price for such wonders,” he said. “And
as for the other matter . . .”

Connie raised her head on a right triangle of
palm and elbow. Her eyes sparkled, her auburn hair framing her
puckering lips.

“Does she have it?”

“I think so.”

“Think?”

Ezio hesitated. He saw the lovely bones that
would be his again in five minutes. What he couldn’t see was the
trial of the past; his father paying a limousine driver in
Shang-hai to deliver his felonious passengers to the Embassy; to
the authorities. He couldn’t see Connie’s hatred for the
Tostacaroni; the great joy she’d derive in taloning the family and
feeding it to the sharks. No, Ezio was easy prey, unlike the other.
He was picked off in the first shot and fed with the candy that all
little boys wanted.

“I cannot be sure,” he said, “but there is
this barren field at the Villa — nothing grows there but onions.
Now it is beginning to bloom.”

“I’m not a fucking gardener,” she
said.

“Ascoltame. When I drove down the hill
toward Firenze, I saw a strange thing in the rear-view mirror.”
Five minutes were nearly up. “This field was glowing. Verdi.
Like lucciole . . . how do you say it?
Fireflutters.”

Connie smiled.

“Only onions?” she asked. Ezio grinned. Connie
raised herself over his temple of beauty, her lips near his nose
and her eyes a scant inch from his. “Plow away, you fucking farmer.
Plow away.”

The gulls dropped clams from the cloud lands,
and then plummeted for breakfast. A storm petrel cried over the
ocean’s spume.


Part III

The Last Warrant


Chapter One

Alcatraz

1

A storm petrel cried over the ocean’s spume,
drawing Nick’s attention away from the gray mottled waves. Lost in
the tide’s reverie, he leaned on the ferry’s railing. His hair was
wind brushed. He hadn’t shaved today, nor had he in a week, the
patchy stubble leaving him world weary, his eyes the only bright
gems on the face broach. The bay was choppy. The bay was always
choppy, but especially near the island so famous for its
treacherous currents and undertows. Just ask the ghosts who had
tried to escape its burly cage. Nick spied this prison hulk — the
rock that defined such keeps, and he thought, I am confined to
one such place.

Alcatraz, a barren heap like a peddler’s hump,
scarped the seascape, offending the eye with its parochial barracks
and detritus. It had accrued the soil of beleaguered souls, from
street punks to Murderers Incorporated to freedom fighters. Still,
tourists clambered up its motley ramp to commune with the ghosts
who had lost community. Retribution lurked in the sucking solitary
darkness, the very air close, if not gone. The doors slammed on a
carnival ride, where you hear your heart pounding, a mimic to the
sodden vacuum that lay in wait beyond the turnkey’s clink. Nick
hoped that Silky might enjoy these tourist rituals. At least it
gave way to pretext. Nick knew that Simone wouldn’t consider
solitary confinement, even as a sampler. As for himself, I am in
one such place now.

“I hope we make landfall soon, Nicky,” Simone
said. He secured his hat from the breeze. Silky, at his elbow,
leaned over the railing, spitting. “Stop that.”

Silky pouted.

“It’s just fucking water.”

Simone rolled eyes.

“Sometimes you’re barely
civilized.”

“I didn’t want to come here,” Silky
complained. He gazed at Nick and caught a stern glance. He spat
again. This time the breeze pushed the spittle back onto his
leathers. “Shit.”

“You see,” Simone rattled. Nick
laughed.

Silky wiped the goop from his shoulder, and
then scuffled along the deck between the penguinized hordes of
passengers. He gained the opposite railing. Simone shrugged,
hooking onto Nick’s arm.

“I’ve never been here, you know. I’ve seen
that ugly looking clump from our little perch on the hill. It quite
mars the view; but the whole prison mystique eludes me.”

Nick grasped Simone’s hand.

“I haven’t been here in years. I used to take
the ferry over whenever I wanted to clear my mind. I found the bay
good company. There’s something in the air here.”

Simone sniffed.

“It smells like elephant farts.”

Nick grinned.

“That’s the old clam beds, and that stink’ll
pass. No, I would ride over and stand on this spot and just watch
the waves and listen to the gulls and . . . only once did I ever
actually get off the boat and follow the tour-bunnies up to the
Rock.”

Simone placed his arm around Nick’s shoulder
and gently rubbed.

“Is that what we’re about today? A boat ride
and no more? If so, I’ll tell you this. I’ll be puking on the
return trip.”

“No, today we tour.” He scanned the other
passengers, mostly chatterers watching the approaching atoll. He
spied Silky at the opposite rail. “I thought Marsh could use the
experience.”

“Don’t let him catch you calling him
that?”

“Do you think I care?”

Simone sighed. “But you do care about
him, I know.”

“At least he’s off the streets, and I’m glad
he’s showing some interest in Chinatown.”

Simone rubbed his palms together.

“Now that bothers me . . . this sudden
interest in things Chinese, and not engendered through you or the
Professor.”

That bothered Nick too. Silky had attracted
the motherly affections of Sung Yi-di. Perhaps it was the
tenderness shown him by the old Grandmother in her death throes or
by Sung’s need for companionship, but Silky invested much time on
Dinky Street. He learned the basic customs and even benefited from
Win-t’o’s ample knowledge of the trade. Nick was glad
Silky’s interest turned on such things, but mistrusted the spike in
that interest, especially when Sung Yi-di paid Silky fifty bucks a
day just to stop in and chat. Simone preferred that he be in
school, a suggestion sure to start an argument. Nick, however, was
content that this little guttersnipe no longer needed to peddle his
jailbait flesh after dark under the Bay Bridge overpass. Nick had
glimmered the boy and knew there were dark events in his life —
scars that could seek healing with easy money, even at the expense
of learning the difference between a Ming and a
K’ang-xi vase.

“He’ll be okay, Simon.”

The engines reversed. The railing adopted the
rum tum tummy of braking. The Alcatraz dock loomed
starboard. The passengers from below deck, and those that had sat
wind shielded in the main stay, emerged on cue. Nick waved for
Silky to rejoin them, which he did without a whimper. He never
bucked Nick’s demands and, despite his testiness with mother
Simone, he ultimately laid devotion at her feet.

The passengers congealed to the off ramp. The
engines chugged the prow into its fitted slip — although the aim
was askew and the slip invariably a misfit. The crowd babbled their
wonderspeak.

I wonder where the birdman was
kept. I wonder how many inmates actually escaped. I wonder if the
Injuns really had a right to invade this place.

Nick wondered whether this inquisitiveness
would be worthy of the voyage, but he knew his reasoning today. He
listened right and left, and held Simone’s arm. He didn’t want to
fish his lover out of the drink.

Nick’s eyes wandered, gazing over the
constellation of heads and hats, until he espied the hat he sought,
the one he knew he would find here today. A fedora, worn by
a Chinese gentleman in a crisp three-piece gray suit, who sported a
silver-crested walking stick. Nick grinned, and made
landfall.

2

Visitors reached the Rock by mounting two long
granite paths that inclined at an uncomfortable angle. One didn’t
walk to the top — one trudged. Even if you had lived in San
Francisco and had accommodated your peds to sharp angles, the way
to the prison was fraught with a hard, unrelenting ramp. Nor was
the ascent picturesque. There were no grand bay panoramas and,
except for a burst of cherry trees in springtime, there was scant
effort to beautify the walkway. Perhaps it was a prelude to the
harsh museum that taloned the summit. Still, the boat emptied its
cargo, the masses trundling up — nothing before them and nothing
after. Once they reached the top, there would be emptiness in their
wake. Emptiness, and the stink of the clam beds.

Nick waited on the dock, despite Simone’s
protest. High heels were bad for the climb and he wished Nicky
had warned him so he could have brought the pumps, but Silky
lent his shoulder. Besides, Simone had spied Win-t’o also, and now
knew that Nicky hadn’t come here for Silky’s edification. In fact,
Nick insisted that Simone hurry, probably to prevent a chance
meeting with his Xiao half-brother.

Nick watched Simone’s sunhat flutter in the
wind above the masses that shuffled up the broad grayment. He also
noted Win-t’o fighting the breeze for his fedora. Win-t’o clamped
his hand over the brim and side stepped the incline. He strolled to
the right — to a bend in the path that disappeared behind some
hedges. It was a short detour and narrow, but satisfied his
purpose, no doubt, to be out of view.

Nick didn’t rush after his brother, if that
was his purpose. He couldn’t lose him. Not on an island. Not
on this island. In fact, by separating himself from the
mainstream, Win-t’o was more easily buttonholed. No rush. The only
anxiety that crossed Nick’s heart was an old one — a nearby one —
an ancient spirit that had dogged his path before.

Nick was alone now, except for the dock guards
and the ferry mates, who let the shit fly at the gangplank. His
thoughts turned to his brother. Things had been off for Win-t’o
since the old Grandmother’s death. Win-t’o’s own mother had passed
away a few months earlier. The homestead at Gui-lin needed
attention — attention that Win-t’o let slide. He acquiesced in his
mother’s custodial arrangement for the place, perhaps because he
knew that when Ao-ling passed on, her wealth would be settled on
him. However, now Sung Yi-di held sway over the ke-ting and
most of the inheritance. Unsettling. Since Win-t’o was an
increasing influence on Silky, and since Nick had once been within
that same circle of influence, Nick wanted confirmation that an old
trend wasn’t taking hold. Now, Win-t’o was here, on this barren
rock . . . and not as a tourist. Odd?

Nick sighed. He felt old. A malaise
dampened his enthusiasm, edging him toward obsession, and then to
mandates — warrants worn like plasters over carbuncles. His
half-brothers were a concern, and now . . . a half-sister.
Otherwise, Nick’s soul seeped through the night streets of the
Castro seeking the thread of new purpose. The old purpose seemed to
founder on the waves.

Suddenly, Nick tensed. He heard Win-t’o’s
heart beat, the pulse raging. Nick hadn’t planned on glimmering
Win-t’o, but sometimes the bird took wing where it may. He grasped
the dock’s railing, his fingers tightening around the steel, his
arms trembling as his mind soared around the hedge’s bend, tucking
itself beneath the fedora.

Nick could see what Win-t’o saw — a
back-turned man who wore a sinister Glengarry low over his ears.
The man held his right hand up to the wind as if he had the power
to quell the gale, and perhaps he did. He grinned. Win-t’o couldn’t
see it, but Nick knew; as sure as he knew his adversary was missing
a ring finger.

“Mr. Pelesar,” Win-t’o said.

“Mr. Xiao.” G.P. Pelesar did not turn. “It has
been far too long. I have missed your services.” He waved Win-t’o
to his side. “My condolences at the loss of your Aunt. She was
formidable.”

He stared into Win-t’o’s eyes, and then
frowned. Nick knew that the mighty G.P. Pelesar III saw more than
Win-to. Nick was glad to shine through like an opening move in a
chess game.

“You have changed, my friend.”

“How so?” Win-t’o asked.

Pelesar cocked his head.

“Older, I think. Yes, that’s it. And I hope
wiser.”

“Wisdom does not always come with
age.”

“This I know.” Pelesar glanced toward the bay.
“This I have learned. Sometimes it comes from being bit on the ass
by lesser creatures. You know the type. They now inhabit my former
domain. They horde my relics and my power in the counting house.”
He caught Win-t’o’s eye and Nick’s goat. “I am not a forgiving man.
It’s not within my nature, but I do learn. I can adjust my means to
justify the ends, but I never sully my hands with the business, if
you catch my drift.”

Nick tensed. Win-t’o now sensed something was
wrong, but attributed it to the plummet of his own soul into the
abyss; at least, Nick hoped.

“Are you up to the task?”

Win-t’o placed his hand to his
heart.

“Some evaluation work?”

“That and a bit more.” Pelesar came closer.
“There are some relics that have gone missing and . . . there are
some relics that are found. I know much about that band of
travelers who gratified these relics, and I know . . . I know you
have tasted the power that simmers.”

“If you speak about the Jade Owl,” Win-t’o
said, “it is lost forever.”

“Nothing is lost forever. It was lost forever
once, and still it returned and was applied toward a mission.”
Win-t’o’s breath hitched — a bit of Nick’s heartburn. “Surprised? I
know much, and perhaps even more than you do. But the pieces still
float and . . . my revenge has not come home to roost.”

“If you are asking me to betray my family, Mr.
Pelesar, I cannot do it.”

“Cannot? Even to recover your
losses?”

“I have no losses.” Win-t’o turned away, Nick
losing his vantage point, the sun now lighting Win-t’o’s mental
halls. “I may not live in marble palaces like you, but I have
property in Gui-lin; and I am my new sister’s mainstay
here.”

“New sister?” Pelesar placed his abbreviated
hand on Win-t’o’s shoulder. Burning touch. “How fine your family
stands when the household drudge rises to rule the
ke-ting.”

Nick felt the jab. Win-t’o had always thought
that the women of the Xiao household were more trouble than they
were worth. The groundswell of regret pinched his
throat.

The old matriarch had cast me
aside. My mother bequeathed my ancestral home to a custodian. What
allegiance must I have to this new sister?

Nick shuddered, but let these thoughts fly
unchallenged. Win-t’o turned.

“I am listening.”

“You will help me?”

“I haven’t said that. I said that I am
listening.”

Pelesar frowned.

“That’s not the commitment I expected and
certainly not one worth payment.”

“That is all I can offer.”

Pelesar grinned. The clam bed stink was strong
now.

“Very well. There’s a relic I must have, a
relic more powerful than John Battle’s elusive bird. It is small
and round and red.”

“My sister’s . . .” Win-t’o felt Nick’s
baffle.

“Don’t flatter yourself. I know what your
sister has in her keeping.”

“A stone is a stone,” Win-t’o said.

“Is the Han Lin stone just a
stone?”

“This is not the Han Lin stone. I have seen
the Han Lin stone. They are not alike.”

“Aren’t they?”

Nick lost his focus. Aren’t they? He
knew that the red stone had some purpose, otherwise it would not
warrant a keeper. However, he couldn’t fathom anyone’s
interest in it beyond a family heirloom.

Ask him. Nick glimmered. Ask him
what this thing is and why he wants it.

Win-t’o glanced toward the bay seeking the
source of these whispers.

“Who are you?”

Pelesar’s grin broadened.

“Are you making sport of me, Mr. Xiao? I don’t
take kindly to it, especially if you mean to bleed me
dry.”

“No, no. Just tell me, what is this red stone
to you? I have not attached much importance to it.” He shrugged.
“And how would you expect me to steal it from my sister? She is
double blood to me, through both my mother and John Battle. She has
been a good soul in the ke-ting, a helpmate to the family
and now . . .”

“She has taken your place. But I can see that
your devotion to her far exceeds your ambition. Pity, because I
relied on that ambition. As for the stone, ask your brother. He
knows all too well.”

“Nick knows?”

Pelesar scowled, a dark shadow veiling his
eyes.

“Not Nick Battle.” Nick felt the hatred pierce
the air. “Fuck Nick Battle!”

Win-t’o winced.

“Nick Battle saved my life.”

“And you call that a service? That puppy
worked for you. Did your bidding. Shined your shoes. Wiped your
ass! Nick Battle.” His chin rattled. “No, not Nick Battle. Your
other brother.”

“The monk?”

Pelesar relaxed. Nick choked on the
presumption; swamped in a whirl of siblings. He was proud of
Win-t’o’s firm stand, but now had a riddle of a sister and an
arcane Meng Ka-bao in the margins.

“And as for you stealing this relic, you don’t
have it in you,” Pelesar said. “You have never been a
thief.”

“Sung Yi-di will not give it up
freely.”

“She may,” Pelesar said. “There’s the boy. My
sources tell me that Nick Battle has a protégé that has smitten
your sister’s middle aged heart.”

“Simone’s Silky?”

“I also hear that you have been showing him .
. . well, the ropes.”

Nick tottered.

You bastard, he thought. I will
never let you taint Marsh. Never. Yet, somewhere in his
liquidity, he knew that the way of the knife — the Dao de
Dau-tze was rumbling over the bay and over the embankment. All
from the same bolt of silk.

“I can see by your pallor that your services
will be denied me,” Pelesar said. He straightened his hat as if to
depart.

“No,” Win-t’o said. “No, I will consider it.
You want me to influence the boy to . . . obtain the red stone and
. . . that is all?”

Pelesar smiled.

“That is all, Mr. Xiao. That would
suffice.”

“Hardly worth your money.”

“You’d be surprised at how the chips may fall,
Mr. Xiao. You’d be surprised.”

Weakness, brother, Nick whispered.
But you shall not be alone in this service. You will also serve
me.
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Nick shivered on the dock. He had stayed too
long in Win-t’o’s mind, his escape exposed and raw. In fact, as his
glimmer crooked him back around the bend and over the cold
grayment, he had black thoughts — blacker than Pelesar’s
Glengarry.

The sun was down. The moon was up. The hoary
night spun stars like butter in a churn. Nick thought that, in his
retreat, he may have slipped into Pelesar’s head, and that
was to be avoided. He knew that in that noggin lay traps — snares
to inflame him, to incite him to murder. Nick had did murder once,
but he was not himself then. He was possessed of the destroyer’s
spirit and had not hesitated to drown the miserable Bao Ben-ch’u in
a lake of blood. Nick was not himself then, but perhaps he was not
himself now. He couldn’t chance an excursion into the realms of
Pelesar’s mindscape.

No, he thought. I’m on the
dock.

Nick saw the ferry mates mending the tie
lines, only now in moonlight. Had he lingered too long here? Had he
lost the hour to the tide? Suddenly, the tie lines approached him,
ropes alive like a hydra. Nick tensed. A snake —
spotted and coiled, but . . . headless, or seemed to be so. Except
at the nub of its gilly was a round knob, which twisted until it
spun on a cobra pose. The moon shone darkly on it.

Woman, Nick thought.

It was the head of a woman, smiling as it
balanced on the serpentine rod. Her hair was coiffed in a tri-bun,
each bun pierced with a silver pin. Her lips were crimson, her eyes
ebony.

I know you, he thought; and she
laughed.

“Nicholas,” came a voice, from the sunlight.
Nick felt a pulse on his arm. “Nicholas, you are pale.”

Nick shook his head. The dock was bright now.
A thick rope stretched before him, as dead as hemp could be. No
spots. No head and face. Not even a ferry mate to play with it.
Nick’s breath hitched. Win-t’o stood beside him.

“Brother,” Nick said.

“Are you ill?” Win-t’o asked. “And why are you
here?”

Nick could have responded with several
plausible fabrications, but the best one was coming down the ramp
at a half-gallop.

“Me and Simon have brought Marsh to see the
old keep.”

And here they were. Win-t’o tapped his walking
stick to the planking.

“Simone, my dear, you look winded.”

“Brother-in-law,” Simone said, applying a
double-legal fiction. “Don’t ever attempt to tour here in Prada. I
have a blister that could feed my footbath for a week.”

“No fear of that,” he replied. “I come here
for the bay breezes and the view. I never crawl up to that
depressing hulk.”

“My sentiments precisely,” Nick said. “How
about you, Marsh? Did you try out the cold harbor in
solitary?”

“Are you talking to me?” Silky said. “I keep
hearing the M word and don’t know who that is.”

“Don’t be flip,” Simone said. “He liked
solitary just fine. He tried to get me in there.”

“That would’ve been funny,” Silky said. “I’d
laugh my ass off to hear you screaming and banging on the bars.” He
snickered. “The place is way cool. All those baddies left their
marks there. Make’s ya think about how lucky you are to get on a
boat and be free.”

Nick ran his hand through Silky’s
hair.

“Make’s ya think.”

“Well, a man doesn’t need a place like this to
become a prisoner,” Win-t’o said.

Simone adjusted his hat.

“That’s a gloomy thought.”

“I have learned many things, Simone. Some
things have enlightened me, but others have thrown me into that
cold harbor of solitary.”

“Makes ya think,” Nick said.

Win-t’o gazed into his brother’s eyes. Nick
was tempted to glimmer again, to see those solitary moments that
imprisoned a man, but he didn’t need to jump into minds to know
confinement. He had felt the weight of burial lately and had his
own brand of suffocation.

“Did you enjoy the bay breeze?” Nick asked
Win-t’o.

Win-t’o grinned. No answer. Anything beyond a
grin would have leached out more truth than either brother probably
could tolerate. Instead, Win-t’o placed his arm around Silky’s
shoulder.

“Now the question is set before you. Do you
prefer to be called Silky or Master Marsh?”

Silky beamed.

“I like the Master bit.” He turned to Simone.
“Do I look like a Master Marsh? Simon — do I?”

“I think it suits you.” Simone kicked off a
Prada and rubbed. “I mean, it’s not a proper drag name.”

“It’s not that kind of name,” Silky protested.
“It’s my real name.”

It’s about time, Nick thought. And
it only took the influence of a proper Chinatown boss to make it
so.

The ferry stack farted, calling the tourists
to roll down the ramp and settle into her hard-seated mainstay.
Soon she would cast off and return them to the Embarcadero. Nick
gave Simone a shoulder to lean upon, the shoes shed for the day,
now that those DeFleurry feet swelled like blimps. Master Marsh,
alias Silky, drifted to the railing with Uncle Win-t’o, who rattled
on about silver patterns and how to detect the genuine article from
the happy forgeries. Nick was uneasy with this deployment. After
all, he could have imparted the same information to young Marsh,
just as it had been imparted to him, and further refined by a
bona fide sinologist. Still, the Dao de Dau-tze was
in play. It spun its web and laid its course. Nick might intervene;
might even use that fate-crafted blade to sever the final
amplitude, but, ad interim, he knew he must lay his trust at
Rowden Gray’s feet. This new, emerging warrant required a
sinologist’s touch, now that the baddies were at the
museum’s doorstep. One thing Nick did know. At the farthest
point on the prow of this ferry stood a nine-fingered man in a
Glengarry hat and that man was seeking.


Chapter Two

Niu-wa
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Rowden Gray had found his stride. With the
Seven Sisters coming and Sydney foraging in Southwestern
China, the museum had a new beat in its old pavane, something akin
to a cha-cha played after a ten fox-trot set.
He was glad that The Spark of the Middle Kingdom was a big
hit, but looked forward to switching it out for a fresh exhibit. He
even looked forward to seeing Rose again, to hear her nattering
Rawden this and Rawden that. He smiled at the
thought.

Rowden had retreated to his office with the
book — the fairy tale puzzlement about the Princess and the
Pearl — the one that beleaguered his mind. Restful. The office in
the afternoon was a charmed place for Rowden, a retreat from the
beat of the tourist’s drum. Light filtered through the sycamores,
winking at the silent clock in the corner. Restful retreat,
considering museum traffic today. At least three school buses and a
Grayline tour dumped through the marble arches and passed Quiver’s
quizzical eye. Rowden thought an attendance record might have been
set. How’s that for Wham! Bam! Boom! — well, Bam at
least. He’d settle for Bam!

Now that Rowden had the little fairy tale’s
source material, he was keen on following his mentor’s course,
translating it character for character. He enjoyed John Battle’s
obfuscation of the original to accommodate a younger audience. For
example, whenever the character for lizard — yi appeared,
John translated it as dragon. Rowden supposed this was for
consistency and mystique — a patois de chinois, so to speak.
John also used the word princess, intoning that she was a
young girl, but the characters in the source read Niu-wa, an
ancient address form for woman. Rowden supposed this fact.
The text was from the Wei, a dynasty that held sway during
the fourth Century CE. He had never studied Wei texts, except a
treatise on Pharmacopoeia, and that only in passing. Still, despite
the changes in intonation, John Battle’s translation cleaved to the
tale’s spirit.

Rowden traced the Wei text with his right
index finger, while tracking John Battle’s rendering with his left.
All was in order and he was content, but then . . . then there was
a hitch. Rowden raised an eyebrow. He might have expected some
extravagant departure in the plot for the sake of its tender
audience, but suddenly the text and the rendering just didn’t
track. John Battle had missed at least ten columns of text from the
original. Rowden flicked along until he came to the cap word, where
both texts tracked together again. An oversight? Not likely.
Not with the Old China Hand.

Rowden returned to the beginning of the
untranslated portion. His hand trembled, sending his finger and
their companions into a full knuckle crack.

“What the fuck.”

He leaned closer to the Wei text, and then
rubbed his eyes. He snatched a pencil from his Old Pew coffee mug
and scribbled his translation on an envelope’s back. He muttered as
he went.

“The lizard wept, its tears
iridescent in the pool. It reached to claim its kin . .
.”

Its kin?

Rowden dropped the pencil and templed his
fingers to his nose.

Weeping lizards in iridescent pools? He
reengaged.

“The princess laughed.”

No, it wasn’t a sweet young princess here. It
was an old spirit — Niu-wa, the woman of the
story.

“Now I know why JB couldn’t include this. It
couldn’t be reconciled.” Reconciled to the sweet fairy tale that he
was telling to the kiddies. Rowden continued.

“So, it’s Niu-wa. The woman
laughed, her body coiled to strike. The lizard cawed.”

Cawed?

“It folded its head into its feathery cloak .
. .”

Feathery?

“Wait.”

Rowden stood. He realized now why John Battle
excluded this section. Still nothing tied back to the previous
thread of this simple legend. Unless Rowden had misinterpreted the
entire text, being focused on the sweet simplification in tonal
change, this was a different tale than the one John Battle
published.

Rowden plowed back to the Wei text.

“Feathers? Lizards? Woman? Pools? Tears?”
Coiled to strike? “Watch out for the slakes,” he said
and he couldn’t tell why he said that. His index finger resumed its
place. It didn’t need to move down the column one jot. It hovered
over a single key character. That character was T’ai —
great, and he knew what followed.

T’ai lung, wo wei-kang ni-de tze Niu-wa
shuo — Great Dragon, I defy your seed, Niu-wa
said.

“No. She didn’t say that. Wu Tze-t’ien said
that.” In my dream. And why is it dragon now. What
happened to lizard? And why are we talking about seed
instead of pearls?

Rowden scanned his inner lexicon. The
character for seed — tze, had nothing to do with the
character for pearl — ch’u. Tze was a common
character used for children, as they too are seeds,
and for egg.

Now there’s a thought.

Rowden would have continued racing along these
etymological lines had not Lloyd Kitteridge arrived, inviting
himself into the now restless sanctuary.
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“Spare a moment?” Lloyd asked. 

He didn’t wait for an answer, but headed for
the leather couch. He lugged a carpetbag, which Rowden recognized
as Gil Canto’s legacy to the museum. Under his arm was a
rolled circular, which Rowden also recognized as a comic book
(excuse . . . a graphic novel). It could only be the latest
edition by the illustrious team, G. Jones and N. Battle. Lloyd
waved the comic over his head.

“Still into that text, eh? Well, you might
find it relaxing, but I prefer knitting.”

Rowden shut both books.

“It’s a pastime, Lloyd, and lately an
obsession. But you should know by now that I jump from one
obsession to another.”

Lloyd laughed.

“Have you seen the latest Jade Owl
business?” He tossed the circular across to the desk. “It’s a
hoot.”

“Is that your business? Nick’s
rag?”

“Surely not a rag. I’m a collector, and
not a rag collector.” He chuckled.

“I bet.”

Rowden pawed at the latest volume — The
Jade Owl: Champion of Fallen Youth. He glanced at the cover and
recognized the fallen youngster, who was snatched from
danger in a grimy alleyway. Rowden riffled through the pages, his
telekinesis set to work. He suddenly realized that he was in
company and so desisted, but Lloyd was fishing about the
carpetbag. The comic book fell open on a double page spread of
Silky climbing a chain link fence, his attackers wrapped in a
bloody bicycle. Silky cried out, in an appropriate graphic bubble:
Jade Owl, you saved my ass. How can I repay you? Rowden
snickered.

“Amusing, eh?” Kitteridge remarked. He held
the Velociraptor claw in his hand. “I thought I recognized
the kid. Our colleague is cutting it very close to home. Next,
we’ll see Simone and her drag queen contingent being rescued during
a police raid. The whole Stonewall thing. Nice touch that would be.
I should mention it to Nick.”

Rowden cracked his knuckles.

“Please don’t.” He reached for the claw. “Why
are you toting that thing about?”

Kitteridge held tight. “Well, that’s the thing
I wanted to ask you. It’s central to the flow, you know. Rose’s
agent comes today. The Lung-hua agent arrives on Tuesday. And . . .
before I forget, I thought perhaps we ought to give them a little
hoop-de-do.”

“A reception?”

“Nothing expensive. We can hold off the big
shindig for when the exhibit opens and make a splurge of it then.
None of your pizza puffs. I mean, I like ‘em, but the caviar set
might find them a bit undecanted.”

“I haven’t given it a thought,” Rowden said.
“Short notice, if Rose’s agent is already here.”

“That’s why you have me here. To sweat the
small stuff; and then . . . back to the core of the matter . . .
there’s this thing.” He clacked the claw. “I’ll tell you
Rowden, I know we have a vested interest in Canto’s dino-bones.
Don’t get me wrong. The inscriptions are fascinating; and I’m sure
that the public will eat up the whole raptor thing, but I don’t
know why you want to display this bag of bones in the open hall.
They don’t match any theme that we’re pushing — current or coming.
I’m sure the agents will have questions about them. The bones
dilute the Sisters drawing power.”

Rowden took the claw, and then turned it, the
Dao de dau-tze sigil now a beacon from his palm. Dilute?
It might serve to enhance drawing power, but he respected
Kitteridge’s opinion, so therefore that opinion had to be addressed
— logically. He laid the claw on the closed Wei text.

“It’s in our agreement, Lloyd. I know we’re
not a Natural History Museum, but these inscriptions could be
significant. The agents will understand, especially if we spike the
punch at your suggested reception. Besides, we need to show the
Board a return on their investment. You know this.”

Lloyd rattled the bones in the
carpetbag.

“Question is where do you want to display
them? I asked Nick and he came up with a good suggestion.” Rowden
rubbed the claw as if it would grant him three wishes and he hoped
Nick didn’t suggest something like up your ass. “Are you
interested?’

“Of course.”

“In the old Jade Owl display case.” Rowden
buckled. “The blue and whites can be tucked near the
Shang bronzes.” More pots, Rowden thought and smiled.
“How say you? The young lad also suggested some music for the
display. Since these are Raptor bones, he thinks a beat box Rap
song would play fine for the public.”

“What? No disco ball? Don’t encourage him,
Lloyd.” Although Rowden was always glad when Nick reverted to the
smart-ass. “Actually, I agree with Nick on the location. It
would be in a permanent display and won’t be molested when we break
down The Spark exhibit.”

Lloyd frowned.

“I’ll hate to see that go.”

“You did a fine job, Lloyd. And I’m not
patronizing you. You’ve been in this business much longer than me
and sometimes I feel like a schoolboy in your presence.”

“Well, you are,” Lloyd said.

He was good-hearted and full of piss and
vinegar. Rowden enjoyed his company. After all, this professor once
taught Ming History dressed in full Imperial get-up. He once did a
mean impersonation of Mao Tze-tung being interviewed by Edgar Snow,
when the premier went hunting through his bloomers for lice. Rowden
also remembered the time when Professor Kitteridge brought a slinky
to class and played with it while reading The Red Cliff by
Su T’ung-po. Rowden could never hear that popular poem read again
without thinking of Lloyd’s massive paws springing the slinky from
one hand to the other.

“You were always too serious in my lecture
hall,” Lloyd noted, “as if I was maligning some holy spirit with my
revisionist views.”

“You’re right. I’m too serious.”

“That’s why you are the Curator-General and
I’m a working hand under your sure mindedness.”

Rowden had a guilt pang. Had he been taking
advantage of one of the oldest sinological sires? Lloyd was on
par with John Battle, in many ways. Didn’t Kitteridge run around
naked at the nudie beach in San Diego, his tallywacker winking at
everything out of a two-piece? How dissimilar was that from John
Battle tallywacking his way across Asia leaving pieces of himself
to haunt the ages?

Rowden opened the Wei text.

“Lloyd, you knew John well.”

“Not as well as you.”

“But longer. You know he published this
lightweight work as his lifetime achievement. That always bothered
me.”

“It shouldn’t. I don’t have much to my credit;
nothing like Meng Ka-bao’s corpus grandi.”

“Still, you all have more bibliographical
credits than me.” Nil wasn’t hard to beat.

Lloyd picked up the graphic novel.

“So does Nick, to the looks of it. What’s your
point?”

Rowden opened the Wei text.

“John was thorough. Especially when
translating. Now I’ve been doing a side-by-side comparison of his
translation of this Wei Dynasty text of the dragon’s pool, and it
meshes well. He upgrades the language, but it tracks each measure,
accommodating every character until . . . well, he misses a whole
section.”

“Misses? You mean skips.”

“Perhaps. Yes, skips. It’s unlike him, and
yet, if John was trying to squelch a portion of the tale, he
couldn’t have done a better job.”

Lloyd turned the text about.

“Where are we here?” Rowden tapped the
headline. Lloyd snorted as he read the columns as easily as if they
were bubbles in Nick’s graphic novel. When he finished, he turned
to the front page and squinted.

“This text was published during the Wei
Dynasty, but I’ll tell you, it’s much older.”

“Older? Han?”

“Older. Didn’t you notice the missing
particles on every third line?”

“I assumed that was an oversight.”

“No. In pre-Imperial texts, the particles were
sometimes omitted. There was little linguistic regulation then. A
scribe could follow whatever local syntax he wanted, and many
locales omitted the particles altogether, the intonations built
into the characters themselves. There were many more characters
then and they had variant meanings. Check your Kalgren.
There are tons of variants there.”

Kitteridge was the teacher once again. No
slinky now. Poignant and right on.

“Thanks, Lloyd. If what you say is true . .
.”

“Don’t doubt me. I bet this text has been
passed through the ages . . . and I mean from the deep recesses of
Middle Kingdom lore.”

“Chou?”

“Still too late.”

“Surely not Shang or . . . Xia?”

“Not Xia. Earlier.”

That would bring them to the brink of time,
when legends said the divine ones created civilization through
heavenly prowess. Impossible. Tribal mythology.

“Get a grip, Lloyd. We can’t rely on anything
later than the Chou. Yet you think this tale is older?”

“The tale, yes. The text, probably not. We’ll
never know. But there’s a reference here that cannot go by without
comment. Niu-wa.”

“Woman. John translates it as
Princess.”

“She may have been a princess, but according
to the tale of chaos, Niu-wa was a creative and destructive
spirit that sprung from the hemline of the Yellow Emperor.” He
picked up the comic book. “Or, you could believe Nick Battle’s tale
just as easily.” He laughed.

Rowden was stunned. He wasn’t sure whether
Lloyd was pulling his leg or not — another bout of slinkies and
poetry reading.

“I think this will drive me nuts if I put
myself to it.”

“Nuttier than you are?” Lloyd roared, an
infectious yammer that caught Rowden by his lapels. “You should be
concentrating on the future now. That’s what curators do. The past
is our bread, but the present is our peanut butter. A
reception. Think reception.”

Lloyd blasted through the door nearly knocking
Millie off her path, as she was poised on the threshold.

“Reception?” she asked. “What is the man
saying?”

Rowden still laughed. He gazed at his desk,
tattered as it was with text, comic book and an errant claw that
was older than any mythological spawn of the Yellow Emperor. He
looked to the bemused lady who stood on his threshold.

“A reception for Thomas Ch’en and Rose’s
agent. Kitteridge thinks it would be a nice touch, but . . . for
Tuesday. Just two days away.” Moreover, it would be too much for
Audrey, especially with Sung Yi-di gone from the Presidio
digs.

“Easy to manage,” Millie said. “Just point me
to the guest list and we’ll have it on Balboa Street.”

“Really?”

“I haven’t had company in a while. I think I
would enjoy goosing up the pie plates and brandishing the good
silver.”

Rowden relinquished his place, coming to the
threshold. He kissed Millie’s forehead.

“You are a saint.”

“Bosh. I’m an old spinster, and whenever I can
gather my family together, it’s a selfish act. Now, if I’m not
mistaken, a new issue of my nephew’s graphic book is about to hit
the stands.” She pointed to the desk. “Nick brought me an advanced
copy, which Curator Kitteridge purloined. I believe that’s
my Jade Owl on your desk.”

Rowden swept his hand into the
office.

“Be my guest.”

Millie trundled to the copy, and then snapped
it up like philo dough. She kissed its cover.

“Such a talented boy,” she said.

“He’s here?”

“In the Conservancy.”

Rowden sighed.

“He should be out helping Kitteridge with the
crowds, now that Sydney’s gone.”

Aunt Millie was in the zone, sitting on the
couch devouring the Jade Owl pages — the moonlight, the
hustler, the escapements and the blue shimmering spectacles. She
was as intent as a sinologist tracking translations. Rowden
abandoned his office to her, directing his steps to the
Conservancy.


Chapter Three

A Look in the Mirror

1

Rowden peered through the Conservancy window.
He espied Nick at rest — a calm young man in need of a shave and
perhaps a renewal of the lavender lave. Rowden recalled another
time when Nick had been derelict; when Nick became Po-huai,
his powers strong.

Nick crouched on his haunches atop the couch
like a lion pondering the veldt.

Here is a man who has earned his
stripes, Rowden thought; and at that glimmer, Nick
turned.

Rowdy, I’m about to earn them
again. We’re going down the rabbit hole.

Rowden engaged the security doors, and then
entered.

“Are you sure?” he asked. “I don’t want to
disturb your beauty rest on a record breaking attendance
day.”

Nick hopped off his perch.

“Forget the public. What they see in shiny
cases is nothing compared to what you can see in here . . . with
me.” He touched his head. “Come look.”

Rowden never liked to mind probe — to
glimmer. It wasn’t in his nature. Nick had invited him in
for a spin many times, but Rowden always declined. What did he
fear? He had acquiesced in the powers that allowed him to share
his thoughts with Nick. However, he regarded glimmering as
an invasion; and it was. No one could convince him
otherwise.

“I’m sorry, Nick. You know I can’t wander
through your pellucid mind.”

“Even if I knew what that meant, Rowdy, the
offer stands.” Nick touched Rowden’s shoulder. “Perhaps you can see
me just as clearly without the whispering mind breeze.”

Rowden dived into Nick’s eyes. He knew that
Nick was enticing him in.

Come, Rowdy, come. Just one quick
peek and you will know what things we are about here
now.

“No, Nick. You’ll just need to
spell it out without the slideshow.”

Nick moved toward the empty, almost feeble
worktable. All the relics that were to be conserved were conserved.
Nick slumped across it as if he was the last one in need of
conserving.

“I have glimmered both my brothers,” he said.
“What I have seen is worrisome. Fierce.”

Rowden sat on the stool.

“If you’re seeking my sympathy for your mind
games, you’ll just have to settle for a too damn bad.
There’s a price if you abuse it.” Rowden shrugged. “You’re too set
on finding the Jade Owl, so why you would glimmer your brothers for
information that even I can’t tell you?” Nick glowered. “You’ll
drive yourself insane.”

Nick pushed away from the worktable, hopping
toward the library. However, he stopped just short of the first
stack. Rowden had hit a nerve, no doubt. He was in no mood to
pussyfoot around the issue. He had for too long. But in the
lingering tension that crowded the air, Rowden suddenly wanted to
mend the breach before it widened. So he approached Nick, reaching
out to soothe him. Suddenly, Nick whirled about — a banshee . . .
almost. Rowden retreated from any attempt to mend.

“What you do is your own business, Nick. You
don’t need my advice. After all, you’ve given the hoodoo
that’s ensnared us a positive spin. You flit about the streets and
help others. You’ve even documented it in pop art. All I can manage
to do is turn blank pages or pepper through old translations, not
to mention bullying the world into an exhibition.” He retreated to
the stool. “My relics are all quiet now. How boring is
that?”

Nick grinned, a lizard’s leer born in some
hidden valley that Rowden had never known.

“And here I was feeling sorry for me.” Nick
laughed. “You’re wrong, you know. I don’t seek it any more.” He
spread his arms. “Why should I seek what I see each morning in the
mirror?”

Nick hooted.

“You’re losing it, my friend. I fear
that more than anything else.”

“Put your fears away. We have a new
warrant.”

Rowden closed his eyes. He wished he could
close his ears, but he knew if he tried that, Nick would still get
in.

“I have glimmered my brothers, and I know.
It’s down the rabbit hole again, Rowdy. Down the rabbit
hole.”

2

Rowden listened as Nick told of his
glimmer — of Meng Ka-bao’s domain — the eggs — the Mama
bird, or whatever it was and . . . about the yellow
feathers.
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