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			Secret
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			RYAN FLINT JUMPED down onto the platform and hurried towards the ticket barrier, scanning the crowds for Cleo.

			It was six months since their adventures in Egypt, and life back home in Manchester had seemed a little dull compared with searching the tombs of pharaohs for the long-lost Benben Stone. Double maths and football practice just hadn’t been the same since.

			There was still no sign of Cleo. Ryan glanced at the text messages on his phone. 

			She said she’d be arriving at the station half an hour ago. Perhaps she’s been kidnapped! But we’re not in the Valley of the Kings now, he reminded himself. Things like that don’t happen in London on a rainy September afternoon . . . 

			Still, he couldn’t help feeling relieved when he spotted her talking to a guard at the other end of the concourse. There was no mistaking that long black plait, and who else but Cleo would go out in a baggy yellow-and-black striped jumper that must have been donated to a charity shop by a giant bumblebee? At least she’d ditched her favourite hiking trousers with the zip-off legs for an ancient pair of skinny jeans. 

			The guard was explaining something. Cleo was nodding. Then she headed off, weaving through a chicane of luggage trolleys, in a purposeful but totally random direction. Yep, Ryan thought, that’s definitely Cleo. She might be an expert in everything from astrophysics to zoology, a mathematical mastermind and fluent in languages that most people hadn’t even heard of, but she had absolutely no sense of direction. He elbowed his way through the tide of commuters until he was directly behind Cleo, who was now peering up at the departures board. 

			‘This is a customer announcement,’ he blared in his best computerized voice. ‘Would Miss Cleopatra Calliope McNeil report to the lost property office immediately?’

			Cleo whipped round at the sound of her name.

			She wasn’t the only one turning to stare. Ryan would’ve liked to think it was the comic genius of his spoof announcement that was attracting attention, but it was Cleo everyone was looking at. She had the kind of impossibly perfect face you usually only saw in paintings or statues. You stopped noticing it after a while, but at first sight it was like those cartoon chase scenes when someone steps on a rake and the handle flips up and smacks them right between the eyes. 

			‘I wasn’t lost!’ Cleo protested. ‘I was just . . . er . . . going to get you a snack on the way. I thought you might be hungry.’ She glanced around, her eyes lighting on the pizza stand behind them. ‘Yes, that’s it, I was going to get you some pizza . . .’

			Ryan pretended to believe her. After all, it was lunchtime. He breathed in the scent of hot pepperoni. 

			‘Brilliant idea,’ he said, turning to join the queue. ‘I’m starving.’ 

			He would never admit it, but he’d been slightly nervous about meeting Cleo again. Should he greet her with a handshake, a bear hug or that air-kissing thing people did? If so, was the appropriate number of pecks one or two, or even three? But he needn’t have worried. Cleo wasn’t interested in greetings. She was already pulling him by the sleeve of his hoodie. ‘There’s no time to eat now. We’re going to see my grandmother.’

			‘Your grandmother?’ Ryan echoed. ‘But we’re flying to China today, in case you’d forgotten!’

			Cleo frowned at him. ‘Of course I haven’t forgotten. We’ll only be half an hour at Grandma’s. That still gives us plenty of time to get back to the hotel, meet up with my parents and get to the airport by four o’clock. If we get moving, that is. I’ve got a cereal bar you can have on the way.’

			‘Yum,’ Ryan muttered, hurrying after her. ‘Who could possibly want a delicious pizza dripping with melted cheese when they could have a slab of dried-up oaty stuff?’

			‘Exactly. Oats are much more nutritious,’ Cleo agreed. ‘Slow energy release . . . Hang on, where’s your mum?’ she interrupted herself. ‘She’s not here!’

			‘Ten out of ten for observation!’ Ryan laughed. ‘Mum had a last-minute meeting with her editor at the newspaper, so she’s coming on the next train. She’ll get a taxi straight to the airport.’ 

			Cleo nodded and looked round. 

			‘Now, where has the Underground station gone?’
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			Ten minutes later, they were jammed together in a crowded Tube train. Soggy scarves and raincoats steamed in the heat. Ryan tried to ignore the double buggy that was rammed against his knees. 

			‘Dad can’t wait to start investigating those unexplained deaths.’ Cleo’s voice came from somewhere near Ryan’s left armpit. ‘There are over a hundred bodies all jumbled together. It could be some form of ritual killing . . .’ she went on, unaware that the entire carriage was straining their ears to catch her every word. ‘The Chinese team suspect poisonings . . .’

			There was now total silence apart from a faint jangle from someone’s headphones. The lady with the double buggy craned in so close that she almost fell in on top of her twins. Ryan grinned. Their fellow passengers clearly thought that Cleo’s dad was some kind of CSI detective on the case of a ruthless serial killer. Little did they know that the victims had been dead for over two thousand years! Cleo’s dad was, in fact, an archaeologist. Both her parents were. But Dr Pete McNeil specialized in paleopathology – ancient death and disease – which was why he’d been invited to study the grisly findings near Xi’an. A pulse of excitement scooted up Ryan’s spine. This time tomorrow we’ll be in China!

			‘Next stop,’ Cleo said. ‘It’s only a few minutes’ walk to Grandma’s.’

			There were disappointed sighs as the passengers all went back to their Kindles and newspapers. Grandparents were a big let-down after serial killers.

			 ‘Why this sudden urge to see her now?’ Ryan asked.

			 ‘She just phoned this morning and said that she needed to see me before we left. She was very mysterious about it.’ Cleo puffed out a breath, ruffling the fringe off her forehead. ‘When Grandma tells you to do something, you don’t ask why, you just jump to it. I suppose you don’t get to be the first black woman to receive the Lifetime Achievement in Archaeology Medal without being a bit fierce,’ she added with a touch of pride. ‘Her name’s Eveline May Bell.’

			‘Of course! The Lady of the Trowel,’ Ryan said, remembering seeing the initials E.M.B. engraved on the handle of the old archaeologist’s trowel Cleo had always carried in Egypt.

			Cleo nodded. ‘Grandma gave it to me for my ninth birthday. She used it on some of her most important digs.’

			Ryan glanced down at the empty belt loops on Cleo’s jeans. 

			‘Where is your trusty bum bag, by the way?’

			‘It’s not a bum bag!’ Cleo shoved him in the ribs with her elbow. ‘It’s a tool belt. As you know perfectly well!’ She gave him another shove for good measure. ‘I’m hardly going to carry it around London. The trowel’s sharp. It would count as a concealed weapon. That’s an arrestable offence.’

			Ryan couldn’t help laughing at the thought of Cleo being carted off to the police station by the Serious Trowel Crime Unit, but then a memory flashed into his mind. That trowel really was sharp. He’d used it to hack through the ropes that had tied them both to a table leg in a concrete hut in Egypt . . . 

			‘Your grandmother’s trowel probably saved our lives,’ he said. ‘We’d have been dumped in the desert as an all-you-can-eat buffet for the vultures without it.’ 

			The other passengers all perked up again at this exciting turn in the conversation. But the train was already slowing down. 

			‘Russell Square!’ Cleo announced. ‘This is our stop.’ 
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			It was still drizzling as Ryan and Cleo emerged from the Underground. Red buses and black taxis swished past, spray flying from their tyres. 

			‘Do you need to get a gift for your grandmother?’ Ryan asked, reaching out and catching Cleo’s arm just in time to stop her stepping in a lake-sized puddle.

			 ‘A gift?’ she asked, as if this were the outlandish custom of a lost Amazonian tribe. ‘Why?’

			‘Haven’t you read Little Red Riding Hood?’ 

			Cleo frowned. ‘Of course! It’s a European folk tale traditionally told to warn children not to stray into the forest. What’s your point?’

			Ryan rolled his eyes. Cleo could be so literal sometimes! 

			‘She’s visiting her granny with a basket of food. The point is that people usually take flowers or chocolates or something.’ Normal people, that is, he added to himself. ‘I always take my gran pear drops . . .’

			‘She’s not exactly the flowers-and-chocolates sort of grandmother,’ Cleo said, jabbing at the button on the pedestrian crossing. ‘And, anyway, it didn’t do Red Riding Hood much good, did it?’ She paused. ‘Although she does quite often talk about liquorice, I suppose . . . ’

			Ryan ran into the nearest newsagent’s shop and bought a box of Liquorice Allsorts. When he caught up with Cleo and pushed the box into her hands, she was already turning into a side street lined with elegant houses of chocolate-brown brick picked out with cream paintwork. She stopped in front of a dark blue door, climbed the steps and rapped the knocker – a gleaming brass lion with a ring in its mouth. The Gracemont Home for Retired Archaeologists, Ryan read on the plaque above it.

			A young woman with a vacuum cleaner ushered them into a high-ceilinged hallway. Black and white photographs and old maps covered the walls. Newspapers were fanned out on a mahogany table, and the earthy scent from a vase of rust-coloured chrysanthemums mingled with fresh coffee and dusty radiators. 

			It’s more like a cross between a museum and a grand hotel than an old people’s home, Ryan thought. The only giveaway was the stair lift.

			Moments later they were pushing open a door on the second floor. The curtains were closed, and as Ryan’s eyes adjusted to the gloom he made out walls lined with shelves of ancient bronze pots and figures. A row of masks stared down at him with vacant eyes and mocking grins. A sudden movement from deep within a velvet armchair made him jump, his heart hammering.

			Cleo switched on the light. 

			‘Hello, Grandma! It’s me.’

			The old lady who peered out from the cushions was encased in thick tweedy trousers, men’s leather shoes and a startlingly orange polo-neck jumper. Her dark brown skin was freckled with age spots, her white hair as fluffy as a dandelion clock. She greeted Cleo with a jab of her walking stick. 

			‘And who’s this?’ she demanded, looking Ryan up and down as if he might have wandered in off the street, her eyes magnified behind her glasses. ‘Tall, lanky fellow? Is he with you?’ 

			Now I know how Little Red Riding Hood felt, Ryan thought. Although he suspected this granny could eat him alive without any help from a passing wolf.

			‘Looks like he’s off on an expedition,’ Eveline Bell added, poking at Ryan’s huge backpack with her stick. 

			Ryan let the pack drop with a thud. It was crammed so full of art materials there’d hardly been room for anything else. He was planning to spend a lot of time painting mountains and pagodas and other typically Chinese scenes. He was secretly hoping he might even get a chance to draw a giant panda. 

			‘I’m Ryan Flint,’ he said, stooping to shake the old lady’s knobbly hand. ‘Pleased to meet you.’

			 ‘Aha! So you’re the young man who led my granddaughter into all manner of trouble in Egypt.’

			Ryan was about to protest that Cleo had proved perfectly capable of leading herself into trouble, when Eveline Bell threw back her head and howled with laughter. She had the same wide gap between her front teeth as Cleo. 

			‘Good for you!’ she spluttered.

			‘Ryan and his mother are coming to China with us,’ Cleo said, perching on the arm of her grandmother’s chair. ‘Julie Flint is a journalist. She’s going to write some articles about the dig.’ 

			‘What’s that you’ve got?’ Eveline Bell cut in, pointing at the box on Cleo’s lap.

			Cleo looked embarrassed. ‘We . . . erm . . . brought you a present.’

			‘Whatever for?’ Eveline grumbled. ‘It’s not my birthday.’ 

			‘It was Ryan’s idea, actually,’ Cleo said, shooting him a told-you-so look. 

			Ryan almost burst out laughing. Cleo and her grandmother were like clones! Had they really never heard of the whole visitors-bring-gifts concept?

			 But when the old lady saw the Liquorice Allsorts her eyes lit up. 

			‘Ah, yes,’ she murmured, stuffing a handful into her mouth. ‘This takes me back to my travels in the Gobi Desert. Boiled liquorice root was laid out to dry on the roofs of the mud huts . . .’ Her voice trailed off and she closed her eyes and chewed noisily, seeming to forget all about her visitors.

			‘You wanted to tell me something, Grandma?’ Cleo prompted after several minutes. ‘Before I leave for Xi’an . . .’

			Eveline Bell’s eyes snapped open and she stared straight ahead. 

			‘Yes!’ she murmured, slowly turning to face Cleo. ‘That’s right. I have a secret to tell you . . .’ There was a long pause. ‘A secret that I have kept for many years,’ she continued at last. Her teeth were black with liquorice. ‘A dark, dangerous secret.’ 

			Ryan shivered as if an icy wind had sliced through the stuffy room.
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			Jade
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			A DARK, DANGEROUS secret? Cleo had her doubts. 

			‘This isn’t about Hector again, is it, Grandma?’ she asked. Hector Pink was Grandma’s ninety-one-year-old next-door neighbour in the Gracemont Home for Retired Archaeologists. They’d been engaged in a bitter feud about the discovery of a cache of Shang Dynasty oracle bones since 1967. The last dark secret Grandma had confided was that she’d caught Hector sneaking into her room to steal her notes for the book she was writing. Cleo glanced across at the desk under the window. It did look unusually empty. 

			‘Has he been up to his old tricks again?’

			Grandma made a harrumphing noise. ‘Of course not! I’ve had no more trouble from Pink since I put my security measures in place.’

			‘Security measures?’ Cleo asked.

			‘Mousetraps hidden among my papers.’ Grandma shook with laughter. ‘That’ll teach him to keep his sticky fingers to himself! And anyway,’ she added, ‘I don’t have to worry about that snooping little weasel any more. I’ve finished my memoirs and I’ve donated all my notes to the History of Archaeology Museum.’

			I hope you took the mousetraps out first, Cleo thought. ‘So what is this secret?’ she asked.

			Grandma closed her eyes and leaned back against her cushions. ‘Something far more important than Hector Pink.’ Suddenly she clutched at her chest. ‘It’s an ache right here . . .’ 

			Cleo jumped up and began to check her pulse. Grandma had suffered several minor strokes in the past, but she wasn’t showing any symptoms: no droop at one side of her face, no slurring her speech. Cleo patted her hand. 

			‘It’s probably indigestion from all the liquorice. I’ll fetch your anti-acid pills . . .’

			Grandma snapped open her eyes. ‘What on earth are you talking about, Cleopatra?’ 

			‘I think your grandmother means a metaphorical ache,’ Ryan whispered. ‘You know, like a broken heart sort of thing.’

			No way, Cleo thought. Eveline Bell wasn’t the type to have metaphorical aches.

			But Grandma was smiling at Ryan. ‘That’s right. Although it’s not a broken heart, but a troubled one.’ Her hearing, at least, was as sharp as ever. ‘It happened in Xi’an. It was 1936.’ Her voice had become slow and mechanical, as if reading from an invisible script. ‘My parents were with the diplomatic service and they were far too busy to be bothered with an eight-year-old daughter. I ran wild with the local children. When a pair of British archaeologists turned up to excavate some new sites out near the tomb of the First Emperor, I started to tag along. They let me help sort through the small pieces of pottery . . .’ 

			Cleo couldn’t hide her disappointment. Grandma had told her this story many times. She always said that was how she first became interested in archaeology. 

			‘But what about the secret?’ she pressed.

			‘I’m coming to that.’ Grandma’s voice dropped to a whisper. Cleo had to lean in to catch her words. ‘It was a stifling hot day at the end of summer. The men could hardly contain their excitement when they found the hidden entrance. They were slapping each other on the back. “We hold the key to a discovery of immense historical significance,” they said. “We’ll be the great heroes of Chinese archaeology.”’ Grandma paused and shuddered. ‘But then everything went wrong. They should never have set foot inside that terrible place . . .’ She flopped back against the cushions. ‘There were dragons down there,’ she murmured. ‘Fire-breathing dragons . . .’ 

			Cleo and Ryan looked at each other. 

			‘Fire-breathing dragons?’ Ryan mouthed. 

			Cleo shook her head and shrugged. She’d never heard this part of the story before. She stared at her grandmother, whose eyes were flickering behind closed eyelids as if she were watching a hidden scene unfold. 

			‘There was a cameraman with them,’ she said. ‘A Frenchman. He filmed it all . . . they didn’t know I’d followed them, that I’d seen it too . . . I ran away . . . as fast and as far as I could.’ Grandma opened her eyes, grabbed her walking stick and pointed it at one of the bronze pots on the shelf. 

			‘Hand me that one!’ she commanded, her voice suddenly back to full strength.

			Ryan took it down. 

			It looked to Cleo like a standard Shang Dynasty wine vessel with a lid in the shape of a pig. It was a replica, of course. All the originals from Grandma’s excavations were in museums in China.

			Grandma took the pot and gazed at it for a long moment. Then she eased off the pig lid and placed it on her lap. Cleo noticed that Ryan had shuffled closer, his eyes wide and fixed on the pot as if an evil genie might burst forth. He touched the St Christopher pendant and the Egyptian scarab amulet that he wore around his neck. Cleo had never met anyone as hopelessly superstitious. But as Grandma reached into the pot and took out a small silver key, she couldn’t help holding her breath too. 

			‘What does it open?’ she asked.

			‘The box, of course!’ Grandma said.

			Suddenly Cleo understood. ‘You left a box in Xi’an when you were a child. You want us to find it and open it.’

			Grandma sighed. ‘Don’t be ridiculous, dear!’

			Cleo was about to argue that, while her theory might have been wrong it had been entirely logical, when Grandma cut her off. 

			‘The box is right here!’ She banged her walking stick on the ground between her feet. ‘It’s under my chair.’

			Cleo and Ryan both dived to their knees so fast they bumped heads. 

			Ryan reached under the velvet frill around the bottom of the armchair and pulled out the empty Liquorice Allsorts box.

			‘I don’t think Grandma meant that!’ Cleo said. She felt under the chair and slid out a flat rectangular wooden box that looked as if it might contain an antique chess set. She leaned down and blew away the dust.

			Ryan sneezed. 

			Cleo ran her hand over the lid of the box. The smooth burled rosewood had been inlaid with tiny sections of other kinds of wood – walnut, ebony and mulberry – along with ivory and mother-of-pearl to form a Chinese mountain scene, complete with pagodas, waterfalls and bridges. 

			Grandma held out the key. 

			‘Well, don’t just goggle at it. Open it!’ 

			Cleo’s fingers fumbled with excitement as she inserted the tiny key into the lock and turned it. Was the dark and dangerous secret lurking inside? She eased the lid up with her thumbs and it fell back, held in place by two ornate gold hinges. Inside was a faded sepia photograph of her grandmother as a young woman, looking like a 1940s film star in a wide-shouldered jacket with nipped-in waist. And was that a wedding veil? The handsome Chinese man next to her was standing to attention. 

			‘Is that my grandfather?’ Cleo murmured. All she knew about her mother’s father was that he’d died when Mum was a teenager. 

			‘Not that!’ Grandma snatched the photograph from Cleo’s hand. ‘Look underneath.’

			All that was left in the box was a small red silk pouch. Cleo pulled open the drawstrings and slid a ring of bright green jade onto her palm. It was smooth and warm to the touch. As she held it up, she noticed six lines in a cross-hatch pattern worked in gold on the inner surface. 

			 ‘A bracelet?’ Ryan asked.

			Cleo showed it to her grandmother. ‘Is the secret about this, Grandma?’

			Grandma shrank back in her chair as if Cleo had thrust a venomous snake at her. 

			‘Yes, that’s it.’ 

			She reached out and folded Cleo’s hand around the ring of jade. ‘Take it back to Xi’an.’

			‘Of course,’ Cleo said. ‘But where . . .’

			Grandma didn’t seem to hear. ‘I’m not going to be around much longer,’ she said. ‘I’m ready for death. But I don’t like unfinished business.’ She gripped Cleo’s hand so hard the jade bracelet dug into her palm. ‘I could never go back to that terrible place. Which is why I’m asking you to do this for me. Return it to the Dragon Path.’

			Cleo was so surprised she could only nod.

			‘Can you narrow it down for us a bit?’ Ryan asked. ‘Where is this path?’ 

			But Grandma didn’t answer. Instead she patted Ryan’s hand. ‘Keep Cleo safe from harm for me, young man.’

			Ryan grinned. ‘I’ll do my best. But exactly what kind of dragons are we talking about here?’

			Grandma patted his hand again. ‘She’s my favourite granddaughter . . .’ 

			‘I’m your only granddaughter!’ Cleo protested.

			Grandma smiled and closed her eyes. She seemed to be drifting off to sleep. Cleo had a hundred questions for her but, before she could ask them, a nurse bustled in with a tray of pills and a cup of tea. She felt Grandma’s forehead and put a blanket over her knees. 

			‘I think you two have worn her out. She needs to rest now.’
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			HALFWAY DOWN THE steps to the street, Ryan looked back at the dark blue door as it thudded shut behind him. 

			‘Wow!’ he whistled. ‘Did that really just happen?’

			Cleo stopped on the next step down. ‘I know! I can’t believe that Grandma has known about a highly significant archaeological site all this time and didn’t think to mention it to anyone.’

			Ryan stared at her. Out of all the incredible stuff that Eveline Bell had told them, that was what Cleo had picked out as the take-home message? 

			‘What about the fire-breathing dragons?’ he laughed, jumping the last few steps to the pavement in one. ‘And the dark, dangerous secret and the mysterious jade bracelet? It’s like something out of The Lord of the Rings.’ Ryan put on his rumbling movie trailer voice. ‘In a world of danger, the brave young hobbit must complete a perilous quest and return the treasure to the dragon . . .’

			Cleo frowned. ‘I’m not a hobbit.’

			Yet again, Ryan thought, my sparkling wit is wasted! Cleo obviously had no idea what he was talking about. As they began to walk back towards the main road he noticed she’d slipped the bracelet onto her wrist. Deep sea-green with lighter swirls of sage and flashes of emerald, it seemed to glow against her caramel skin. It was, he realized, a perfect match for her ridiculously green eyes. 

			‘Jade’s meant to be really lucky, isn’t it?’ he asked.

			‘It’s believed to bring good fortune and protect the wearer. Not that that’s why I’ve put it on, of course,’ Cleo added hastily, pushing the bracelet up under the sleeve of her jumper. ‘It’s just for safekeeping.’

			‘Of course,’ Ryan laughed. Suddenly he thought of something. ‘No offence, but how come your gran entrusted you with this whole dragon-hunting mission? Why didn’t she ask your mum? She’s the professor of archaeology, after all.’

			‘Grandma and Mum don’t get on.’ Cleo stopped to press the button on the pedestrian crossing. ‘I don’t know why, but they fell out when Mum was about my age. In fact,’ she added, ‘there aren’t many people that Grandma does get on with.’ She frowned and prodded the button again. ‘She seemed to like you, though.’

			Ryan laughed. ‘My natural charm is irresistible.’ 

			Cleo looked unconvinced. She began to march across the road without waiting for the lights to change. Ryan dodged the traffic to catch her up. 

			‘Hurry up!’ she shouted over the roar of a double-decker bus. ‘We’ve got a discovery of immense historical significance to track down!’ 

			We? Ryan thought. No one asked me! Then he remembered that they had, sort of! He’d promised Cleo’s gran he’d look after her. There was a screech of brakes as Cleo stepped out in front of a pizza delivery bike. Did Eveline Bell have any idea what a tall order she’d given him? But as he pulled Cleo to safety, Ryan couldn’t help sharing her excitement. We made a good team searching for the Benben Stone in Egypt, he reflected. It would be fun to have a new treasure hunt to work on in China – and this time they wouldn’t have a bunch of ruthless maniacs like the Ancient Order of the Eternal Sun on their tails! Of course, they had to get to China first. He checked the time on his phone. They needed to get a move on.

			But when Ryan looked up, Cleo was nowhere to be seen! He squinted into the sunlight – the rain had stopped and the wet pavements were glittering like liquid gold – and saw her in silhouette, hurrying off in the wrong direction. 

			‘Hey!’ he called. ‘The Tube station’s this way!’

			Cleo turned and jogged backwards. ‘There’s somewhere else we need to go first!’ She waved for Ryan to follow. ‘And it’s this way . . .’

			 ‘Three little words!’ Ryan panted as he drew level with her. ‘Planes. Don’t. Wait.’

			‘That’s four words, actually.’ Cleo didn’t break her stride. ‘Don’t is a contraction for do not. That’s why there’s an apostrophe.’

			Ryan knew better than to argue grammar with Cleo. 

			‘Where are we going?’ he asked.

			‘The History of Archaeology Museum,’ Cleo said in a matter-of-fact tone. ‘It’s not far.’ 

			‘You want to go to a museum?’ Ryan groaned in disbelief. ‘Why?’

			‘I told you! We’ve got a mysterious historical site to uncover.’ Cleo slowed a little as they ploughed through a group of tourists. ‘Which obviously means finding the Dragon Path – whatever it is – and following it. Grandma said that there was a cameraman filming the archaeologists when this terrible thing happened with the dragons. He’ll be dead by now, but there’s a good chance that he left his records to the History of Archaeology Museum. Lots of archaeologists do. It’s renowned for keeping an archive of letters and journals and old films. ’

			Ryan could see she had a point. ‘Yeah, your grandmother said she’d given the museum all her notes for her memoirs.’

			‘Exactly! That’s what gave me the idea.’ Cleo stopped to consult a map on a sign at the corner of a small square. ‘If we can see that film, we should be able to figure out where it was taken and where we need to look for the hidden entrance to the Dragon Path . . .’

			‘Great theory,’ Ryan interrupted. ‘It’s a shame we have precisely zero minutes and zilch seconds to do anything about it.’

			‘Actually,’ Cleo said, glancing at her oversized digital watch – the kind that is millisecond-accurate, even if you happen to be in outer space or at the bottom of the ocean – ‘It’s two minutes past two now. If we’re in and out of the museum in twenty minutes, that still leaves us thirty-eight minutes to get to the hotel at three – which is when my parents are planning to leave for the airport.’ She jutted out her chin. ‘But if you don’t want to come, that’s fine. I’ll go on my own.’

			Ryan sighed. He was starting to regret his promise to Eveline Bell already! He glanced across the square and spotted the History of Archaeology Museum on the opposite corner. If we’re quick, he thought, we can just about make it. 

			‘Come on!’ he said, grabbing Cleo’s sleeve and taking a short cut through the private garden in the middle of the square, pretending not to see the Keep off the grass signs. 

			The History of Archaeology Museum had been built by knocking all the townhouses along one side of the square together to form a huge gallery. Glass cases contained artfully arranged black and white photographs, notebooks and journals full of spidery brown handwriting, and old tools. There was even a display dedicated entirely to trowels. 

			‘I love this place,’ Cleo sighed, stopping to breathe in the smell, the way other people might do in a cake shop. Then she marched up to a desk at the far end of the gallery, her trainers squeaking on the polished wooden floor. 

			‘We’re looking for any films that were taken in the area of Xi’an, China, dating from 1936,’ she announced.

			The young man behind the desk peered at Cleo over his horn-rimmed glasses, head to one side, as if straining to hear a very faint noise. He was sporting a grey pinstriped suit teamed with a red silk waistcoat, bow tie, and a pocket watch on a gold chain. Was it some kind of wear-fancy-dress-to-work-for-charity day? Ryan wondered. 

			‘Do you have anything that matches that description in the archive?’ Cleo asked in a louder, distinctly impatient voice.

			‘No need to shout!’ Bow Tie Man – who, according to the badge pinned to his lapel, was Anthony Chetwynd, senior archivist – slowly swivelled his chair towards his computer. ‘Name of archaeologist?’ 

			‘We don’t know,’ Cleo said.

			 ‘Name of site?’

			‘We don’t know.’ 

			Chetwynd tutted. ‘Name of cameraman?’ 

			Cleo shook her head.

			This could go on for hours, Ryan thought. ‘Could you just do a search on Xi’an and 1930s, please?’ he asked.

			With a deep sigh, Chetwynd entered the search terms into his computer database, circling his finger in the air before jabbing accusingly at each letter on the keyboard. Was he trying to beat the World Slow-Motion Typing Record? Ryan wondered.

			‘No matches,’ Chetwynd said at last.

			At least we’ll be out of here in well under twenty minutes, Ryan thought. 

			‘Never mind,’ he told Cleo as they headed for the exit. ‘It was always a long shot. Anything could have happened to that film. Perhaps the cameraman donated it to a museum in Paris or somewhere, since he was French.’

			‘No, wait!’ Cleo suddenly turned and headed back to Chetwynd’s desk. ‘Try looking for Hsian, not Xi’an. They were still using the old Wade–Giles spelling system for Chinese names in the 1930s.’

			Ryan had no idea what Cleo was talking about, but it seemed to mean something to Chetwynd. The senior archivist blinked slowly and did some more snail-paced typing. ‘Well, there is one item here . . .’ 

			‘What?’ Ryan and Cleo shouted in unison.

			‘Harold A. Stubbs and Dr Cedric P. B. Lymington,’ Chetwynd read out. ‘Various sites near Hsian, 1936. Film donated anonymously, 1953.’ He muttered under his breath. ‘Hsian really should have been cross-referenced with Xi’an. I’ll just correct that now.’

			‘No-o-o!’ Ryan shouted before Chetwynd could spend another hour or two pecking at the keyboard.

			‘Do you have that film on computer?’ Cleo asked.

			Chetwynd straightened his bow tie. ‘Almost certainly. We have a rolling programme of making digital copies of all archive materials.’

			Cleo flashed Ryan a victorious smile. 

			‘Can we see it?’ she asked Chetwynd.

			The archivist nodded. ‘You’ll need to submit a written request, of course.’ He took a form from a drawer and slid it across the desk. ‘We’ll let you know within three working days whether you have permission to view it.’

			’But we have a plane to catch!’ Cleo protested. 

			‘Your poor time management is hardly my concern.’ Chetwynd smoothed down his silk waistcoat. ‘Now, I must get on . . .’

			Suddenly Ryan had an idea. 

			‘Let’s pop round and see Sir Charles,’ he said to Cleo. ‘I’m sure he can sort this out for us.’

			Chetwynd looked up from the computer screen. ‘You know Sir Charles Peacocke?’

			Ryan smiled. ‘Oh, yeah, we’re close personal friends.’

			Cleo’s eyebrows shot up. OK, Ryan thought. ‘Personal friends’ might be stretching the truth just a little. But the director of the Department for Museums and Culture was Cleo’s mum’s boss, and Ryan had met him in Egypt once. That makes us practically best buddies!

			‘I’ll see what I can do.’ Chetwynd gestured towards a door. ‘Go into the viewing room and I’ll send the file to Computer Station One.’ He narrowed his eyes at Ryan. ‘You’ll have to leave your bag in a locker, though.’

			Two minutes later, Ryan and Cleo were installed in front of the computer. At last an icon in the shape of a movie camera popped up on the screen.

			Cleo’s hand shot to the mouse. ‘Here goes!’ she murmured.

			Ryan was just as excited to see the film as Cleo, but he hoped it would be short.

			Their twenty minutes were almost up.
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			Missing
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			CLEO HELD HER breath as she clicked the mouse. Grandma said that the terrible Dragon Path incident had all been captured on film. If this is the right one, she thought, we could be about to see something extraordinary. 

			A black and white image appeared on the screen. Two men in white shirts and old-fashioned baggy trousers stood posing for the camera. The taller of the two, his face shaded by a panama hat, was leaning on the handle of his spade, smoking a pipe. The shorter man sported a dashing moustache and a wave of fair hair that flopped across his forehead, just as Ryan’s did. He held up a board with the words SEPTEMBER 1936, TOMB OF UNKNOWN HAN DYNASTY GENERAL, NEAR HSIAN on it. 

			Wondering which was Cedric Lymington and which was Harold Stubbs, Cleo clicked on Play. The grainy silent film flickered into life. The two men began a tour around a dig site, the tall man pointing out trenches and walkways with his pipe, the other talking and laughing with some local workmen who were hauling out rubble. 

			The action stopped abruptly. White specks and squiggles zipped about the screen like bacteria under a microscope, and then the men were back, holding up another sign. It was a more professional-looking black-painted clapperboard this time, with the words NEW SITE, SOUTH-EAST OF LINTONG VILLAGE chalked in capitals. The two archaeologists were now marking out a plot in a wheatfield with wooden pegs and string. The next scene was more of the same. Cleo leaned closer, peering at the grey pixels. 

			‘I can’t see anything special,’ she sighed. ‘These just look like routine minor digs . . .’

			‘Yeah,’ Ryan agreed. ‘Where are the dark secrets? Where are the fire-breathing dragons? I’ve seen more exciting gardening programmes!’

			Cleo sank her head into her hands. The display at the bottom of the screen showed that the film had little more than a minute left to run. Lymington and Stubbs were still in the wheatfield showing some fragments of pottery to an audience of curious villagers. She was starting to wonder whether these were the archaeologists Grandma had been talking about after all, when Ryan suddenly grabbed the mouse. He paused the film, zoomed in and jabbed at the screen. The camera had panned to a group of local children sitting in a circle playing a game with stones. One girl was glancing up. She was dressed in a quilted jacket and trousers like the others, but her skin was darker and her hair, fastened at one side with a ribbon, was thick and curly. Her smile revealed a gap between her front teeth.

			‘It’s Grandma!’ Cleo murmured. 

			‘Yep, I’d recognize that face anywhere,’ Ryan said with a grin. ‘She looks a lot like you. At least it proves we’ve got the right guys.’

			There’s still a minute to go, Cleo thought, as she re-started the film. Something had to happen before the end. The clapperboard, marked CAVE AT FOOT OF MOUNT LI, came up, heralding the next scene. It got off to a promising start, with the two men abseiling down a cliff to the mouth of a cave – the tall one with his pipe still clamped between his teeth. This is it, Cleo thought, as they disappeared into the cave. This must be the hidden entrance to the Dragon Path. Any second now . . .

			Ryan leaned closer, gripping the sides of the desk. 

			‘And cue dragons,’ he murmured, ‘. . . when you’re ready, guys . . . any time now would be good . . . ’ 

			When the two men finally emerged from the cave mouth, brushing dust from their trousers, the taller one seemed to be squinting down at something in the palm of his hand, but the image was far too fuzzy to make out what it was. The man with the moustache grinned and patted him on the back. Then the film went blank.

			‘What?’ Ryan grumbled. ‘Not even a wisp of dragon smoke!’

			Cleo shook her head miserably. Lymington and Stubbs looked rather pleased with themselves. But they definitely weren’t acting as if they’d just discovered something that would turn them into great heroes of Chinese archaeology.

			The film had already skipped to the final scene: a board with the words BREAKING CAMP on it was followed by the fair-haired man stomping around a tent, throwing equipment into crates. After a few seconds he looked up, a strange, haunted expression on his face, held up his hand and shouted at the cameraman to stop filming. 

			 Cleo couldn’t believe it. 

			‘We must have missed something,’ she muttered, scrolling frantically back and forth through the film. ‘Where is it? Where is it?’ 

			Ryan reached over and clicked on Pause. ‘Sorry, but we really have to get going.’

			Cleo knew he was right, but she couldn’t drag her eyes away from the screen. The film had stopped at the frame with the last clapperboard, the words BREAKING CAMP staring back at her, frozen in time. That’s when she noticed the symbol in the top left corner of the board. She pointed at the screen. ‘That’s weird . . .’

			Ryan was already halfway to the door. He turned back and looked over Cleo’s shoulder. ‘What is? You mean that squiggle like a little stick man running along?’

			Cleo frowned up at him. ‘It’s liù, the Chinese character for six. I thought you were going to do that online Mandarin Chinese course I told you about?’

			‘I didn’t quite get to the bit on numbers . . .’

			Cleo shook her head. Numbers were in the first lesson. But she let it go. 

			‘They’ve marked each clapperboard with the number of the scene it introduces . . .’

			‘And?’ Ryan prompted.

			‘This is Scene Six.’ 

			Ryan rolled his eyes. ‘Yeah, I got that.’

			‘I only counted five scenes.’ Cleo went back to the start and fast-forwarded through the film to check. There was the first signboard, marked with a single horizontal line, the Chinese character for one. Next came two and three, and then four – the scene with the men abseiling into the cave. Then the final scene, six, BREAKING CAMP. 

			‘I knew it,’ Cleo breathed. ‘Scene Five is missing!’ She chewed the end of the pen. ‘If it were Scene Four that was missing, I’d assume it was just a case of tetraphobia, of course . . .’

			Ryan gave her a blank look. ‘Tetraphobia?’

			‘Fear of the number four,’ Cleo explained. ‘It’s seen as bad luck in China.’ 

			‘Like thirteen, you mean?’

			Cleo nodded. ‘The words for four and death sound almost the same. But five is a lucky number. There’s no reason to leave it out.’ 

			‘Maybe they just lost count?’

			‘No one loses count up to six!’ Cleo snorted. And, anyway, she had a very different theory. ‘Each of these scenes would originally have been recorded on a different reel of film. They only lasted a few minutes in those days. The reel that contains the fifth scene must have been removed.’

			Ryan shrugged. ‘It might just have just fallen down the back of a sofa at some point in the past eighty years.’ 

			But Cleo was deadly serious. Whatever was on that film, someone didn’t want it to be seen. ‘It all makes sense,’ she said. ‘That missing reel of film must show something going terribly wrong. No wonder the fair-haired man is in such a hurry to pack up and leave. Something has frightened him.’

			Ryan gulped. ‘You might be right. What’s happened to Pipe Guy?’ he asked in a whisper. ‘He’s not in the final scene!’

			‘Exactly!’ Cleo jumped up and banged her palms down on the desk. ‘Scene Five obviously shows the dangerous secret Grandma was talking about. It’s the logical explanation.’

			She stared at the screen in silence for a long moment. 

			Who had taken the missing film? she wondered. And where was it now?
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			Ryan could see Cleo’s point. 

			There was something creepy about that film going missing. It was the way that Moustache Man – who had been joking around in all the other scenes – looked as if he’d seen a ghost in the last one. In fact, Ryan thought, as he hurried across the gallery to fetch his backpack from the lockers, he looked exactly the way you’d expect a man to look who’d just witnessed his teammate being torched by fire-breathing dragons. 

			Ryan was so deep in thought that he almost jumped out of his skin when a thin woman in a black wool dress barrelled straight into him. The tower of leaflets she was carrying slipped from her arms and skidded off across the floor.

			Chetwynd wheeled round in his chair. 

			‘Miss Gupta, for goodness’ sake!’ he shouted. ‘You’re like a bull in a china shop. Some of us are trying to work!’

			Miss Gupta’s chin wobbled as she took a tissue from her sleeve and blew her long, thin nose.

			 ‘Sorry! That was my fault,’ Ryan called to Chetwynd. ‘I bumped into her.’ 

			‘Thank you,’ Miss Gupta whispered, as Ryan crouched to help pick up the leaflets. ‘I’m new here, and if Mr Chetwynd writes any more negative comments on my report I’ll be out of a job. He can be a bit of a . . . well, you know . . .’ 

			‘. . . pompous bully?’ Ryan suggested.

			Miss Gupta – Louisa, according to her name badge – clapped a hand over her mouth to stifle a giggle. ‘I couldn’t help overhearing you ask about the missing film, by the way.’ She glanced across at her boss, but Chetwynd was hunched over his computer again. ‘It’s just possible that the film you want is down in the archive. It could have been missed when the others in the series were brought up to the editing suite to make the digital copies. It happens sometimes.’ She glanced at Chetwynd again to make sure he wasn’t listening. ‘We can check against the old card index, if you like.’

			‘Thanks, but I’m afraid we haven’t got ti—’ Ryan began. 

			‘Yes please! That would be great!’ Cleo agreed enthusiastically. Ryan leaped round with a start. He’d thought Cleo was waiting for him by the entrance, not lurking behind his left ear.

			Before Ryan knew what was happening, Louisa was showing them through a door off the main gallery. 

			‘This is the Index Room,’ she said, heading for a bank of wooden cabinets that ran down the middle, each containing hundreds of tiny drawers. ‘1936, was it?’ She pulled open a drawer and flicked through the filing cards so fast that her fingers were a blur. ‘Bingo!’ she said, whipping out a faded yellow card. ‘Harold A. Stubbs and Dr Cedric P. B. Lymington.’

			‘Yes! I knew it!’ Cleo almost snatched the card out of Louisa’s hand. ‘It says here that six rolls of film were donated to the museum in 1953. That means Reel Five was there originally . . .’

			Louisa nodded. ‘As I said, it’s probably found its way onto the wrong shelf and got left behind when the others were collected for digitizing.’

			‘Could we go down to the archive and have a look?’ Cleo asked.

			‘Sorry. I’d let you if I could, but Mr Chetwynd is in charge . . .’

			‘Don’t tell me,’ Ryan groaned. ‘We have to submit a form.’

			Louisa smiled. ‘Two, actually.’

			Cleo turned on her heel and made for the door. ‘I’m going to have a word with Chetwynd and demand that he lets us . . . Oomph!’ 

			Ryan cringed as Cleo walked right into Anthony Chetwynd – who had chosen that precise moment to enter the room. Her nose bumped up against his red bow tie.

			Chetwynd made a big deal of staggering backwards. ‘We’re closing now,’ he announced, tapping his gold pocket watch for emphasis. ‘All visitors must vacate the premises.’

			‘No way!’ Cleo burst out. ‘You can’t . . .’

			Chetwynd pulled a walkie-talkie from his jacket pocket. ‘As you are refusing to leave and are using threatening language to a staff member, I have no option but to call Security.’ 

			‘Don’t worry, we’re going!’ Ryan muttered.

			But Chetwynd was already barking orders into his radio. ‘Urgent assistance required in the Index Room. Over. Member of the public causing a disturbance. Over . . .’

			Ryan could hardly believe his ears. Cleo McNeil – the genius daughter of two of the top archaeologists in the country – was being thrown out of a museum! 

			‘Let’s get out of here,’ he said, steering Cleo firmly by the arm, ‘before you assault someone.’

			They were almost at the main exit when a security guard burst out from a door near the trowel display and sprinted across the gallery towards the Index Room – obviously in response to Chetwynd’s call for back-up. It was when Ryan noticed the sign on the door from which the guard had emerged that an idea popped into his head. He knew he should push it straight back out of his head and carry on walking.

			But he also knew how much the Dragon Quest meant to Cleo.

			He glanced at the clock at the end of the gallery. Two thirty-five. We’ll have to take a taxi to make it to the hotel in time now anyway, he thought. Even if it does mean using up half my spending money for the entire trip before we even leave London!

			As long as we’re only ten more minutes . . .
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			Archive
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			CLEO SEETHED WITH rage as she stormed towards the exit of the History of Archaeology Museum.

			The missing reel of film was almost certainly sitting on a shelf in the archive only a few metres below her feet and Anthony Chetwynd was stopping her from seeing it. Causing a disturbance, indeed! How dare he? That film could have captured a major archaeological discovery. A senior archivist, of all people, should recognize the importance of finding it immediately . . . 
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