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Prologue


I am the Keeper of Secrets. Tomorrow my head will be sliced from my neck and placed upon my knees. I must die to keep the Khan’s tomb and treasure safe.







Together with one hundred footmen, fifty soldiers and fifty of Genghis Khan’s guards, I took his vast treasure from the palace and went to the wild peaks.

When we were far from humanity, we made camp. The next day, leaving the guards behind, we went deeper into the mountains with the footmen and the soldiers carrying the treasure.







Once the treasure was hidden, the soldiers slaughtered the footmen. When we returned to camp, the waiting guards murdered the soldiers. We hid the soldiers’ bodies so that even their ghosts would keep the secret.







I built his tomb to his orders. I killed all who worked on it and buried them in a vast unmarked grave.







When the great Khan died, I escorted him to his secret tomb, with a guard of 999 soldiers, and placed him in his golden coffin. I poisoned the soldiers so they lie with my master, protecting him for all eternity.

I locked the hidden tomb door, taking the three-part key with me.







At the Khan’s order, I prepared clues and objects, riddles and hidden places, to lead a clever man to the treasure. To find the treasure, you must first find the tomb.







The Book of Clues will lead the way. The book is hidden well, yet easy to find.







To find the key to the hidden tomb, you will have to know that death holds the key. A gold coin is the first part of the key.







I will be the first to smile upon the key hunter.
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The Dragon with a Pearl in its Mouth

Arky’s mum was packing her climbing equipment when he came home from school. ‘Are you off again?’ he asked, grabbing hold of an ice-pick.

‘Yep.’ His mum smiled. ‘Alaska—to one of the world’s deadliest mountains.’

Arky wasn’t surprised. His mum, Alice Steele, was considered one of the world’s top mountaineers. Her bright blue eyes and pretty face sold climbing equipment. Sports stores all over the world sponsored her to make documentaries about her adventures.

‘Got to fly out next week, and I’ll be gone for most of your holidays, but your dad’s got some news.’

‘Where is he?’

Arky’s question was answered as Doc bounced through the front door carrying a box. Alice looked up from her packing as Doc plonked himself down beside her.

‘Lord Wright gave me this,’ he said, opening the box.

Inside was a big gold coin. Arky leant over to see it better, so Doc picked it up and pressed it into Arky’s hand. Arky rolled it in his palm. It was heavy and had a dragon’s head on one side and strange designs on the other.

‘What does it mean?’ he said.

‘The dragon with a pearl in its mouth means wisdom and power.’ Doc turned the coin over in Arky’s palm. ‘On the back it says, “the first to death, glory and gold”. It’s the sign of Genghis Khan.’

‘Who’s he?’ Arky asked.

Doc launched into a story. ‘Genghis Khan was a cruel and violent man. By the time he was twenty-one, he was king of a great Mongolian empire. He robbed towns and filled his treasure houses with stolen loot. But when he died, his treasure vanished!’

‘How come?’

‘Genghis had many sons from lots of wives.’ Alice picked up the story. ‘He knew his sons would kill each other for his wealth. He didn’t want his treasure wasted by war and fighting, so he hid it from his family.’

‘I was hunting for his tomb several years ago,’ Doc said. ‘It was where I first met your mum.’ He put his arm affectionately around Alice’s slender waist. ‘My team and I spent months searching for the tomb in the Himalayas, but thieves made our lives miserable, following us and taking our things. Eventually the weather turned bad and our funding was cut.’

‘I was climbing up in the Himalayas then,’ Alice said, ‘doing my first extreme action documentary. The first snows arrived early and we met in an icy town. Your dad looked so sad to be leaving his dream behind. Then he saw me and cheered up.’ She gave Doc a kiss on the cheek. ‘Oh, it was so romantic! Stuck in a wild snowstorm …’

‘Yuck!’ blurted Arky, to stop his parents getting soppy. ‘Why’s this coin so important?’

‘While I was in Mongolia, I found an old manuscript written by someone who claimed to be the Keeper of Secrets—Genghis Khan’s right-hand man. The manuscript told of a key that will open the door of Genghis’s tomb. It also mentioned a gold coin. But the manuscript was so old that it almost fell to dust when I unrolled it.’

‘But we believe the manuscript held real clues,’ Alice said, ‘and now this coin has turned up, which proves it.’

‘Where’s the manuscript now?’ Arky was impressed by the story. He studied the designs on the coin again and wondered what other mysteries a keeper of secrets would know about.

‘What’s left of the manuscript is in a Mongolian library, but I’ve got a translation locked in my desk.’ Doc smiled. ‘You can read it later.’

‘And how did Lord Wright get hold of this coin?’ Arky asked.

‘A shepherd boy found it, way out in the high plains in Mongolia,’ Doc replied. ‘No one’s allowed to take old things out of countries, but sadly it happens. The shepherd boy would have sold this coin in the markets in good faith, but then it was sold on by criminals. Lord Wright thought it was probably a fake. When I told him it was real, he contacted the Mongolian government.’

‘Is he returning it?’ asked Alice.

‘He will,’ said Doc. ‘But first, he tracked down the shepherd boy because he knows how much I’d love to find out more. So, while you’re climbing your mountains, Arky and I are going to Mongolia.’

‘I’m going?’ cried Arky, his blue eyes sparkling.

‘You’re fit and strong like your mum,’ Doc said, smiling. ‘And the best at the rock climbing wall at school. I think you’ll hold up.’

‘And you love archaeology.’ Alice zipped up her bag. ‘You always said you wanted to go on an adventure.’

‘Is it just us,’ Arky asked his father, ‘or is Lord Wright coming too?’

‘He won’t join us unless we find something,’ replied Doc. ‘But he’s hired an expert in Asian artefacts, Professor Isobel Smythe. She’s based in Mongolia and is making all the arrangements. We’ll fly out to the nearest town in a few days’ time, drive to the shepherd boy’s yurt and look for more clues to the key. Of course, we don’t want bad people to know what we are doing. Professor Smythe says we should pretend to be tourists. So, to make it look more real, we’re taking a friend for you—Lord Wright’s stepson. He’ll join us the day we set out.’

‘His stepson?’ Arky hadn’t heard of Lord Wright’s stepson before. ‘What’s his name?’

‘Poor thing.’ Alice stiffled a giggle. ‘Belvedere Elron Apollo Redford.’

‘Belvedere Elron Apollo!’ Arky snorted, wondering why rich people gave their kids weird names.

‘Oh, don’t call him that! He calls himself Bear.’ Alice reached out and ruffled Arky’s brown hair, giving Doc an anxious look.

‘And you will be nice to Bear, for my sake,’ said Doc, rather firmly. Arky was taken aback. His dad didn’t normally ask him to be nice to someone. But, even if Bear was a snob, there was nothing he could do to ruin this trip.

Doc gave Alice a tense smile as he took the golden coin from Arky’s hand.

Arky’s heart leapt at the thought of the wild Mongolian mountains and the adventure that awaited him. But he wasn’t sure he liked the worried look that had passed between his parents.
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While Arky’s father, Doctor Lukas Steele, made plans with his family to go to Mongolia, another man, sitting in a grand office full of artwork, was talking on the phone. His large shoulders strained against the fabric of an expensive suit.

‘You’ve done well,’ said Goran Rulec. ‘One man, a woman and two children; they should be easy to watch. You’ll find a welcome surprise in your bank account.’

Rulec put down the phone. His dark eyes flashed with malice as he walked from his office to his elevator. He pushed a button and was taken to a plush room in the basement. It was one of eight secret rooms in his mansion filled with ancient statues, intricate jewellery, marble carvings, mosaics, silks, furniture and artworks.

Rulec had inherited his wealth, and now owned many businesses. He soon discovered there were other wealthy people who wanted rare objects and didn’t care how they got them. He controlled networks of grave robbers and thieves, and bought and sold rare and stolen artefacts. Even curators of museums were on his payroll. The spy in the house of his long-time enemy, Lord Wright, was his best work yet.

You’re a smug toad, Wright, he thought. You used to beat me at everything when we were at school together. You got invited to every party and you got the best girls. I’ll enjoy taking this key from you.

He smiled. His bright strong teeth contrasted with his wispy hair, which was brushed over a bald spot on his crown. His eyes, nearly always cold, flickered for a moment with genuine warmth.

‘Ah, but to have some of Genghis Khan’s treasure in my museum,’ he said aloud. ‘When his tomb is found, I’ll be there first and the best things will be mine.’
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