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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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			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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