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Prologue

Imperial China

217 BC

Of all the fabulous wealth and splendour of the emperor’s domains, there were few more magnificent places to work. To be called upon to do so should have been the most exalted duty, the highest honour. And yet, these men who spent their every hour of every day in these grand surroundings, their entire lives engaged in this task so dear to the heart of their Divine Ruler the god-king of Qin, were little more than slaves.

At this time the great library housed over forty Confucian scholars, though their numbers often fluctuated as the older ones died of illness, exhaustion or other less natural causes, and new recruits were pressed into service to replace them. Yen Wan-sun with his long white beard was over eighty and had worked here for several years now, almost from the time when the library had first been created. The much younger man working at his side that day was one of those recent arrivals, a seventeen-year-old novice by the name of Liu Hsuan. Both wore the plain robes of their lowly station and neither spoke, conversation being forbidden, as they sat at the long table under the flicker of the lanterns with their heads bowed over their work.

Some men went blind as a result of their duty, eyes worn out by the sheer amount of time spent reading and studying in the dim light. For those who could endure it, their daily task was a constant grind of repetition. Hour after hour, day after day of intensely poring over the endless trove of parchments and manuscripts, many of them dating back to the most ancient eras of their country’s history, long, long before the great kingdom had become an empire under its current all-powerful ruler. Somewhere among this vast collection of philosophical and scientific knowledge amassed over so many generations was the mysterious secret that their emperor so craved to learn. The search for that hitherto elusive gem of wisdom was the scholars’ one and only goal, to which the library itself owed its very being. And as driven as they were to find it, there wasn’t a man among them who didn’t dread the day when their task was accomplished at last and their usefulness to the emperor was at an end. Nobody on the outside knew about this place, which was kept hidden from the eyes of the world. Those few men whose duty had obliged them to become aware of its existence would, once obsolete, certainly be eliminated in order to ensure things stayed that way.

Certainly little better than slaves, if at all. None of them would ever be permitted to leave here. Their living quarters were harsh and uncomfortable, far below ground beneath the great gilded subterranean chamber in which they worked. Rest and sleep were luxuries kept to a bare minimum and their diet of rice and thin vegetable gruel was barely enough to subsist on. In general, though, the scholars could at least console themselves that for all its hardship their lot was far preferable to that of the countless poor serfs who lived out their short, worthless and miserable lives labouring in the mines and in the fields, treated worse than animals by their brutal masters.

Except that now and then, they were given a reminder of their emperor’s limitless power over them. Today was going to be one of those days. The scholars had been silently absorbed in their work for many hours when the library doors swung unexpectedly open and a unit of imperial guards entered. Yen Wan-sun and the young novice exchanged anxious looks, knowing this couldn’t be good news.

It wasn’t. The guards came marching through the library and picked out a dozen of the scholars at random. They were told to stop what they were doing and made to file out into the high, broad stone passage beyond the doors, where more armed guards were gathered with horses and a wagon with iron bars like a cage. Yen Wan-sun and Liu Hsuan, among the chosen, found themselves being herded like cattle into the rolling cage. ‘Where are we being taken?’ Yen Wan-sun dared to ask one of the guards. Because he was so old and frail-looking, his questioning was tolerated without the usual severe reprimand. ‘Before his Divine Majesty the Emperor,’ the guard replied.

As the military convoy set off on its long journey the library workers were all convinced they were being taken away to their deaths. It had happened before, when the emperor became frustrated by previous teams of scholars’ lack of progress in finding the secret. It was said that the last contingent who had failed to satisfy his demands had been thrown into a pit and buried under tons of hot coals.

For the rest of that day and into the next, the convoy made its way through the lantern-lit tunnels, just part of the vast subterranean network that the emperor had had constructed to connect all two hundred of his palaces. His Divine Excellency never travelled above ground, as this made him vulnerable to evil spirits that might prey on him for his greatness.

Then at last the convoy reached the great palace where the terrified scholars were to learn their fate. They were used to the splendour of the library, but the even greater opulence of their unfamiliar new surroundings made them gape as they were released from the cage and marched through corridor after corridor, each more wondrous than the last, until they arrived at the throne room that was the most breathtaking of all. And there he sat surrounded by his courtiers, high on his golden perch, clad in all the magnificence to be expected of the greatest ruler in the universe. Yen Wan-sun had expected him to be taller and more impressive, somehow.

The scholars were made to grovel before him. After a long silence the emperor addressed them, in a voice that was high and reedy and quivering with rage.

‘Where is the knowledge with whose discovery you were tasked? Why has it not yet been brought to me? You there. Stand up and reply to your Emperor.’

It was old Yen Wan-sun who had been chosen to speak on the scholars’ behalf. Bowing his head in humble deference he said, ‘Your Divine Excellency, we are still searching for it. The undertaking is so great, our numbers so few—’

‘Silence!’ barked the emperor. ‘You are lazy and worthless. And such failure will be met with the appropriate chastisement.’

The hearts of the scholars went cold and they trembled with fear at his words, but nobody dared to make a sound. Nothing could change their fate now. Next the guards seized them and marched them to the windowless stone tower where the sentence was to be carried out. Once they had been stripped naked of their robes and bound up in chains the emperor appeared again, come to enjoy the spectacle.

‘Let the punishments begin,’ he announced with a smile.

Then one by one, to the thundering beat of drums that only partly drowned out their screams, the scholars met their grisly end. Some were blinded with hot irons before being disembowelled. Others were flayed alive and their raw flesh doused with salt until those who hadn’t died of shock and agony were beheaded. Some, including the poor young man Liu Hsuan, suffered the slow and deliberate amputation of all four limbs, along with ears and noses sliced off, tongues removed, eyes put out.

Yen Wan-sun was the last in the line. He was on his knees, broken and weeping at the terrible scene he’d been made to witness, and now knowing he couldn’t live with the memory of such inhuman suffering he closed his eyes and prayed for death. The image of his young friend Liu Hsuan being dragged away screaming in terror by the ankles, soon to join the heap of mutilated bodies whose combined blood pooled an inch deep on the floor, was more than he could stand.

But as the guards stepped towards Yen Wan-sun with their bloodied torture implements ready, the emperor signalled for them to halt.

‘I have decided to let this one live,’ he announced. ‘If he has survived to such an age, then it is to be presumed he must be the wisest among them, and therefore worth preserving as an example to his peers. Now, old man, you will return to the library and let the others understand that what you have seen happen here today is nothing compared to the pain I will inflict on the rest of you if you continue to fail in your task. Do you understand?’

Unable to speak, tears pouring from his eyes, Yen Wan-sun only nodded.

‘Good. Now get back to work.’









Chapter 1

Lintong, Shaanxi Province, China

The present day

It was nearly three a.m. and the team had been at it nonstop since their hurried dinner of steamed chicken and rice that evening. The night was warm and sticky and the air conditioning was working full blast to cool the interior of the building.

The large room in which Dan Chen and his four colleagues were feverishly trying to complete their work task was in a part of the museum complex not accessible to the public. Exhausted, the others – Mei, the only female of the group, Hao, Bai and Zimo – had finally taken a break from their long hours of hard work for a well-earned cup of tea, leaving their team leader Dan on his own. But he didn’t feel alone in there, surrounded by a crowd of tall warriors so lifelike and well preserved despite their considerable age that he half expected them to start moving about and talking to him at any moment.

The complex’s official name was The Museum of Qin Terracotta Warriors and Horses, and it was situated a short drive from the Mausoleum of the first ruler of imperial China, Qin Shi Huang, near the city of Xi’an. Its primary attraction, drawing countless visitors each year from China and the rest of the world, was the famous terracotta army itself. Discovered in the mid-1970s, it had been without a doubt the single most significant archaeological find of the twentieth century, anywhere in the world. Like so many astounding discoveries, it had come about purely by chance: some peasant farmers had been digging a well in a remote spot some miles east of the ancient Qin capital of Xianyang, near modern Xi’an in China’s Shaanxi Province, when they came across a vast underground vault. Putting down their tools to explore, to their amazement they realised that they’d uncovered a buried vault containing a treasure nobody could have imagined: an entire army of terracotta statues – thousands of them – that had been hidden since the reign of China’s first emperor more than two millennia ago. Each of these fired-clay warrior figures stood more than six feet tall, and all bore individual features as though they’d been modelled after living men. The vast majority remained incredibly well preserved after all these centuries, their only real sign of age the fading of the colours in which they had once been vividly painted to make them even more lifelike.

That initial discovery had been only the beginning. Archaeologists excavating the site had soon uncovered an extensive and elaborate tomb complex, a vast necropolis that the emperor had started building for himself the moment he’d taken power at the age of only thirteen. More and more terracotta figures were uncovered, until the army grew to seven thousand strong with many others believed to be still buried. Among their massed ranks were infantrymen, archers, cavalrymen mounted on horses, charioteers, and even musicians and an entire circus troupe whose purpose, it was believed, was to entertain the emperor in the afterlife.

Today the stunning display was contained in three sections designated Number One Pit, Number Two Pit and Number Three Pit, over which had been built a vast domed roof to protect them from the elements. The first section was the largest, but the second still contained over a thousand warriors and horses. It remained to be seen how many more would eventually be unearthed, but even as it stood it was a spectacular sight. On a normal day the museum complex attracted busloads of people to stare in wonder at the sheer awe-inspiring enormity of the display. For the last week, however, the place had been closed to the public while Dan and his team carried out their special task, sanctioned by government authority.

Since its discovery the terracotta army, or small samples of it, had been exhibited in many countries around the world where it had drawn enormous crowds of people. More recently, China’s rulers had agreed to lend an unprecedented seventy-five figures of warriors and horses to be shown in the British Museum in London, the largest ever exhibition of the army outside China. Needless to say, the task of safely transporting such a large collection of priceless artefacts represented a huge logistical challenge. But it was one that Dan Chen was proud to undertake. At the age of only twenty-nine it was a great honour for him to have been put in charge of the team of expert conservationists whose job was to separately pack each and every item in its transit crate ready for their long journey.

And so, they’d got to work. The seventy-five pieces selected to represent the glory of the terracotta army had been removed to this private part of the museum complex, which Dan and his team called the packing room, for final inspection before they were crated. Like the vast majority of public spaces and working environments in urban China the room was heavily monitored by security cameras, under whose unblinking gaze the team had been working virtually nonstop to meet their deadline. The items must be ready to ship by late morning tomorrow, or there would be hell to pay.

Everything had been going smoothly enough until the final pre-packing inspection had revealed what looked to Dan’s well-trained eye like an old repair to one of the warrior statues, leaving no more than a hairline crack that was barely visible. It seemed that, at some point in his ancient history, the warrior must have lost his head and had it carefully replaced. Fired-clay statues like these were hollow inside, due to the method of their manufacture, and notoriously prone to breakage. The conservation team were all agreed that the expert repair, barely visible, had likely been carried out by the same highly skilled artisans who’d created the clay figures back in around 200 BC. But its discovery had raised concerns over the possible risk of damage if this particular warrior should be moved.

‘I say we play it safe and pick another to take his place,’ had suggested Mei, Dan’s female colleague. ‘It’s not as if we don’t have plenty to choose from, after all.’

But Dan hadn’t been so sure. Part of his job was to put together the most impressive possible collection of items to represent their country to the outside world, an international public relations exercise that the authorities took very seriously. This particular warrior had been chosen for his splendid looks and presence. If Dan chose to replace him now, at the eleventh hour, would the senior officials of the Ministry of Culture be displeased? In China, everything depended on gaining the approval of one’s superiors. Dan was afraid that by making the wrong decision he might cause irreparable harm to his career.

The team’s long debate over the matter was one of the reasons they’d had to work so late that night. And it was still far from settled. Dan was anxiously pondering the dilemma as the others wearily trudged off to the staff canteen for their much-needed cup of refreshing green tea.

‘I don’t know what’s best for you, my friend,’ he said to the warrior when they were alone. ‘You tell me, are you in a fit state to travel, or should you stay at home?’

The terracotta warrior said nothing.

‘What’s the matter, can’t you talk?’ Dan joked. ‘Then give me a sign.’

Almost the instant he said it, he felt the stone tiles give a judder under his feet. He barely had time to wonder what the hell was happening before the main shock of the earthquake hit. To a deep rumbling that shook the entire building and the ground beneath it, the floor tilted several degrees and threw Dan off balance. As he went sprawling to the floor the power lines were taken out and the room went black.

Dan felt a sharp pain as his brow connected with the hard floor tiles. Suppressing a cry of terror he huddled into a ball in the pitch darkness, covering his head with his arms. All around him he could feel the walls of the complex shaking violently. His whole body seemed to tremble with the vibrations and the deep rumble that sounded like a thousand thunderstorms resonating all around him. Every split second felt like drawn-out minutes. Dan was convinced that he was about to die – but even at a time like this, his greatest fear was for the safety of his precious terracotta warriors. Could the quake be severe enough to bring the building down on their heads, destroying them all? What about the structural integrity of the enormous domed steel-girder roof covering the rest of the exhibit? If that were to collapse … the damage would be beyond catastrophic.

Then, as suddenly as they’d begun, the tremors subsided, the rumbling stopped and the earthquake was over. He wasn’t dead. It seemed that total devastation had been abated. Or had it?

Dan clambered to his knees. He could feel a cool wetness where the blood was leaking from his cut brow. He coughed from the dust and blinked his eyes, trying to adjust his vision to the darkness but at the same time terrified of what he might see. The hum of the air conditioning had stopped, and in the silence he could hear the eerie groans of the damaged building, the patter of plaster dust sprinkling from the ceiling – and the muffled voices of his colleagues yelling his name from outside in the corridor.

‘Dan! Dan! We’re all right! What about you? What happened?’ They were thumping on the door, trying to force it open. Dan realised that it must have become jammed shut by the distortion of the walls and ceiling.

‘I’m okay!’ he yelled back, or tried to, but his throat was full of dust and all that came out was a croak nobody could have heard through the door. He was glad his colleagues were okay – but for how long would any of them stay that way? An aftershock could be worse than the first. The whole building, including the five floors above this one, could still come crashing down around them and bury anyone still inside under hundreds of tons of rubble.

Even so, at this moment Dan’s own survival was the least of his concerns. Remembering his phone in his pocket, he dug it out and staggered to his feet on the strangely tilted floor, fumbling for the button to activate the device’s inbuilt LED flashlight.

Dan was momentarily dazzled by the strong white light. He shone the torch around him, fearing the worst. And seeing it.

‘Oh, no!’ he croaked. ‘No! NO!!’

Thump, thump, thump at the door. Mei’s voice, sounding frightened. ‘Dan! What’s happening? Open the door! We have to evacuate the building!’

But Dan was too transfixed by the horror of the sight in front of him to reply. It would be several hours before he thanked his stars most of the terracotta statues had escaped being damaged. All he could see right now was the figure of the magnificent warrior that had toppled over in the tremor, falling against the horse next to it. It was the same statue they’d been discussing just moments earlier, the one with the ancient repair that they’d feared might not withstand the stresses of travelling.

Now they’d never know, as the earthquake had got there first. The now headless warrior lay at an angle against the overturned horse that had broken his fall. The trembling light of Dan’s phone torch picked out shards of smashed clay among the dust. The warrior’s disembodied head had rolled away across the tilted floor and vanished in the shadows. With a gasp of despair Dan stumbled over to the fallen statue and tried to heave it upright, but it was too heavy to move on his own. When he strained with all his might to shift it, it only rolled off the horse and crashed horizontally to the floor, almost trapping his hand underneath.

The urgent hammering on the door continued. ‘Dan! Dan!’

Dan no longer even registered his colleagues’ frightened calls. Because at that moment he saw the thing that was about to change his life.

Where the warrior’s head had been attached to his shoulders, now there was only a gaping empty neck socket, a round hole through which the bright LED of Dan’s phone illuminated the inside of the warrior’s hollow torso.

Hollow, but not empty. There was something inside. Something so strange and unexpected that Dan thought at first he was experiencing a hallucination.

Thump. Thump. ‘Dan! Talk to us! Are you hurt?’

His fingers trembled as he reached his hand through the hole. The object felt smooth and cool to the touch. It didn’t weigh much, just a few ounces. He drew it out and laid it on the floor because he was shaking so badly from shock and amazement that he was afraid he might drop it. He knelt there gently rocking in disbelief, examining the object under his light.

The thing that had been hidden inside the warrior’s body was a slender, smooth cylinder, about three inches in diameter and about eight inches in length. It was made of some hard black material like ebony, lacquered to a gleaming mirror finish and ornamented with inlays of gold, pearl and jade, whose beauty and intricacy took Dan’s breath away. He knew that it had to be at least as old as the soldiers themselves. In its own way, every bit as wondrous – and even more mystifying. Who could have hidden the cylinder inside the warrior statue? Why? Was this the reason for the ancient repair to the warrior’s neck: because the head had once upon a time been deliberately removed to access the hollow space within?

With all these unanswerable questions swirling through his mind, Dan noticed that one end of the cylinder was capped with a lid. He wanted to run to the door and let his worried colleagues know that he was okay. Wanted to join them as they hurried out of the building to safety before anything worse happened. But he was so mesmerised by what he’d found that he couldn’t resist finding out what might be inside. He grasped the smooth, cool cylinder with both hands, gently twisted, and with not much effort the end cap came away to reveal the mouth of the tube.

Dan could scarcely believe what was happening to him. This was how those peasant farmers must have felt when they discovered the underground vault containing the terracotta army.

He couldn’t stop now. He had to know more. Holding the end of the tube towards the light he oh, so carefully inserted his fingers and felt around inside. Something was in there, something rolled up. A paper parchment of some kind? No, if his guess was right that the cylinder dated back to the time the statues were built, it couldn’t be paper because that hadn’t been invented until centuries later, during the Han Dynasty in 105 AD. Dan gently eased the scroll from the tube and realised what it was. A roll of silk, inked with ancient Chinese characters as vivid and sharp as the day the scribe had penned them more than two thousand years ago.

‘Dan! Dan! Please open this door! We have to get out of here! Can you hear me, Dan?’ This time it was Zimo’s voice, hoarse with fear and anxiety. Zimo was a big, powerful guy and now he was hammering harder at the door, throwing his weight against it to try to crash it open.

Still Dan couldn’t bring himself to respond. Hands shaking, heart thudding with the fear that it might disintegrate under his fingers, he unrolled more of the silk parchment. There was more marked on it than just characters. It was a map of some kind. And as he peered more closely he realised with a shock just exactly what it was.

The answer to a mystery so ancient that people had long ago given up even trying to solve it. It was a legend, almost a fable. And here he was, Dan Chen, eyes boggling as he held it right under his nose. Could it be true? Was he dreaming? No, he wasn’t. This was real.

He knew he had to make a decision, and fast. Any moment now Zimo and the others would come bursting through that door. Dan would have to show his colleagues what he’d found. Then the Ministry of Culture officials would need to be notified, according to the protocol. Knowing the deeper significance of his discovery, Dan couldn’t allow the silk parchment to fall into the hands of the authorities. It must be kept secret from them.

Dan had his particular reasons for making such a choice. It was a terrible risk, but what must be done must be done. He quickly replaced the roll inside the tube, pushed the end cap back on and shoved the cylinder into the only place he could think of to hide it, down the back of his trousers so that it pressed against the hollow of his spine and was covered by his shirt. He scrambled to his feet and staggered towards the door, finding his voice and yelling, ‘Hold on! I’m coming!’ Just as the door finally crashed open with such force that Zimo and the others almost fell into the room. Dan blinked as their phone lights shone in his face.

‘Where were you? We were so worried!’

‘I … hit my head,’ he muttered, pointing at the bleeding cut on his brow. ‘Must have been knocked out for a moment. I’m all right.’

‘Thank heaven,’ Mei said urgently, grasping his arm. ‘Come on, let’s get out of here!’

‘The statues …’ protested Dan.

‘Never mind the damn statues, boss. Hurry! This whole place is liable to come down on our heads!’

As he ran with his colleagues through the blacked-out corridors towards the exit, nobody noticed what Dan was hiding under his shirt.

None of them could have dreamed what he’d found. And none of them could have the faintest idea of his real motivation for wanting to preserve its ancient secret.









Chapter 2

The dawn had been and gone by the time Dan finally got home, having first been dragged to the hospital at Mei’s insistence to be checked for signs of concussion. The museum complex had long since been taken over by a horde of emergency services personnel who secured the valuable exhibits and sealed off the damaged building pending a major structural safety survey. Whatever the investigators determined, the place would surely be closed for the foreseeable future as the extensive repairs got underway. There had been no aftershocks to the quake, but that single tremor had peaked at almost 5.8 on the Richter scale and many buildings in the surrounding area had come off a lot worse. Thankfully, there had been no fatalities.

The medical staff at the Shaanxi Lintong Kangfu Hospital put a couple of stitches into Dan’s cut brow, gave him an otherwise clean bill of health, told him how lucky he’d been and sent him on his way. Meanwhile the precious scroll tube and its mind-blowing contents were hidden under the passenger seat of Mei’s little BYD electric hatchback in the hospital car park, where he’d managed to slip it without her noticing. The whole time he was waiting to be seen to he was nervous and jumpy, and Mei kept asking him if he was okay. He insisted he was fine, but in reality he was tormented by the thought of someone stealing Mei’s car with the precious scroll tube inside. While the crime rate was generally low in Chinese cities because of the heavy-handed justice system, vehicle theft was rife.

He needn’t have worried. When they came out of the hospital Mei’s car was still where she’d left it, untouched. She drove him back to his apartment building, asking him for the thousandth time if he was okay. Mei had always been a mother hen to him, even though she was only five years older.

As she pulled up at the kerb outside his building he went to retrieve the scroll tube from its hiding place beneath her passenger seat. His plan was to get it out the same way he’d slyly managed to slip it under there, using his jacket bundled on his knees to hide his movements from her. But as he reached down to retrieve the tube he found to his horror that it had rolled further under the seat and he had to bend right down to get at it, which he couldn’t do without drawing her attention.

‘What’s up?’ she asked, frowning as he struggled bent over double in his seat.

‘Damn it, my wallet and my pens must have fallen out of my jacket pocket,’ he said self-consciously and overacting the part horribly. His reaching fingers found the end of the tube and he managed to pull it towards him and cover it with his jacket. ‘Got them. No worries.’ From the strange look she was giving him, he could tell his little deception wasn’t too convincing.

‘Anyway, you take it easy and I’ll see you soon,’ Mei said. ‘Take care, Dan.’

‘You too,’ he replied, grinning sheepishly. ‘Thanks for looking after me.’

When he reached the relative privacy of his apartment on the thirteenth floor, Dan was so utterly spent that he could barely stay on his feet. But as desperately as he craved a warm shower and a soft bed, he had far more important matters to attend to. In his tiny living room he closed the drapes out of paranoia that someone could be spying on him, then reopened the scroll tube and once again carefully unrolled the silk manuscript on a coffee table to examine it more closely. If there’d been even the tiniest twinge of a doubt in his mind before about what this was, it was gone now. He could quite literally not believe his good fortune. It was such an incredible coincidence that the artefact could have fallen into his hands the way it did, that to Dan it felt like more than just serendipity. It had to be some kind of miracle. As though he’d been chosen, not just by the government authorities to be in charge of the team, but by some higher power to be there at that precise moment when the precious scroll was revealed from its hiding place. As though he’d been meant to be there. As though the earthquake had been meant to happen. Dan didn’t consider himself a religious person per se, but he held deep spiritual beliefs that he kept to himself.

What none of his work colleagues or superiors, not even his parents or his girlfriend knew – indeed what only a tiny number of people were aware of – was that he belonged to an organisation, more a creed than a faith, that existed in almost total secret. Its reasons for doing so were born out of necessity, due to the fact that its adherents and their beliefs were cruelly and unjustly victimised by the Chinese government. Though Dan and his ilk had done nothing wrong, were deeply pacifist by nature and asked only for the freedom to quietly pursue their harmless practices unmolested, for the last twenty years or more the authorities had been committed to a relentless campaign of persecution. Many thousands of them had been imprisoned, and many had died. Murdered by the state.

And worse.

And the reason why Dan was so awed by what had just happened to him was that the silk scroll he’d found just so happened to have a particular significance to the followers of his spiritual creed. More than that, it was of prime importance to them. There was no way he’d have taken such a risk otherwise. To be caught stealing such a priceless historical relic would not only be the end of his promising career but, once the authorities had prised the truth out of him, would likely result in his spending the rest of his days in the most appalling conditions and suffering the same awful fate as so many others.

When you were labelled an enemy of the state you were compelled to behave like one, like it or not. The organisation operated like an underground network and they were very careful about contacting one another in such a heavily surveilled society as China. Communicating via social media was out of the question, because the eyes of the authorities’ spies were everywhere. Phone calls were frequently monitored, and thanks to ubiquitous cameras and facial recognition technology even personal meetings could invite the risk of arrest and imprisonment. The government went so far as to employ members of the public to act as informants, whose job was to walk the streets on the lookout for anything suspicious.

But with a little ingenuity it was still possible to stay in touch with one’s fellow members. Dan had a secret cellphone that wasn’t registered to him personally and on which he could make limited calls without too much risk of getting caught. The phone was kept hidden under the floorboards beneath his bed, and he dug it out now and tapped in the number of one of his clandestine contacts.

‘It’s me,’ he whispered. As a precaution, no names could be mentioned on the phone. ‘Something’s come up. Something incredibly important that I must show you. I can’t say more, but you’ll be amazed. We have to meet.’

‘Damn. Sorry. I’m at a conference in Beijing for most of this week,’ his contact told him, sotto voce. ‘No way I can get away any sooner. The earliest I can make it would be Friday evening.’

That was a whole three days from now. Dan tried to mask the disappointment in his voice. ‘The usual place?’

‘I’ll be there,’ his contact said.

Dan ended the call and replaced his illegal phone in its hiding place, along with the scroll tube. Then he covered them over with the piece of floorboard, pulled the rug back and the bed on top. He took a deep breath. He was totally committed now, come what may.

Shaky and far too agitated to get any sleep, he walked into the kitchen and visited the fridge for something to eat, only to find it all but empty, bar a half carton of milk that had turned into lumps. The joys of living like a bachelor. Dan’s girlfriend had her own place a few miles outside the city, and they hadn’t been together long enough for him to develop much of an instinct for domesticity. Feeling suddenly ravenous, he decided to go out and do some grocery shopping.

His local store was just a five-minute walk away down the street. He filled a basket with a few simple and inexpensive items, queued quietly at the checkout without making eye contact or speaking to anyone, paid for his groceries by contactless digital transaction like most Chinese citizens did nowadays, and stepped back out into the street with his plastic shopping bag.

Returning towards his building he noticed that the short, balding man in the black jacket who’d been standing behind him in the queue had emerged from the store and was following along behind him, keeping pace about twenty metres back. There should have been nothing unusual about that, but something about it felt strangely unsettling to Dan. He could sense the man’s gaze on him, and it gave him the creeps. He quickened his step a little, and a discreet glance at a reflective window across the street told him that the man had quickened his too.

Dan walked faster still. Rather than head straight back home he took a detour in the opposite direction from where his building was. The man followed. Then Dan tried another trick, which was to pause outside a shop and pretend to be interested in the window display. Twenty metres away, the man halted and appeared to be checking something on his phone.

No question about it. Dan knew he was being followed, and the realisation sent a chill down his spine. But by whom, and why? He was suddenly gripped by the terrifying thought that it must have something to do with his discovery. Was it possible the authorities were already onto him? Had the security cameras inside the museum complex been working after all, and managed to spy on him stealing the scroll tube even after the power had gone down and the lights were out? Maybe using some kind of infra-red system with an independent power source? In that case, had the higher-ups in the Ministry of Culture already been informed of his crime?

If so, he was in awful trouble. Visions of steel bars, of dungeons and grisly torture chambers and men in masks and overalls, crowded his thoughts.

Dan had started walking so fast that he was almost running. His plastic shopping bag ruptured and canned vegetables and packets of dried noodles spilled onto the pavement, but he didn’t stop to retrieve them. Only when he’d hurried on another three hundred metres did he dare to slow down and look back.

The man was gone.

Had Dan imagined it? He didn’t think so. Now they knew he was onto the short balding man, they’d simply pull him off Dan’s tail and send another of their agents in his place. They knew where he lived. They’d be watching him. When the moment was right they could pick him like an apple off a tree and he’d be made to disappear.

If that was the case, then Dan’s own fate was sealed. So be it. But as horrifying as that thought might be, making his heart thump and his mouth go dry, his own fate had to matter less than that of the precious scroll.

What could he do? Dan racked his brain. One option was to pass the scroll to his secret associate. But that rendezvous wasn’t until Friday, and he couldn’t afford to wait that long in case they came for him sooner.

Then a thought came to him. Tomorrow, Wednesday, he was due to meet up with his girlfriend. What if there was some way he could pass it to her?

The subject of Dan’s affections wasn’t Chinese. Her name was Lara Hartmann and she was a twenty-three-year-old student at Zurich University, taking a year off in the middle of her degree course in Chinese Philosophy to immerse herself in the country’s culture and learn the language. She and Dan had met quite by chance at a nightclub two months ago. Lara had been there with her flatmate Olivia, and Dan had allowed himself to be corralled into the night out by his work colleague, Hao. Neither of them was much into the nightclub scene, and when she’d suggested getting out of there he’d been eager to agree. The relationship had developed fairly quickly after that, although because of Dan’s intense work schedule they weren’t able to get together as often as either would have liked. On Wednesday afternoons she always had lectures at the college, and would catch the bus into the city from the village where she lived. After her lecture they would sometimes meet in a park near the college – assuming he was able to get off work a little early – and would spend a blissful evening together.

Nobody knew about Lara. The authorities couldn’t connect her to him. If he could meet up with her tomorrow without being followed …

And so, that was what Dan did. His first action was to re-contact his secret associate, tell him there’d been a change in his circumstances and that he couldn’t make their rendezvous after all. Next day, with his work now suspended in the aftermath of the earthquake, he stayed hidden inside his apartment all morning and early afternoon.

At 3.30 p.m. he sneaked from the building wearing a hoodie and one of the anti-pollution air filter masks that many Chinese city dwellers used to protect against the smog, though it was virtually nonexistent in Xi’an compared to the likes of Beijing. Hoping that his disguise would be enough to foil the watchers he boarded a bus and crossed the city. Hidden inside the hoodie’s pocket was the ebony scroll tube, carefully wrapped in paper and packing tape.

As far as he could tell, nobody was shadowing him – but just to be safe he changed buses three times and took an auto rickshaw taxi the rest of the way to the park.

Lara was sitting on their usual bench in an avenue of trees and didn’t notice Dan approaching, partly because she was so deeply immersed in one of her Chinese language study books and also partly because he was still wearing the air mask and had his hoodie pulled up over his head. She looked beautiful. His heart ached for what he was about to do.

He glanced nervously around him, walked quickly up to her and sat down on the far end of the bench, leaving a gap between them. Only then did she notice him, and turned to look at him in surprise and confusion.

‘Dan? Why are you—?’ English was a second language to her, but it was the one they spoke in together because her Chinese wasn’t yet fluent.

‘Don’t talk to me,’ he muttered, staring down at his feet. ‘Don’t look at me. Act like you don’t know me.’

She stared at him as though he’d lost his mind. ‘What?’

‘Shhh. I’m serious. I’ll explain later, okay? Just do what I say. They mustn’t see us together.’

‘Who mustn’t see us? What are you on about? You’re scaring me.’

Dan glanced up and down the pretty aisle of trees. It was a busy little park. Crowds of people were coming and going, enjoying the sunshine. In a nearby grassy area a group of Tai Chi practitioners were going through their slow-motion movements. He couldn’t see any sign of the sinister man who’d followed him yesterday, or anyone else who might be a government agent. But who knew?

He quickly, discreetly slipped the paper-wrapped tube out of his pocket and laid it down on the park bench between them. Attached to the parcel was a sealed note he’d written her, in which he’d tried to explain his reasons for what he’d done. He’d agonised for hours over what to say, all the things he wanted to explain to her now but couldn’t, for fear of being seen together. She had to understand how crucially important this was, not only to him but to a great many other people. And she needed to know just how dangerous that information could be, if it fell into the wrong hands.

Dan was racked with guilt at the thought of placing such a burden of responsibility on her. But what choice did he have? Until he could make contact with his fellow members again, she was the only one he could trust.

‘What’s that?’ she asked.

‘Take it. Keep it safe. Don’t let anyone else know you have it.’

‘Dan? What the heck—?’

‘The letter will explain. Read it, and then burn it. Please, Lara, you have to trust me.’

‘But—’

‘I’ll call you,’ he said tersely. Then he stood up and hurried away. Before Lara could make a move to go after him he’d slipped off into the crowds of passersby, leaving her sitting there alone and frightened.

Then he was gone. And neither she, nor anyone else who knew him, would ever see Dan Chen alive again.









Chapter 3

Switzerland

Two days later

It felt like déjà vu, except this time it looked as if he’d actually make it.

Speeding along the twisting Alpine roads at the wheel of a fast car, a clear blue sky above him and a breathtaking vista of sparkling lakes and towering snow-capped mountains and green forests all around him, puffing on a Gauloise and listening to hard-driving modern jazz pumping through his stereo system, Ben Hope was reflecting on his last attempt to visit his sole surviving relative.

On that occasion, he’d got within two hours’ drive of his destination before being called away to deal with yet another crisis. It seemed to be his fate always to have to put his own life on hold in order to rescue others. But this time around, on this glorious sunny summer’s day, he’d managed to make the long drive from his base in rural Normandy, a place called Le Val from which he’d departed at the crack of dawn that morning, cutting diagonally eastwards all across France and through the mountain passes into Switzerland. No emergency calls had come through to divert him from his objective. No forced U-turns, no urgent cries for help, nobody finding themselves in sudden dire need of the skills and expertise he’d acquired in the course of his Special Forces career and his years of freelance operation since quitting the military. For once he was being left alone to do exactly what he wanted.

It was the strangest feeling, as though he was getting away with something.

And long may it last, he thought, with just a passing twinge of guilt for wanting to do his own thing for a change. Was he being selfish? Maybe a little, he admitted to himself, but then again he had good reason to be. Because this was a special occasion like no other, and he intended to honour it. After all, it wasn’t every day that his little sister, who was especially dear to him and whom he’d thought he’d lost for many years, was celebrating her engagement to the man she planned on spending the rest of her life with.

Ben was no kind of a party animal, and though he was far from being antisocial or reclusive he generally preferred his own company and the solitude of nature’s wide open spaces. Yet he was looking forward to the event, which promised to be a lavish affair attended by hundreds of guests. This would also be his first meeting with Ruth’s new fiancé, a Swiss architect by the name of Stefan Hartmann.

He kept wondering what kind of guy this Stefan was. One worthy of his sister, hopefully. Someone who would step up to the mark and give her the undivided dedication and devotion she deserved. If it should happen to turn out otherwise, Stefan would have some serious problems to deal with when big brother came to kick his arse so hard he’d be wearing it as a hat.

Ben put that ugly thought away, knowing he was at risk of being unreasonably judgemental and overprotective. Showing his toxic masculinity, no doubt, the anachronistic product of a patriarchal society. That was how the snowflakes would have put it, according to his friend Jeff Dekker, who was an authority on these things and a pre-eminent critic of the modern age of ‘woke’. In any case, if this guy Stefan was good enough for Ruth, then he was damn well good enough for Ben too. Ben decided he was going to like Herr Hartmann, instinctive brotherly protectiveness notwithstanding.

Being in good time and tired of travelling on an empty stomach, he stopped at a roadside auberge for a light meal, a traditional Swiss dish called Papet Vaudois that he washed down with a glass of Chasselas. He wasn’t really a white wine person; for that matter he wasn’t really all that much of a wine person generally, but he resisted the temptation of whisky, partly because he was trying to go a little easier on the hard stuff these days and partly because he didn’t want to turn up at the Steiner estate reeking like a distillery.

Driving on, he thought about the strange turns of events that had brought his younger sister to become the adopted daughter of the Swiss billionaire couple Maximilian and Silvia Steiner. Her abduction from a Moroccan street market as a little girl had been the great defining trauma of Ben’s teenage years and torn the Hope family apart at the seams, leading directly and indirectly to the demise of both their parents. All those years Ben had given her up for dead, unbeknownst to him or anyone she’d been growing up like a little princess on the Steiners’ vast secluded estate in the Swiss Alps, brought up to believe that none of her blood relatives were still alive. It had been a long road for both of them, and even after he’d been reunited with her their relationship had been rocky at first. But that was years ago.

It had also been some years since Ben’s last visit to the estate. What had brought him here initially, quite by chance, was a professional commitment – not the kind of job he’d have chosen to undertake, but one that had been foisted on him against his will when he’d been compelled to head up a close protection team to safeguard Maximilian Steiner after the billionaire had been targeted by kidnappers. How exactly the task had landed in Ben’s lap on that occasion was a long story, involving Ben’s having put the existing team leader in hospital. The fact that the individual in question had at that time been going out with Ben’s longtime love, Brooke Marcel, had of course had little to do with it. That relationship, too, was a long time in the past.

So, it seemed, was the heavy security presence that had greeted him on that first visit to the Steiner estate. Gone were the closed iron gates and the double checkpoints at which forbidding guards in uniform had interrogated him and examined his ID as though he was a wanted terrorist. Gone, too, were all the security cameras that had watched his progress as he’d made his way up the private road towards the main residence. Having handed the running of his multi-billion-dollar global enterprise entirely over to the care of his adoptive daughter, old Maximilian must have mellowed in his retirement.

Ben rolled up the mile-long driveway, passing through acres of primly-tended woodland that were only a fraction of the estate’s lands. He finally passed under the high stone archway where the trees parted and the big house came into view. Though, as he’d noted on that first memorable visit and couldn’t help but be reminded on seeing it again, ‘house’ was hardly the right term for the palatial Swiss château. It was the kind of property that would make the average multimillionaire feel decidedly ordinary. Ben was no stranger to the homes of the ultra-wealthy, and he supposed that you could get used to pretty much any degree of luxury. But the Steiner residence was something to behold, more like a Disneyland castle than a home. You’d almost expect to see armoured knights riding their chargers in and out of the drawbridge, and fire-breathing dragons perched on the lofty battlements. The spectacle was still enough to make Ben puff his cheeks and shake his head in wonder as he continued up towards the main entrance with its gleaming white stone columns and a flight of steps wider than a motorway.

Some of the party guests had already started showing up. Ben’s dusty blue BMW Alpina looked very humble next to all the Rolls-Royces and Astons and Ferraris. He parked it near the line-up of caterers’ vans, where it seemed less out of place. Stretching his legs he self-consciously flicked away his cigarette, smoothed his crumpled jeans and denim shirt and wondered if maybe he should have changed into the black tux he’d bought before getting here. Turn up looking like 007, maybe people would be less likely to notice the cheap car.

He was walking towards the steps when he heard a familiar voice call his name and turned to see his sister Ruth running towards him from the direction of the grounds. Her hair was longer than last time they’d met, golden in the light of the sun. She was dressed for riding, in a pair of rough old jodhpurs and a faded rugby top that instantly put him at ease about his own appearance. As if he’d really expected her to appear dressed in a sequined ballgown and festooned with emeralds and diamonds. She was a Hope, after all.

She flung herself at him, embracing him so excitedly that she nearly knocked him over. ‘You smell like horses,’ he said, hugging her tight. It was the kind of affectionate greeting he always kept in reserve for his only sibling.

‘And you reek of those nasty French cigarettes you’re always puffing on. What a fine pair we make. Let’s go inside and stink the place up, just to shock everyone. Oh, Ben, I’m so glad you could make it! It’s wonderful to see you. You haven’t changed a bit.’

‘Neither have you,’ he replied. One thing was different about her, though. He’d never seen her looking so radiant and happy.

‘Let me get you something to drink,’ she bubbled, gripping his arm and steering him up the entrance steps and into the grand hallway of the château. The ring of her riding boots on the marble floor echoed up to the frescoed dome high above. ‘Champagne? Oh, no, you prefer something a little stronger, don’t you?’

‘I could be tempted. But later.’ What amazing self-discipline, he thought.

‘Max and Silvia are dying to see you again. It’s been so long! Oh, and here they are.’

The Steiners were still much the same as Ben remembered them, if a little older and greyer. The handsome, elegant Silvia Steiner was ageing somewhat better than her husband. Maximilian’s hair and beard were now silvery-white and he’d taken to walking with a cane ever since getting shot some years back, but his iron constitution was still evident in his powerful grip as he warmly shook Ben’s hand. ‘What a sincere pleasure it is to see you again, Major Hope.’

Ruth tutted. ‘Oh, Max, you know Ben hates being called that.’

‘Just Ben,’ Ben said.

Suddenly remembering, Ruth asked, ‘How’s Jude?’

Jude was the grown-up son Ben hadn’t known about for the first twenty years of his life. ‘He’s doing well,’ Ben replied. ‘Living in New Zealand now. Or somewhere offshore, to be precise. Got himself a nice new boat and started a business taking rich executives on mini-cruises.’

‘An enterprising young man,’ Maximilian Steiner said approvingly. ‘And clearly every bit as talented as his remarkable father.’

‘What do you expect, Max?’ his wife said with a beaming smile. ‘They come from the very best stock.’ All this flattery was more than Ben was used to.

‘It’d have been lovely to meet him again,’ said Ruth. ‘I haven’t seen him since—’

‘Yeah, we don’t need to talk about that,’ Ben said quickly.

‘Sorry. Oh, look, here’s Stefan.’ A tall, slim, dark-haired man in a well-tailored suit was coming down the sweep of stairs. Ruth ran over to him. ‘Darling, someone I want you to meet.’

Ben had never imagined he’d ever hear his sister call anyone ‘darling’. He met Stefan at the foot of the stairs with his hand extended. Ruth’s fiancé was in his mid or late thirties, good-looking with intelligent brown eyes and an open smile. ‘Stefan Hartmann,’ he said rather formally, shaking Ben’s hand.

‘I’m very happy to meet you,’ Ben said pleasantly. And he didn’t add anything like ‘But remember that if you ever mess my sister around I’ll hunt you down and neuter you with a rusty chisel.’ Strictly best behaviour.

‘Stefan’s family are here too,’ Ruth told Ben. ‘You’ll get to meet them later, I’m sure. The only one who couldn’t make it is Lara.’

‘Lara?’

‘I too have a younger sister,’ Stefan explained. ‘Sadly she’s on the other side of the world at the moment, taking a break from her university studies to spend a year in China. This is her.’

Like everybody seemed to do these days, he whipped out a phone to show Ben a picture of her. The image had been taken at what appeared to be an ancient temple, surrounded in lush greenery with ornate columns and those turned-up roof corners that were so archetypically Oriental. In the foreground stood a pair of young dark-haired women, both in their early or mid twenties, both smiling, and remarkably similar to one another in build and facial features.

‘Which one’s your sister?’ Ben asked, peering at the phone.

‘Lara’s the one on the left. That’s Olivia with her, Olivia Keller. They were best friends at university and decided to travel to China together.’

‘They could be twins.’

‘It’s true, even I have to look twice to tell them apart,’ Stefan chuckled. ‘Especially as the two of them have a habit of always swapping clothes, even earrings and hats. Anyway, Lara’s having a wonderful time there.’

‘I’ve never been there,’ Ben said. ‘I’d imagine it must be very fascinating.’ Not that any of the countries he visited, covering most of the globe, had drawn him mainly for their cultural interest, and geographical differences apart they were all much of a muchness for him. Once you’d seen one wreckage-strewn butcher’s shop of a battlefield you’d seen them all; and kidnappers’ hideouts tended not to vary too widely either.

‘Liebling,’ Silvia Steiner said, tenderly taking Ruth’s arm, ‘I hate to interrupt your conversation, but you really should change out of those riding clothes. More guests are arriving.’

‘I suppose I should,’ Ruth replied with a grin. ‘Before my carriage turns into a pumpkin.’

‘She looks beautiful as she is,’ Max Steiner said fondly. ‘Would you not say so, Stefan?’

‘Indeed I would,’ Stefan answered, and Ben could see the love in his eyes.

‘I’d better unpack my kit from the car,’ Ben said. Consisting precisely of one suit carrier containing his tux and a pair of shiny shoes, and the battered, tattered old green military haversack he’d toted around on his adventures to many of those countries he had visited. He’d always believed in travelling light.

‘Dorenkamp will show you to your guest accommodation,’ Silvia said warmly. ‘I hope it will be to your liking? I think you have stayed there before.’









Chapter 4

Ben had indeed stayed there before. In a rare nod to modernism, the Steiners had once commissioned the world-famous architect Peter Vetsch to create a radical-looking set of guest quarters nestling deep into one side of a hill, completely covered over on top with a wildflower meadow that at this time of year had come out in an explosion of colours. To get there, you had to cross kilometres of pristine grounds by golf buggy. For Ben it was another, not altogether welcome, reminder of his previous visit to the estate and that time of his life, bringing back memories of his troubled, ultimately failed, relationship with Brooke Marcel.

But nobody could have complained about the luxuriously-appointed accommodation itself, and at least on this occasion he didn’t have to share it with a bunch of half-witted bodyguards. He dumped his kit in the bedroom, took a short cool shower and then, clad in just a towel around his waist, padded barefoot into the kitchen where the surprise discovery of a bottle of his favourite Laphroaig scotch whisky broke his resolve to lay off the hard stuff. Just a couple of fingers in a crystal tumbler, no ice, no water.

Carrying his drink into the sumptuous living area he was about to light another Gauloise when he remembered the Steiners’ strict rules and looked up at the ceiling to check if the smoke alarm was still there – or its replacement, to be exact. Yes, there it was, the plaster around
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