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			Prologue

			Gobi Desert, China 

			1444 

			It reared up out of the sands, a wide, squat, ugly building that sat a long walk from the city. It comprised pillars of stone and stone cladding, its walls long and wide, its main front door a double leaf of carven oak that sat open day and night except in the face of inclement weather. The sands that surrounded it were already trying to devour it, piled up high against the sides and drifting across the paths and settling on the roof. 

			The desert was always swelling, expanding, enlarging like a living, breathing, greedy beast, Jin thought. One day, it might reach Beijing, where it would overwhelm the newly built imperial residence, known as the Forbidden City. 

			But Jin shrugged those dark thoughts away. He straightened his tunic, smoothing it down to his knees, and took a step forward. Then he froze.

			Was this the right thing to do?

			If he entered that building, he was committing a sin, breaking the law.

			No, no, he wasn’t. The authorities had been forced to legalise gambling because of overwhelming demand. That was the only reason Jin stood outside its alluring doors right now. The bag he held nestled close to his right hip and, when he walked, Jin could hear the faint jangle of coins.

			He walked now, putting his fears firmly behind him, determined to enter the unadorned, unassuming, low-profile, shady and sultry, ensnaring, darkly powerful den of iniquitous entrapment.

			Jin stepped right up to the door before experiencing another rush of anxiety. Maybe this wasn’t for him. Maybe, if he waited long enough, he might forget his money woes and wake up in another land, another realm, rich and unworried, fresh and clean.

			Someone pushed past to his right. Jin got a whiff of rich spices and body odour. The man’s long hair looked lank; his shoes were full of holes. The gambling den ate him up like it would an unsuspecting tasty snack. Jin wondered if he was going to risk being next.

			No one was depending on him. Jin didn’t have a family, a wife or a son or daughter. He lived alone, eked out a living on the land, selling the fruits of his labours in a local town. He wasn’t starving. He had enough money to clothe himself and furnish his home, but he wasn’t happy with his existence. Jin wanted more. 

			Hence the three-day trip to the Gobi Desert.

			As he stood near the high doorway, almost standing in sin’s gloomy embrace, something new enfolded Jin. It swept over him like a strange, alien blanket. It was the din of conversation, of voices raised – some in anger, some in joy – of men, for it was only men in here, venting their emotions, speaking excitedly, asking questions. Jin found that the noise drew him in deeper still.

			Deeper and deeper until he stood in the enormous room, wide-eyed, looking from left to right and up and down, overwhelmed, stunned, unable to process the enthusiastic peculiarity of what he was seeing.

			First, it was busy. Jin could barely see between bodies. There were many men in here, short, tall, fat, thin, those who stooped and those who had no control over their manners. Their outerwear was contradictory, from tunics short and long to jackets, some padded. Some wore hats. Some had great curling moustaches, others were clean-shaven. Jin saw immediately that there was a wide range of values in here; some men were clearly wealthy, others without the means to buy shoes. Most of the men were standing around the few who were seated, but it was the seated ones that took Jin’s interest.

			They were playing the games, and these games were the eyes of the storm, so to speak. The calm within the chaos. Everything came down to winning the games. Jin put one foot in front of the other until he came to a low table on which was being played the first game.

			Mahjong.

			Jin didn’t know if he was proud or ashamed of China’s long association with gambling. The earliest record of gambling tracked back to the first dynasty, some 4,000 years ago, and it was said that many modern games such as mahjong and lottery and Pai Gow originated in ancient China. He blinked now and watched as two men played the game, gambling against each other. Noises from other tables filled his ears and the smell of food and sweat mingled in the air, making Jin wrinkle his nose. This place was certainly a shock to the senses. He’d never seen anything like it. Jin was firmly out of his comfort zone.

			So far, in fact, that he knew he had to stay here, absorb it, take some time to grow accustomed to this new, fearful, exciting, fascinating place. 

			He wandered the aisles between the tables. Manners were non-existent inside the den of iniquity, he decided. People jostled you whether you were walking the aisles or stood watching the games. The smell of food made him feel hungry, to want to spend some coins he’d brought for the purpose of turning them into more coins. He could practically taste the excitement in the air. It carried like the scent of nectar.

			Jin grew accustomed to the clamour, to the smells. He started concentrating on the games, noted that they were all chance because you never knew who you were going to come up against. Skills, of course, were the best order of the day, but there was always chance. That was the beauty of gambling.

			Jin moved among the crowd, seeing tile-based games, card-based games, all manner of games from the intellectual to the crude. He realised after some time had passed that he was procrastinating.

			I have travelled far to try this, he thought. Made a great effort. Why am I delaying matters?

			There was no straightforward answer. Jin was still trying to make sense of it all. He was nervous about sitting at the right table, about taking his place in line, about making a mistake. He was worried that he might lose all his money on the first attempt to play.

			Jin steeled himself. He had a backbone. He worked throughout the daylight hours and he worked hard. He made deals for his produce. He stood up to the town’s authorities rather than let them ride all over him. 

			This he could do.

			Jin chose one game where the lines weren’t so long. He reached inside his bag to make sure his coins were safe. There were pickpockets in here, he was sure of it. He stood behind a broad-shouldered, long-haired man whose eyes never left the game and the men playing it. Some time later, the man sat down to play, and it would be Jin’s turn next.

			A nervous flutter of excitement flickered through him.

			Strangely and simultaneously, that was when the first tremor hit. It was nothing major, and Jin had felt tremors before. It was an odd sensation. The ground moving beneath your feet, the walls shaking, the tables clattering. But it didn’t last long. When it hit, there was a sudden lull in the noise that Jin had now become accustomed to, the new silence stinging his ears almost as loudly.

			Jin waited with bated breath as the building shook. And then it was done, over, finished. Jin sensed the hesitancy inside the place, the fear that overrode everything. Dust floated from the ceiling, spinning calmly in the air. The sun that speared through open windows caught it and refracted.

			Jin looked around the place, met the eyes of hundreds of men. They were wide and seeking, wary. Jin noticed the coins clutched in their hands, the coins scattered all over the gaming tables, the coins that had fallen from piles and struck the floor. They were all silver and gold, shiny and patinaed. Jin had never seen so many coins in his life.

			For some reason, it unnerved him. Or was it the rumble through the ground? Jin wasn’t sure, and didn’t care too much as he saw the broad-shouldered man playing the game before him lose. The man hung his head and pushed away from the table.

			It was Jin’s turn.

			As he clasped the back of the chair, ready to sit down, Jin felt the impact of a second rumble. Like the first, it came from nowhere, from deep within the earth and with no warning. All of a sudden, there was a noise filling Jin’s ears – a profound, terrifying, cavernous rumble that abruptly held sway over all; there was an incessant shaking, an unfamiliar effect, that made men stare at the ceiling, the walls, the floor. 

			This time, the rumbling lasted longer.

			The entire place shook before Jin’s eyes. He stopped breathing. It was terrifying. He looked to the door, but saw it quivering too, curtains of dust drifting down the gap through which he could see the shifting desert sands. There were people out there, standing and watching, looking towards the distant buildings of the large town.

			Jin touched the table to help keep his balance, but was frowned upon by the other players. Perhaps he was too close to the stacks of coins. The trembling continued to run through the building, the deep roaring noise growing in strength. Jin got worried. Perhaps he should leave…

			And then it stopped again. As quickly as it had started, the rumbling ended, the walls and ceiling returning to normal. Jin realised he was staring at the block work as if checking for cracks, for irregularities. He saw nothing and tore his gaze away.

			Now, some men were leaving the gambling house. They filed through the door, walked down the path outside, headed for the desert. Most of the men, though – they weren’t going anywhere.

			Like them, Jin felt the pull. He didn’t want to leave. The thrill was upon him, the thrill of pitting his wits against another and playing that man for money. He didn’t want to walk away now, to leave that behind. And in any case, there had been two tremors. There probably wouldn’t be any more.

			Jin arranged his tiles. He was ready to play. His eyes met those of the man sitting opposite – a man who sat with an emotionless face, a low hat, and a moustache that hung out from both sides of his face. He had arranged his tight-fitting tunic so that it was totally smooth and the rings on his fingers spoke of at least a little wealth, nothing ostentatious.

			Jin reached out to move the first tile.

			And then it hit. Jin immediately understood that the first two tremors had been mere warnings. He realised that the men who’d prematurely filed out of the building had been the sensible ones.

			First, the deep roaring sound came. Then, the walls started shaking, and this time they shuddered back and forth like twigs in a gale ready to snap. The block work wavered. Jin saw the ceiling rippling like a great wave. A terrible sound filled his ears. Men were screaming and shouting, rushing for the exit, getting stuck, falling, trampling each other. The immense sound intensified until it was Jin’s entire world, a black gaping wall of noise. He saw the far end of the building crumple; the walls just giving way. He shot to his feet. A chunk of debris fell from the ceiling, landing across the shoulders of a reedy man and crushing him to the floor. 

			Jin started making his way towards the exit, surrounded by a sea of people. All his horizons shook and trembled. Men yelled in both his ears. The ceiling cracked from end to end, a wide, irregular fissure opening up. At the same time, Jin saw something shifting below him. 

			The floor was opening.

			The great fracture ripped haphazardly through the entire floor. At both ends, the walls sagged. Debris shattered down from the ceiling above, crushing some men, smaller rocks bouncing off others. Jin saw the doorway changing shape, the frame sliding to a forty-five-degree angle even as men slipped through it, squirming, getting stuck, fighting to be the first ones out. By now, Jin could sense that a mob consciousness had taken over. 

			The first big collapse happened far to Jin’s left, the entire ceiling over there slumping down to the ground. Rubble fell in a heap, landing at an angle, clouds of dust drifting through the air. Suddenly, daylight flooded the place. Jin struggled to progress against the great clump of humanity that stood before him. People were still squeezing out of the madly angled doorway, but it was getting harder and harder.

			And there were more ominous sounds now, too, even above the roar of the quake. Jin, not having heard them before, knew exactly what they were. They were the sounds of unaccountable stress being put on walls, on stone pillars, the noise supports made when they were close to breaking point.

			Then, the state of the walls receded far from his mind.

			Because the crevice in the floor opened up even further. It spread past his feet, causing him to fall into it, but, luckily, it wasn’t deep. Just a few feet. Yet still his ankle scraped the bare rock and started bleeding, his bones bruised. He yelled and spread out his arms to protect the space around him.

			It didn’t work. Men barged him aside, stepping in all around him, closing all the gaps. Jin was crushed between them, unable to move. The fissure wouldn’t let go of his ankle; he fought to stay upright, to sway more than an inch. His breathing came in brief gasps, his heart hammering inside his chest. He realised that he’d hung on to his bag and all the coins left inside. Somehow, it was still slung around his body.

			All the wealth in the world didn’t matter right now.

			There was a monstrous roar, filling the senses and blotting out all hope. It was the sound of a demon approaching, a destroyer of worlds. Every wall suddenly collapsed; the ceiling came crashing down. The fissure beneath Jin opened a little wider, sucking him down. Debris smashed all around him, crushing the struggling men, breaking bones and shattering skulls. Jin shivered as bones and blood and the contents of broken skulls struck him. There was nowhere to move, no way out. His ankle was stuck, the crevice almost pulsing beneath him as it widened and deepened and then shifted. 

			He screamed. The ceiling above undulated and then came down in a vast heap. It fell like the terrifying, infuriated gods would fall on the people below, an incensed down-surge of certain death.

			Jin threw his arms up. He saw struggling bodies and falling masonry and mushroom clouds of dust and rubble. He heard the ever-present roar, the screaming, the groaning of dying men. He felt the whole building sinking, saw it coming down, but not just that. The entire space was descending into the sands, sucked down by some incredible, unnameable force. This was something men could not stand against, something infernal and elemental, a force unlike anything man-made. Yes, the empire believed it had come a long way in the last four thousand years.

			But it had never equalled this.

			Jin saw nothing as the ceiling descended on him, as the walls shuddered down and the ground slipped away beneath his feet. He was struck by large rocks, broken, beaten, devoured by the fundamental fury of the earth. Nothing known, nothing invented, could have saved him.

			The rage of the world he lived in had swallowed his dreams. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Present Day

			Joe Mason laid punch after punch on the frayed leather that hung before him. He’d returned to his old gym for the morning, as much for the sweaty, noisy, aggressive atmosphere as anything else. These days, Mason usually worked out at Sally’s house – the place where his entire team was currently living until they worked out something better for themselves. But today, Mason felt like going back to basics.

			He’d needed to clear his head, and for him this was the best way to do it. Wearing gloves, striking leather, sweating profusely on the threadbare blue mats – that was the way he worked his issues out. At least for the next few hours.

			Mason ducked and weaved and punched. There were a lot of issues to work out. Yes, the team dynamic helped. The way they hunted down or transported treasures all around the world, the way they offered protection to paying organisations and corporations who wanted their relics, their prizes, protected as they conveyed them from place to place. Mason enjoyed the new life; the business that went under the name Quest Investigations was hectic and just getting busier. Sally was having to turn jobs away.

			Mason pulled away from the bag and looked to his right. His teammate Roxy Banks stood there, hitting a bag with as much gusto as he. Mason had brought her along as a kind of treat, promising her some good, old-fashioned sweat and toil if she felt up to it. Roxy was a raven-haired, six-foot-two American, and what people termed a loose cannon. This was because of extensive inner issues of her own she was barely keeping from ruining her life. Mason remembered that, the first time he’d met her, he’d had to pull her out from between rum-soaked sheets. It helped her sleep, she’d said.

			Mason got a look at himself in a mirror. He was rakish, kind of wiry, not too thin but not too bulky. Mason was often underestimated, with his sandy blond hair, blue eyes and a face that didn’t show the hell he’d been through during his life. He was clean-looking and amiable and liked to fit in.

			Sometimes, Mason wished the issues that had once almost ruined his life stood out more on his body, on his mien, but that wasn’t to be. There was barely a scratch on him. All the trials and tribulations existed in his head.

			Every damn day.

			Roxy saw him looking at himself and stopped work, grinning. ‘Looking at it won’t change it, Joe,’ she said. ‘Like you said to me – you gotta put in the work.’

			‘Funny,’ he said. ‘No matter how hard I try, it never changes. No definition. No obvious muscle. I guess I’m just me.’

			Mason was strong, but it was an underlying strength. Nothing showed on the surface. He watched Roxy now, a woman who struggled silently with her own demons and always spoke her mind.

			‘You ready to call it a morning?’

			‘Are you kidding? I’ve been hankering for a caramel macchiato and blueberry muffin for the last hour,’ she said.

			‘Unless you wanna go one on one for a few minutes?’ He grinned.

			Roxy could never pass over the chance to get a few good-natured hits in on Mason. Their relationship was professional in the field and in the office, but there was still that sense of fun and rivalry and good, old-fashioned mischief between them they never overlooked. Roxy stepped up to him now.

			‘Get in the ring, Babyface.’

			Mason slipped through the ropes and did a few practice jabs as he waited for Roxy. Soon, the American was in his face.

			‘You’re going on your back,’ she said.

			‘Not my kind of position,’ he replied.

			‘Yeah, you just wish it was.’

			She jabbed him in the ribs for good measure and then backed away. Mason tapped his gloves together. They circled each other warily, and then Roxy came in fast, double-jabbed at his head and followed it up with a cross to his ribs. Mason covered up safely, searching for an opening. When Roxy came in again, he threw a hook to the side of her head, the momentum pushing her sideways. As she staggered, he stepped in quickly, jabbing and crossing, until she backed her way into a corner. Once there, she covered up, but then realised her error and started attacking, trying to fight her way out.

			Mason let her throw punches, ducking and weaving. He wanted her to wear herself out, but Roxy Banks was far too wily for that. She knew the game, had been trained to fight and fight hard all her life. She slipped around him with some fancy footwork and threw a jab at the side of his head.

			Mason feigned hurt. She smiled and stepped in. He threw a cross to her midriff that doubled her over. She cursed him. As one, they backed away from each other, stepping lightly from foot to foot, eyes narrowed and still searching for a gap, an opening. They were fully concentrated, didn’t see or hear the men and women working out, the old timers with their tired but watchful eyes offering suggestions. It all came down to the fight and the focus and the very next move.

			Which was made by Mason.

			He stepped in, threw a feint, stepped around and clouted Roxy over the head. She grimaced and punished his ribcage. They came together, resting on each other, panting and sweating, face to face.

			‘You had enough?’ she asked.

			‘Never give in,’ he puffed a little. ‘Never surrender.’

			‘I’ll buy you a blueberry muffin.’

			‘That’ll do.’ He pushed her away, turned his back, and stepped out of the ring. Roxy followed, jumping down to the mats. Mason showed her where the showers were, grabbed his towel from his battered locker and spent two minutes showering before towelling off and then dressing in jeans and a T-shirt. It was a lovely, warm July day outside and he was looking forward to spending a little time walking in the sunshine.

			He met Roxy back at the lockers.

			‘You ready?’ he asked, noting her damp, dark locks and fresh, reddish face.

			‘You’re buying,’ she said.

			‘Why the hell am I buying?’

			‘Because it’s your treat. You told me. You said, “Hey Rox, come out with me today. I have a treat for you.” Remember?’

			Mason grumbled. The truth was, he’d wanted a little company and thought Roxy would enjoy the workout more than the others. Sally was currently too interested in searching through her father’s old house and sorting reams of old files and papers and ornaments and paintings and…well, everything an older man might accumulate. It was a tough job, and there was a lot to go through, and every moment she was there reminded her of his death not so long ago. Quaid was engrossed in one of his favourite activities, taking his time buying sentimental old stuff that might include cookbooks and car manuals. He was also trying to ignore several recent calls from Anya, one of his old flames who’d already proven very useful to Mason and his crew. Anya was a lovely woman who gave off a kind of older Lara Croft vibe, and Mason did not know why Quaid would want to ghost her. But then Quaid was an odd bird, always living in the past. And then there was Luke Hassell, the New Yorker who was always brooding, always going over certain events in his tragic life that had shaped him – he thought – for the worse. Hassell’s issues were ones that were not easily overcome, not with years’ worth of well-meaning therapy.

			‘I’ll buy,’ he said to keep the peace and preceded her onto the street.

			It was only when Mason and Roxy were fully ensconced in their booth, syrupy coffee for Roxy, proper black and piping hot for Mason, plates with huge blueberry muffins in front of them, that Mason thought to check his phone. Unlike many these days, his phone was not an attachment to his arm, and he didn’t enjoy carrying it around with him. He reached down to the gym bag between his legs and spent a while fishing for it.

			‘Hey,’ he said. ‘I have three missed calls from the house.’

			Roxy looked up, black eyes flashing. ‘You’re kidding? Can’t we spend just a little time alone together?’

			If it had been anyone else, Mason might have wondered if there was a deeper meaning there. But not with Roxy Banks. If Roxy wanted you to know something, she’d give it to you directly, right between the eyes. So there was nothing deeper here, just Roxy speaking her mind and wanting to spend a little time away from the house.

			‘You think I should call them back? I mean, we’ll be home in an hour. What can be so urgent?’

			‘Could be a new job.’ Roxy shrugged. ‘Could be Sally, all excited about a new relic and some research she’s doing. Or maybe Anya’s come across from Italy and married Quaid.’

			Mason choked back his laughter. ‘Can you imagine that? The way they argue.’

			‘Did you used to argue with your wife?’

			It was a blunt, typically unsentimental question, and it caught Mason off-guard. His ex-wife, Hannah, had always been good to him. They never argued, not even when Mason was beset by his demons and couldn’t confide in her. In the end, she’d realised she couldn’t help him no matter how hard she tried and the two had drifted, respectfully, apart.

			Mason bit into his muffin and chewed slowly as he formed an answer. ‘Never did and still don’t,’ he said and added, ‘We haven’t spoken in a while.’

			‘Is there a reason for that?’

			‘No, just life. Work. The things we do.’

			Roxy finally appeared to notice it wasn’t Mason’s most comfortable subject and pointed at his phone. ‘Might be best calling them back.’

			Mason had been feeling the same way. He reached out for the phone but, at that moment, it startled him by ringing. He checked the caller display.

			‘Sally,’ he said and answered it. ‘Mason here.’

			‘Joe. Joe! Thank God I finally got hold of you. Don’t you check your phone?’

			‘What’s so urgent?’

			‘Oh, so you do check your phone? We’re going to have to come up with some protocol for answering. For the team.’

			Mason was tempted to say, You’re the boss. He was tempted to say a few things, but managed to hold his tongue.

			‘Is there a problem?’ Roxy asked loudly, her voice ringing out in the coffee shop.

			‘I’d say. Quaid’s gone.’

			Mason frowned and gripped the phone tighter. ‘Gone? What do you mean, gone?’

			‘He got a call. From Ireland. Something terrible. Then Quaid got all desperate and…well, he just went?’

			‘To Ireland?’ Roxy’s voice rose a few octaves, making a few people in the shop glance over at their table. 

			‘What happened?’ Mason asked.

			‘Like I said, he got a call. We’re also headed to Ireland. Well, to the airport and then Ireland.’

			Mason frowned even harder. He shook his head to clear the wool. ‘What, wait, you mean you’re all headed to Ireland now? What the hell for?’

			And now that he knew she was on the move, Mason could detect a rushed quality about Sally, as if she was hurrying around.

			‘You know Quaid has a lot of contacts across the globe? Good contacts. Well, someone he’s really close to has been kidnapped. Quaid’s fraught with worry.’

			Mason shot to his feet, draining the coffee. ‘You’re with Hassell?’

			‘I am.’

			‘Do we know much about this person?’ Mason asked, phone to his ear as he strode out of the coffee shop.

			‘Only that it’s a woman, an ex-flame of Quaid’s, and that she’s a treasure hunter. She hunts for important relics all over the globe.’

			‘So, no note? No ransom demand? No phone call? How do we know she’s been kidnapped?’

			‘Quaid is sure of it. Let me explain…’

			Mason stood in the street, getting his bearings, and then started walking briskly towards their car. He was acutely aware of Roxy close by, clinging to his side like a limpet.

			‘And he’s gone all the way to Ireland, based on what?’ he interrupted.

			‘He got a call from her, all breathless, saying men were in her house and searching for something. After that, nothing. She’s not answering her phone or emails. Quaid has more information.’

			Mason didn’t want to voice the obvious – that she might be dead. He wasn’t the type to tempt fate. Instead, he opened the car door and leapt inside, key in hand, and started the engine. Soon, he was cutting through the traffic as best he could.

			‘We’re on our way,’ he said. Quaid, part of their little family, was in trouble. They would not let him down.

			‘We’re already at the airport. We’ll meet you here.’

			Mason nodded and ended the call. Roxy, in the passenger seat, gave him a look.

			‘Put your damn foot down,’ she said.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Mason and Roxy met Sally and Hassell at the airport and boarded the plane. During the flight, Mason read up on Dublin from the in-flight brochure: ‘Located on the east coast of Ireland, Dublin is the rich gateway to the stunning landscapes and allures of the Emerald Isle. In Dublin, music and pubs infuse its lively and diverse culture, with folk, rock and pop artists playing inside and on street corners. With a long history, a deep culture and a modern outlook, the tourist or locals can stroll from museums and galleries to up-to-date boutiques and malls in just a few hundred yards, or take longer trips to nearby mountains and seaside towns. With its friendly people, its colourful streets and districts and its unique entertainment, Dublin adds up to one exceptional, memorable experience.’

			But Mason wasn’t here to sightsee; he was here to help his friend. When they landed, Mason checked his phone.

			‘Nothing,’ he said.

			‘We’re at least an hour behind him. What the hell is going on?’ Roxy said.

			Mason’s phone rang. They were just outside the airport, waiting in line for a taxi.

			‘Quaid here.’ He spoke in clipped tones and then reeled off the address of a coffeehouse in central Dublin. ‘Get here as fast as you can.’

			Mason eyed the long queue, thought fuck that, and stepped out of line, ordering an Uber instead. The wait time was seven minutes. He stood for a moment, but then a light rain started to fall, rapidly coating the pavements and the road so that they looked slick and black, and he and Roxy stepped back, sheltering under an overhang and watching the now miserable taxi line shuffle its way forward. It was one o’clock in the afternoon and Mason was aware that he carried no luggage, not even an overnight bag. They had hopped straight on the plane from the gym, and still held on to their gym bags, useless though they now were.

			The Uber took them to the correct address and soon Mason, Sally, Hassell and Roxy were climbing out into a light shower, staring through the darkly tinted windows of a ritzy-looking coffee shop. Mason made his way to the door and pushed his way inside. Roxy and the others followed. A hand was raised in greeting. Together, they made their way to the back of the shop, where, at a round table, their friend sat.

			‘We couldn’t have made the trip together?’ Roxy grumped, taking a seat.

			‘That was my fault,’ Quaid said. ‘When we couldn’t get hold of you at the gym, I panicked. Grabbed the first flight I could get. I’ve managed a quick recce, seen nothing, and then thought it would be best to wait for you.’

			Quaid was fifty-one, an ex-British army officer, a superb cook, a man who took his time to get things right but, due to his extensive connections, a man who could make anything happen, anywhere. He was rooted in the past, found it hard to trust modern technology, and had a daughter somewhere whom he never spoke of. Quaid had sparkling eyes and grey sideburns on lustrous black hair, a fact that had often spurred Roxy into asking if he dyed it. The best answer she ever received was a huff, the worst a raised middle finger.

			‘Your friend?’ Mason didn’t say much more as the server came over and took their order. 

			‘Yes. Luciane.’

			Roxy coughed. ‘Can I ask, how many lady friends do you have ensconced around the world?’

			Quaid’s eyes sparkled. ‘Oh, more than a few.’

			‘Are they all as mad as Anya?’ Hassell asked. Hassell had stayed with Quaid and Anya for a week in Italy.

			Quaid shrugged. ‘I do tend to attract a certain type.’

			‘So give us the full story.’ Mason sat back in his chair, conscious that Quaid and the others looked fretful, impatient and uncomfortable.

			‘Luciane Harlow lives here in Dublin.’ Quaid had decided to give them the full picture, which Mason was pleased about. ‘She’s, like I said, an old friend. I first met her during my army days when I came across her a fair bit. We met, we talked, we helped each other out with information. Back then, she was a copper.’

			‘And now?’ Sally asked.

			Mason watched the brunette carefully, noting the perpetual blue tips to the edges of her hair were still lighter these days. Sally was what might be called a wealthy rebel. Born into privilege, she had shunned it, leaving her father to go her own way and, occasionally, live on the street. When her father was murdered during their search of the Vatican, during which they’d vied with a madman called Marduk to get hold of the Vatican Book of Secrets, Sally had only recently returned home to give him a second chance. Now she had inherited the family fortune and was trying to put it to good use by forming Quest Investigations and searching for relics all around the world, something her father used to do. Sally didn’t yet know whether she was honouring his memory or doing her own thing, but she was sure she was exactly where she wanted to be.

			Quaid leaned forward, getting Mason’s attention. ‘Now?’ he repeated. ‘She’s an expert in certain countries’ histories.’

			Mason waited as Quaid took a deep breath.

			‘Luciane is a brilliant historian. A methodical researcher. A finder of secrets. She turned to this job after getting injured in the Garda and deciding to leave. The years have found her knee-deep in research, leading to some quite amazing finds.’

			‘Have you spoken recently?’ Sally asked; a shrewd question. The answer might reveal what Luciane was currently working on. ‘I mean, apart from the rushed call.’

			‘Yes,’ Quaid replied. ‘That’s what worries me even more. About a week ago, she told me she had a big secret, a new idea. I didn’t push, but she was irrepressible, unable to keep it to herself. She told me she was working on a dusty old legend, the legend of some ancient Chinese casino that vanished into the Gobi Desert. The first of its kind.’

			Sally’s eyes flashed. ‘I like the sound of that.’

			‘So did she. They cut you two from the same cloth. Luciane is fascinated by ancient relics and treasure.’

			Sally nodded. ‘That’s me, too. So the casino is associated with some great treasure?’

			‘Luciane told me it vanished after an earthquake but, during those times, it would have been packed to the rafters. We’re talking thousands and thousands of coins and jewels and other priceless items. Imagine finding it now.’

			Sally leaned back. ‘It would be quite a coup.’

			‘That’s what Luciane thought.’

			‘But what got her so excited?’ Mason asked. ‘Enough to tell you all about it? Did she explain?’

			‘She definitely found something,’ Quaid said. ‘She was eager to the point of being agitated.’

			‘But she didn’t tell you what it was.’ Mason pursed his lips. ‘Could Luciane have been the victim of a robbery, a home invasion? Maybe the cops are already working on it.’

			‘I don’t think so. She didn’t sound like she was just getting robbed. Not the way she spoke.’

			Mason wondered how to broach the big issue here – the issue that Luciane might actually be dead. He looked Quaid in the eye.

			‘Paul…’ he began.

			‘Don’t.’ Quaid shook his head. ‘I know what you’re thinking. I refuse to believe it. In fact, I think there’s only one thing we can do. Something that will answer all our questions.’

			‘And what’s that?’ Hassell asked.

			‘Follow me.’ Quaid rose, left the table and started for the exit.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Quaid led them straight to Luciane Harlow’s apartment.

			It wasn’t a long drive. Quaid had chosen the coffee shop because it was situated relatively near Luciane’s apartment. He hadn’t gone in earlier because he’d decided to wait for the full team to investigate once he heard they were just a few hours away. He had watched the apartment from afar, just in case, but had seen no movement. As they were driven in the back seats of a large Uber, Quaid told them a little more of his history with Luciane.

			‘Met her whilst I was in the army,’ he told them. ‘She was one of those Garda who were actually helpful, not pissed off that I was hanging around, sticking my nose in. She led us in quite a few good directions, following her nose, and helped prevent several attacks. She put herself out there, which was more than you could say for most. We hit it off almost immediately.’

			‘And when you say “hit it off”?’ Roxy was interested.

			‘Yeah, yeah, we were really close. And we’ve stayed close-ish ever since.’

			‘Do you love her?’ Roxy pushed.

			Quaid swallowed heavily. ‘You know, in my small way, I probably do.’

			Mason didn’t say, Then I hope she’s still alive. It was a thought close to all their hearts, but not something they should voice. The vehicle drove them through mid-afternoon traffic, finally pulling over to the side of the road down a narrow street with shops and pubs on both sides.

			‘She lives around here?’ Sally peered out the window.

			‘Yes,’ Quaid nodded. ‘Luciane really likes to immerse herself in the excitement, the culture and the diversity of Dublin. She loves the city. In the heart of all the fun is where she wants to be.’

			They stepped out onto the pavement, immediately surrounded by a sea of people and their loud conversations. Mason, at first, didn’t dare move for fear of stepping on someone. From his left there was the jangle of a shop bell as someone entered the establishment. From further down the road, the faint strains of a guitar and singing. A car with a loud exhaust rumbled by. Mason could smell a bakery and tasty treats and, perhaps, on the edge of the wind, fried food, maybe bacon. 

			Hassell was standing beside Quaid, but still had to raise his voice. ‘Where does she live?’

			Quaid smiled. ‘Typically,’ he shouted, ‘above that pub over there.’

			Mason studied it. He saw two curtained windows above a colourful façade. Bay windows jutted out into the pavement. The sign above the door read Kearney’s. The pub itself was painted red and had overflowing hanging baskets and other paraphernalia outside, and a low shelf running along its front. Signs for tobacco and Guinness covered the walls. Quaid was already focused on the single open door.

			Inside, the bar was dingy, the headroom rather low. The floors were wooden and a little sticky. There was a stage to the right and a bar to the left, on which many people were leaning. A male/female duo stood next to the mic, strumming their guitars and singing a powerful song that the entire bar tapped their feet and clapped their hands to. The space was loud and chaotic and Quaid lost no time cutting right across the middle of it and heading for a far double door.

			‘You know your way?’ Roxy yelled above the din.

			Quaid nodded. ‘Obviously,’ he said.

			Mason followed Quaid through the door and into a narrow corridor lined with paintings of Dublin from one era or another. To their right was a carpeted flight of stairs.

			‘Up,’ Quaid said. ‘Second floor.’

			They climbed the flight and then another, coming out onto a wide landing where there were three doors. Up here, the music was a little muted, allowing them to think more clearly. Quaid pointed out Luciane’s door and Mason turned to Hassell.

			‘You’re the expert,’ he said. ‘Lead the way.’

			Luke Hassell was an infiltration specialist. When they came across him, he was working for the enemy, but soon switched to their side, sick and upset with what the criminal boss was making him do. The criminal boss, a man named Gido, befriended Hassell after he quit the police department, after his girl Chloe was murdered by lowlifes, and gave Hassell purpose, a will to live. It was only years later that Hassell found out it was Gido who sent the lowlifes. He had then killed Gido in a savage act of vengeance. This was what Hassell brooded over, day and night, trying to decide what kind of person a man who’d operated on every side of the tracks actually was.

			Now, the man who’d once helped plan a break-in of the Vatican secret archives pulled a set of carbon fibre lock picks from his pocket. Without a sound, he inserted them into Luciane’s lock and started twiddling. Less than half a minute later, he turned the round silver handle and let the door ease itself open.

			Quaid pushed to the front, ready to go into the room first. Mason laid a steadying hand on the man’s shoulder. 

			‘Maybe I should—’

			‘It’s okay. I’m okay. She’s okay.’

			Quaid went through the door and switched on a light. The others were quick to follow. Mason found himself in a typical living room with a two-seater blue sofa, a large television and a low black coffee table. There was a silver lamp on the table made of two curling leaves, which must have cost a pretty penny. Mason saw rugs on the floor and prints on the walls and a chandelier-type light fitting in the centre of the ceiling of the front room, all arranged precisely and neatly. The apartment had the effect of an orderly, lived-in place – and it was empty.

			Quaid strode to the centre as Hassell and Roxy went over to the curtains, tweaking them apart to take a look at the street below. Mason knew it was inbuilt for them, instinct, a result of their training, that they had to inspect their perimeters.

			‘Luciane is a journal kind of woman,’ Quaid told them. ‘She’d use the computer to streamline her research, but she’d record it all in a journal, a folder maybe. That’s where we’ll start.’

			They spread out. Quaid went immediately and unapologetically straight into her bedroom. Mason took the front room and Sally found a little niche on one side where a computer desk stood. Mason went across to the coffee table and started leafing through a few magazines that lay there, then reached in between the pages. He rummaged through a sheaf of papers on the lower shelf but found nothing and then started shaking the magazines to see what might fall out.

			Roxy drifted into the kitchen. Hassell stayed by the window, watching. 

			They rifled through the place. The muted roar of banging music filtered up through the floorboards and in the double-glazed window. It was around 3.15 p.m. by now and the afternoon festivities down below were in full swing. Mason had counted at least two other pubs nearby, all advertising live music, either folk or rock.

			They searched for some time, safe knowing that no one knew they were here. At least, they hoped so. The first thing Mason noticed was that there were no signs of a struggle in the apartment, and, obviously, no dead bodies.

			It was a step forward.

			Sally sat in front of the small, open laptop and booted it up. Luckily, it opened straight onto the desktop screen with no need to enter a password. Unfortunately, though, it offered nothing. No personal files, no notes, no documents.

			‘Clearly, she uses this just for entertainment,’ she said.

			‘I have something,’ Quaid said at that moment. ‘There’s a proper computer thing in here and a few notepads.’

			‘I would call that a desktop PC,’ Mason said, walking in behind the older man. ‘Something, like the paddle-shift gear change, that doesn’t interest you. But then, it’s not fifty years old, I guess.’

			‘Nothing wrong with older models.’ Quaid puffed his chest out. ‘They’re more sturdy and reliable. Experienced too.’

			Right then, Roxy pushed past Mason, followed by Sally. There was quite a crowd in Luciane’s bedroom, all situated around the king-size bed with its yellow duvet and lone furry toy nestled next to the pillow. It was a big bedroom and in its far corner there sat another computer desk with a large PC. Quaid had switched it on only to be confronted by a password screen and had then turned his attention to the pile of notepads heaped to its left. He sat before them now, flicking through the pages.

			‘They’re dated,’ he said. ‘I’ve gone back to just before she told me about the casino. Looks like she’s been researching it for a while, though.’

			‘Any clues?’ Sally asked.

			‘Well, yes, there are a lot. It’s gonna take some scouring.’ He opened one book at an early page. ‘Look here, for instance. She writes of China and the Chinese culture, and their love of gambling and casinos. But then she switches her attention as though she happened upon something else. And this is bad. She mentions the dreaded SED here.’

			Mason racked his brain to no avail. ‘The SED?’

			‘You never came across them in your army days? Lucky you. The SED, made up of mercenaries, is the Special Exercise Division. They’re kind of like our SAS, but a secret division of a shadowy militant group called the Shadow Kings. They’re covert, low-key, probably do business through the Dark Web. I remember our SAS used to have a covert offshoot called the Ninth Division, sent out only on super-secret missions that couldn’t be disclosed to anyone. The SED are like that, but with one glaring difference.’

			Mason narrowed his eyes. ‘Which is?’

			‘It ties in with Luciane and what she does.’

			Sally walked over to the desktop. Roxy cleared her throat. ‘Give us a clue,’ she said.

			Quaid scrunched his face up, thinking hard. ‘Well, do you recall the stories about Hitler and Himmler, back in the Nazi days, where they encouraged the field of pseudo-archaeology? Basically, they directed everyone from normal citizens to specially formed units to search through Germany’s archaeological past to find quantifiable verification of an advanced Aryan ancestry. But it wasn’t just that they were researching. They were looking for artefacts, all relics from the world’s ancient history, hoping to find some supernatural slant or maybe just enrich themselves.’

			‘You’re telling me these Shadow Kings have some secret relic-hunting army?’ Mason said with surprise in his voice.

			‘Damn right, I am. But you make it sound crazier than it really is. The SED are chiefly tasked with finding, looting, buying and generally procuring any ancient relics and treasures and either selling them for a vast profit on the black market or taking them back to the Shadow Kings where they will be placed in private vaults.’ 

			‘Who are these Shadow Kings?’ Mason asked.

			‘Anonymous figureheads,’ Quaid said. ‘Fronted by the SED.’

			‘And what does Luciane tell of them?’ Sally asked.

			‘There are several pages but, basically, she’s saying that they’re involved in the search for the casino.’

			Mason looked uneasily around the room, thinking of the living room and the manic bar downstairs. Had deadly, secret soldiers cut through there, climbed the stairs and forced their way into Luciane Harlow’s apartment to abduct her?

			And why?

			Was she that close to some mysterious truth?

			Mason put a hand on Quaid’s shoulder. ‘Can you find any reason they may have taken her?’

			‘All of her research for the past few months revolves around that casino. She’s put all her time into it and has made a tonne of enquiries. The SED could have taken her to find out what she knows or to shut her up because they want to keep all knowledge of the casino to themselves. They’re cutting investigations off at the source. Maybe.’ He shrugged.

			‘The SED operating in Ireland?’ Sally asked dubiously. ‘Really?’

			‘It happens more often than you might think,’ Quaid said. ‘What’s stopping them from sending out operatives? The Russians do it. Why not the Shadow Kings?’

			‘Okay,’ Mason said. ‘But this Chinese casino has been buried out there in the sand for centuries. My question is – why now? What has prompted this recent interest?’

			‘That’s where it gets really interesting,’ Quaid said, leafing through a few pages, still reading and taking in the information. ‘According to Luciane, several coins have turned up that date back to the period. And not just a few. Bags full. And one story told by the men who are trying to sell these coins is that they’re from the old casino.’

			‘It’s been found?’

			‘Not officially, it says here. But maybe. Maybe by a single person or a group. They could be drip-feeding the coins onto the market so as not to make waves. They could be creating interest, getting people excited. Unfortunately, now they’ve caught the attention of the Shadow Kings and thus the SED.’

			‘I have to ask,’ Roxy said. ‘What’s so special about this casino? Special enough to get these Shadow Kings all hot and bothered?’

			‘Anything to do with ancient, priceless relics is easily enough,’ Sally said. ‘It’s their bread and butter, how they thrive, how they exist. They have their noses in everything. And don’t forget, if they do choose to sell a relic, it will be lost for ever to some secret, private collector. . And because we’re artefact hunters, preservers of history, protectors of antiquity, we don’t agree with that kind of attitude. We think it should be there for all to enjoy. And add to that, this might be the oldest proper casino ever found.’

			Just then, the apartment’s front door was flung open. The hulking shadow of a man stood there. In a heavily accented voice, he said, ‘What are you doing here?’

			And in his right hand, the blade of a knife glistened.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Mason came alert in an instant. He moved towards the man, seeing the heavyset shoulders, his mind instantly making the connection between the SED, this apartment and the missing woman. 

			‘We’re friends of Luciane,’ he said evenly. ‘Who the hell are you?’

			‘What are you doing here?’ Quaid returned the question.

			Without replying, the big man walked into the room. He wore cargo trousers, a black padded jacket and an incongruous baseball cap that read ‘I heart Dublin’. Overall, his behaviour was passive, but the face and the eyes told quite the opposite tale.

			Mason watched the blade. ‘Where’s Luciane?’

			Behind the man, in the doorway, more figures appeared. Roxy moved to Mason’s shoulder. The first guy ran his thumb up and down the handle of the knife. 

			‘You are the girl’s friends?’ he asked in accented English.

			Mason didn’t answer. He saw no reason to continue the conversation. He knew what was about to happen and was already preparing his mind and body for it. He knew also that the other members of his team were shifting into position too, even Sally, whom they’d all been training lately but who still had a long way to go.

			The first man exploded into action. The blade came up sharply as he lunged at Mason, who let it pass between his ribcage and his arm and then trapped it, twisted, drawing the man inward. With his free arm, he then delivered a solid uppercut to the man’s chin, a blow practised thousands of times in the boxing gym, striking perfectly. The enemy’s eyes rolled up into his head. He flew backwards, and then he collapsed to the floor, flat out. The knife clattered across the bare wood.

			Now Mason turned his attention to the oncoming figures. There were eight of them, all crowding through the door, all similarly attired. They all carried exposed knives, and Mason instantly knew why. It wouldn’t work for an elite squad of special soldiers to walk down a busy Dublin street and then through a crowded, overexcited bar carrying their proper weapons, their guns. They couldn’t risk the exposure. So, instead, they improvised.

			And carrying knives didn’t make them any less deadly. Mason would rather be in a gun battle than a knife fight. 

			The room was becoming crowded, but Mason didn’t have a lot of time to think about it. The SED mercenaries moved fast, brandishing their weapons, asking questions in passable English. Mason ignored them all, waited for the attack he knew was coming.

			He didn’t have to wait long. A man dived in, knife swinging down towards Mason’s chest. At the same time, others attacked. Roxy met one; Hassell met another, blocking knife strikes left and right. Mason caught the wrist of his attacker, tried to break it, but the man twisted away and then came again, this time with an underhand thrust. Mason darted sideways, out of
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