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    7 treasures


    7 continents


    7 days


    7 books


    6 changes of clothes


    5 suspicious sightings


    4 close shaves


    3 wrong turns


    2 maps


    1 treasure hunter


    p.s. + 1 treasure hunter’s helper


    p.p.s. ++ 1 treasure hunter’s helper’s super-snooper dog


    The biggest treasure hunt in the world is about to begin Eleven-year-old Arkie Sparkle’s archaeologist parents have been kidnapped. With the help of her genius cousin TJ and basset hound Cleo, she must find seven treasures across the seven continents in seven days.


    DAY 2: China


    A mysterious scroll, daylight robbery, the Great Wall of China, the First Emperor


    Posing as an Immortal to find the Book of Songs seemed like an excellent idea. But when Arkie and TJ meet the First Emperor of China, they realise they might be trapped in Ancient China – forever!
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    treasure hunter / n 1. a person who hunts for wealth or riches or jewels or gold statues or anything that is treasured by someone.


    2. Arkie Sparkle.
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    What’s happened so far in Arkie Sparkle: Treasure Hunter?


    Arkie Sparkle is not having a good day. Okay, she’s been to Egypt in a super-speedy jet but her parents have been kidnapped; she has to find seven treasures; she’s had a scary dream about a frying pan; her insides nearly fried in the hot desert sun; she’s still picking out sand from her hair after the sandstorm where she lost Abu Simbel; Abu Simbel is kind of famous but he doesn’t know it and, even worse, he doesn’t remember that he met her. But she did find a gold statue of Queen Nefertari that had been missing for more than 200 years. And that’s where we’re up to in Arkie Sparkle: Treasure Hunter.


    TJ: Haven’t they forgotten something?


    Arkie: Have they? What?


    TJ: ME! They haven’t mentioned me.


    Arkie: Sorry, TJ. They had to keep it short. Just the main points.


    TJ: But I’m a main point. I’m a treasure hunter’s helper – smart and reliable – well, usually reliable. Anyone could have put the wrong dates into TimeSlip and sent you into the Sahara Desert in the hottest and deadliest part of the day. Are you still mad about that? Is that why they haven’t mentioned me?


    Arkie: I’m not mad. I’ll ask them to put you in the next one.


    TJ: Promise?


    Arkie: Promise.


    TJ: Because I know it’s your name on the front cover but I’m important too. And don’t forget Cleo. And Belzoni and Burckhardt and the Egyptian sun festival and the pharaoh Ramses. And did you tell them about my desert daywear? I think my pyramid pants might take off.


    Arkie: I nearly did take off in that sandstorm.
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    Scroll Down


    Arkie Sparkle stretched her legs and looked at the old railway clock on the wall in the THinc Tank, the underground headquarters of Treasure Hunters incorporated.


    She and TJ had been staring at Treasure Clue No. 2 for 10 minutes and 44 seconds, ever since they had opened the box left on the front doorstep by someone who had managed to get past HAL’s security system.
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    The tick tock tick of the clock pounded in Arkie’s head – a relentless reminder that time wasn’t waiting for them. They had a treasure deadline: they had to travel across the seven continents to find seven treasures in seven days. Today was only Day Two.


    ‘What do you think, TJ?’ she asked.
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    ‘It’s a scroll,’ said TJ.


    ‘We could tell that just by looking at it,’ said Arkie.


    ‘Well, you can’t rush the mind of a genius,’ said TJ. ‘It has mysterious synaptic routes. But as it so happens, I have already expanded upon my initial observation.’ She picked up the scroll. ‘It’s not an ordinary old scroll,’ she said. ‘It’s a 100 percent Chinese silk scroll. datamax has just confirmed the fabric analysis. And I’ve also discovered a vital clue with my infrared X-ray magnifying glass. Look!’
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    Arkie peered through the magnifying glass and gasped. ‘No, it can’t be,’ she said, her face pale. ‘I’ve seen these Chinese characters before.’


    ‘You have?’ said TJ. ‘Where?’


    ‘Dad was in China last year on a top secret, Code Crimson hunt,’ said Arkie, leaning forwards in her chair and accidentally nudging Cleo who was sound asleep at her feet. ‘Sorry, Cleo,’ she said, patting her on the head. ‘Dad wouldn’t tell me anything about it, but I heard him talking to Mum one night. Dad said even knowing about it was dangerous for me and Mum got all upset and said they should never have involved me in THinc. She said Dad and Edie should have seen this coming.’


    ‘Seen what coming?’ said TJ. ‘Your aunt isn’t even a member of THinc. What does Edie have to do with it?’


    ‘I don’t know,’ said Arkie. ‘But I hate not knowing things so I accidentally looked in Dad’s notes the next day and saw these exact characters next to some numbers and a map.’


    ‘Interesting,’ said TJ.


    ‘Very,’ said Arkie. ‘So I checked the characters out in Codemode.’


    ‘Smart,’ said TJ, nodding. ‘And?’


    ‘It’s a really old form of Chinese calligraphy called seal script from around 220 BCE. In this kind of Chinese language, each character or sound has a meaning. These characters say Qin Shi Huangdi.’ She paused. ‘The First Emperor of China.’


    ‘Ah, the First Emperor of the Qin Dynasty,’ said TJ. ‘Isn’t he the one who made the Great Wall of China great by joining it all together, was said to have “the voice of a jackal and the heart of a tiger”, and was buried with thousands of terracotta soldiers?’


    ‘That’s him,’ said Arkie. ‘We saw an exhibition of some of the stuff from his tomb this year. They’ve only discovered a bit of it so far.’
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    ‘Weird to think about what you’d take with you when you die,’ said TJ. ‘You’d be packing for the longest journey ever. I wonder if there’s a luggage limit? I’d take my mobile and my computer, although WiFi and 3G might be tricky in the afterlife. So I’d better take my book Great Geniuses as well. I’ll need something compelling to read in eternity.’


    ‘Eternity is a long time,’ said Arkie.


    ‘It’s forever,’ said TJ.


    But even a few hours can feel like forever, thought Arkie. Especially when your life has changed in a blink. One second I’m eating a snack after school, thinking about dinner. The next second I’m zipping around the world with TJ and Cleo on the biggest treasure hunt ever.


    ‘Let’s unravel the scroll,’ she said. ‘There might be something important on the inside.’


    She opened the scroll and spread it out on the table before them.


    ‘Careful,’ said TJ. ‘A lot of silkworms worked all their short lives to make the silk for this scroll. Did you know that the silk is actually secreted by the larva or caterpillar of a moth called Bombyx mori. And “mori” is Latin for death. That’s how we get words like rigor mortis and postmortem.’
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    ‘Hmmmm,’ said Arkie, bending over the scroll. TJ had a lot of facts in her head. Arkie tried not to let them clutter her head too. ‘Look,’ she said. ‘There are more Chinese characters on the inside – and the curly Z’s at the end of the message, just like the other clue.’
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    Arkie looked at TJ.


    TJ looked at Arkie.


    ‘I’m a bit rusty on my ancient Chinese,’ said TJ.


    ‘I’ll scan it into Codemode,’ said Arkie.
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    When Codemode had finished, Arkie read the decoded message aloud:


    A WALL OF EVERLASTING WORDS

    WHERE THE VOICES OF THE PAST DO CRY.

    SING A SONG OF ETERNAL LONGING.

    THAT IS WHERE THE TRUTH DOES LIE.


    SMALL BUT IMPORTANT PRINT:

    SCAN ONLY AND SEND TO

    K.NAPPER@TREASUREHUNT.COM


    ‘What does that mean?’ she said.


    ‘A wall,’ said TJ. ‘Well I guess the Great Wall is the biggest and most obvious wall around. But I bet this is a Triple C Clue so things won’t be what they seem.’


    ‘Mum says the answer can be right in front of your nose sometimes,’ said Arkie.
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    ‘Well, it can be hard to see if it’s there too,’ said TJ, making a cross-eyed face.


    Arkie switched on the information tablet DATAMAX. It was linked to all the databases of museums around the world so THinc always had the most up-to-date archaeological research.


    ‘DATAMAX says thousands of people died building the Great Wall and were buried beneath it,’ she said. ‘Maybe they’re the crying voices of the past?’


    TJ shuddered. ‘Memento mori,’ she said. ‘That’s Latin for “Remember you must die.” ’


    ‘Do you have to keep talking about death?’ said Arkie. ‘It’s freaking me out.’


    ‘Sorry,’ said TJ. ‘It’s just my natural tendency to be morbid. Geniuses slide quickly from one end of the mood scale to the other.’
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    ‘Is there anything on the box it came in that might help us?’ said Arkie. ‘A postmark? A fingerprint? The kidnapper’s address?’


    TJ took out her hairbrush and started brushing her hair.


    ‘It’s not really the time for personal grooming, TJ,’ said Arkie, staring at her.


    ‘I’m powering up the supermagnification microscope in my hairbrush,’ said TJ, unfolding the hairbrush into a microscope. ‘Twenty brushes should do it. I added this feature a couple of days ago so I’m keen to check it out.’


    She ran the microscope carefully over the whole box. ‘There’s a faint image in the top right-hand corner,’ she said. ‘Part of the stamp maybe.’


    Arkie scanned the image into DATAMAX and pressed SEARCH. DATAMAX glowed blue as it searched and then glowed red for FOUND.
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    ‘What have you got, DATAMAX?’ said Arkie.


    ≥≥ The image you have scanned, Arkie Sparkle, is a watchtower – one of many found along the Great Wall of China. This particular watchtower is called Watching Beijing. It is part of the Simatai Great Wall, which has 35 watchtowers in total. ≤≤


    TJ’s mobile suddenly roared. ‘The call of the wild,’ she said, checking the ID flashing up on the screen. ‘Mamma Bear.’ She pressed answer. ‘Hi, Mum, yeah – everything’s fine. We’re doing a project on China. The First Emperor and the Great Wall and all that . . . No, we’ve just started. We’ve got a few things to do yet . . . Yes, we’re getting Chinese takeaway tonight. Don’t forget you said I can sleep over all week. Okay. Bye. Love you too.’


    TJ pressed end. ‘Mum can sniff something suspicious at 100 metres,’ she said, ‘so it’s best to pack the fib with as many facts as possible. I call it a fibruth – it’s a little bit of a fib and a little bit of the truth.’


    ‘And we are researching China,’ said Arkie. ‘It’s just that we’re planning to go there in a turbo-charged supersonic jet.’


    TJ looked at the railway clock. ‘We’d better leave soon,’ she said. ‘The new series of Junior Genuis is on at 7.30 tonight. Mum’ll be super suspicious if I don’t watch that and tell her about it tomorrow. She knows how much I want to be on it. Come on, Cleo. No more dog naps for you.’


    Cleo opened a sleepy eye.


    ‘BLUR’s fuelled and ready to go,’ said Arkie. She handed TJ a small clip-on earring. ‘And here’s a Lexi for you.’
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    ‘Luckily, I already have some Chinese costumes in my wardrobe,’ said TJ. ‘I’m traversing the globe for sartorial inspiration. I’ll just dash home and get them.’
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    TJ was back in less than 10 minutes with a bundle of clothes.


    ‘Now that I’ve stabilised the molecular reconstruction sequence on TimeSlip, both of us can use it at the same time,’ she said as she joined Arkie in BLUR’s cockpit. ‘Two heads are better than one.’


    ‘Unless they’re on the same body,’ said Arkie. ‘But Dad’ll be so happy you’ve fixed it. He’s been grumbling about the faulty reconstruction sequence forever. Quincy never got around to fixing it. And now he’s disappeared.’


    Just like Mum and Dad, she thought. I’m all by myself.


    But then she remembered TJ. And Cleo. They were a team.


    ‘It’s just as well you’re a genius, TJ,’ Arkie said, smiling. ‘And you’re a dog, Cleo.’
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    Cleo barked and wagged her tail. She was awake now.


    ‘Ready, Alfa Sierra?’ said TJ.


    ‘Ready, Tango Juliet,’ said Arkie.


    They strapped themselves into BLUR and hit the switch for the steel doors, which groaned opened to reveal a dense forest. As they watched, the trees and bushes parted into a short runway. Lights flickered and soon the runway was ready for takeoff.


    BLUR’s engines roared.


    ‘Destination: the Great Wall of China,’ said TJ.


    ‘And Treasure No. 2,’ said Arkie.
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    TJ’s Style File


    HOT TIPS FOR CASUAL CHINA
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    Daylight Robbery


    The mist curled around the mountains, clinging to Arkie like a second skin and seeping deep into her bones.


    She felt cocooned within its swirl; suffocated by its clammy reach.


    She switched on DATAMAX to check her position.
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    She was definitely where she should be: on the narrow pathway that led to the watchtower Watching Beijing – one of the highest sections on the Great Wall of China.


    Arkie knew the pathway overlooked Mandarin Duck Springs – where the east spring was cold and the west was warm – but both water and land were blanketed by mist.


    She folded the parabrella and tried to calm her breathing:


    in    out


    in    out
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    She couldn’t see TJ and Cleo anywhere.


    They had all jumped from BLUR at the same time, flying through the clouds with their motorised umbrellas, but maybe TJ and Cleo had blown off course? A fierce wind was racing across the mountain peaks.


    As Arkie braced herself against the cold, she felt as if she were standing on top of the world. It was a lonely, silent place. She shivered and pulled her jacket even closer.


    ‘TJ?’ she yelled into the wind. ‘Cleo? Where are you?’


    Whereareyouareyouareyou, cried the wind, catching her words and tossing them into the mist.


    Arkie unclipped Lexi and shook it. Maybe the battery’s wet, she thought.


    Then she heard a whisper of sound coming from it.


    ‘Arkie. Can you hear me?’


    ‘Is that you, TJ?’ yelled Arkie, re-attaching Lexi. ‘You’ll have to shout. You’re really faint. Where are you?’


    ‘I don’t know. But we’re caught on something. And it doesn’t feel very safe.’


    ‘Is Cleo okay?’ said Arkie.


    ‘Yup, she’s in the paraback,’ said TJ. ‘But we’re both fffrr-eee–zzz-iinng .’ Her words chattered with cold.


    Arkie put on her Super Enhanced Goggles and set them to DEMIST.


    The SEGs fogged completely at first but then, slowly, the landscape in front of her began to clear. She ran further up the steep path, towards the watchtower. Then she saw TJ.
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    TJ was caught on the roof of the watchtower. Her Chinese knickerbockers had snagged on the corner of the roof and the parabrella’s spikes were still trying to turn, knocking against the bricks of the tower.


    Fragments of brick were raining over the side. The whole tower looked as though it was about to tumble down. One sudden move and TJ and Cleo would also tumble down with it.


    ‘TJ,’ said Arkie. ‘I can see you and you need to stay very still. You too, Cleo.’


    ‘You’ve got your serious voice on,’ said TJ. ‘Is it a capital “T” for TROUBLE or just a little “t”?’


    ‘It’s “DP” for “Don’t Panic”,’ said Arkie. ‘Just hang on. I’m coming.’


    She switched the parabrella’s handle to PA for parascend and flew up towards the tower.


    TJ’s knuckles were white with tension as she gripped the handle of her parabrella.


    ‘Did I ever tell you that I don’t like hhhh-heights?’ said TJ. ‘I know lots of people say they dddd-don’t like heights but they still go on ffff-ferris wheels and climb bbbbb-bridges and take hairy-scary ggggg-gondola rides up mountains. But when I ssss-say I don’t like heights, I really mean it.’


    ‘Stop talking, TJ,’ said Arkie, assessing the situation. ‘I’m trying to think.’


    ‘That’s gggg-ood,’ said TJ, ‘because my bbbb-rrrr-a-aa-in’s an ice cube. You can tttt-hin-kkk for both of us.’


    ‘Close your eyes and don’t look down,’ said Arkie. ‘This is going to be painful.’ She paused. ‘I have to cut your knickerbockers.’


    ‘WHAT?’ said TJ. ‘But these kkk-nickerbbb-bockers are originals. They might be worth a ffff-fortune one day. Especially if I ssss-survive this. Ddd-danger and dddd-drama add dd-dollars to ddd-design!’


    ‘Well, it’s the knickerbockers or you,’ said Arkie. ‘But don’t take too long thinking about it because the tower’s about to fall down.’


    ‘I guess it’s the plight of every designer to suffer for their wwww-work,’ sighed TJ. ‘Do what you mmm-must. But I’m not going to www-watch.’


    Arkie pulled a small knife out of her pocket and sliced the knickerbockers. TJ’s parabrella spluttered free, hovering in the air above the tower.


    ‘Is it over?’ said TJ, opening one eye.


    ‘Yes,’ said Arkie. ‘Operation Knickerbocker was a complete success.’


    TJ switched her parabrella to PC for parachute, and she and Cleo glided safely to the path at the base of the tower.


    She inspected the hole in her knickerbockers. ‘Some success. These are ruined. They’ll never be – OUCH,’ she cried, kicking her shoe against a sign that had fallen over.


    She picked up the sign and read aloud:
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    ‘Well that explains why no one else is around,’ said TJ. ‘It says it’s been closed since June.’


    ‘That’s strange,’ said Arkie, walking further up the path as TJ folded the parabrella and Cleo jumped out of the parapack. ‘I know Dad was here in September. But why? It doesn’t make —’


    Arkie felt a rush of movement from the side and then a hand on her back – pushing her forwards.


    She fell onto her knees, her hands scraping against the wall as she tried to stop her fall.


    She wanted to swivel her head around but someone was pushing her down.


    They wrested the backpack from her, rummaged inside and threw it on the ground.


    Then they were gone.


    It had all happened in just a few seconds.


    Arkie got to her feet, her knees stinging from the fall.


    She could hear TJ calling to her but her voice sounded a long way away. She picked up the backpack and looked inside.


    It was empty.


    ‘TJ,’ she yelled. ‘The scroll. They’ve stolen the scroll!’
  


  
    Run, Run as Fast as You Can


    ‘They’re getting away,’ cried TJ, racing to Arkie’s side and checking that she was okay. ‘Go, Cleo. Catch that thief.’


    Cleo bounded off in pursuit and Arkie and TJ followed her as fast as they could.


    The thief was a black blur of speed, barrelling up and down the steps of the Great Wall. He or she was wearing a ski suit that covered them from top to toe. Only their eyes and mouth were visible.


    ‘How can they run so fast?’ puffed TJ as they ran across a bridge. ‘It’s not natural. This is one of the steepest parts of the wall.’


    ‘I can see sparks coming from their shoes,’ said Arkie. ‘They’ve got some kind of extra help.’
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    ‘That’s cheating,’ said TJ. ‘We’ve only got our own feet. And mine are still wobbly after my tower trauma.’


    Arkie and TJ ran up and down the steps, the cold heat burning their cheeks and lungs.


    ‘Did you know that the Great Wall of China has thousands of steps?’ gasped TJ.
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    ‘Great,’ said Arkie, breathlessly. ‘I hope we don’t have to run every single one of them.’ She kept her eyes on the path ahead. Some of the steps were jagged and uneven. If she fell, she’d never catch the thief.


    ‘ARKIE, LOOK,’ shouted TJ.


    Another figure dressed in black had appeared on the pathway ahead. The first thief handed them the scroll and then leapt over the side of the wall, disappearing into the mist. The second runner continued to power along the steps.


    ‘What?’ said TJ. ‘They’ve just passed the scroll to another runner. It’s like some kind of a relay.’


    ‘This was very well planned,’ said Arkie. ‘Someone knew exactly when we’d be here and why. We’ve been ambushed.’


    ‘By who?’ said TJ. ‘And why?’


    ‘I don’t know,’ said Arkie. ‘But I want that scroll back.’


    ‘This thief isn’t as fast on his feet,’ said TJ. ‘We’re gaining on him. And, look, Cleo has nearly reached him.’


    ‘No, I think he’s slowing down deliberately,’ said Arkie.


    ‘What if it’s a trap?’ said TJ. ‘We should be careful.’


    ‘But we have to keep going,’ said Arkie. ‘We need that scroll. It’s Clue No. 2.’


    They continued to run up and down the steps of the wall. Arkie’s legs screamed with pain – but she willed her aching body to run, run, run.


    ‘Now he’s stopped,’ said TJ. ‘What’s he doing?’


    ‘Oh no,’ said Arkie, setting her SEGs to ZOOM. ‘I can see a flying fox ahead. It takes you to the other side of Mandarin Duck Springs. I bet the thief is planning to use it to get away. Faster, TJ. Once he’s on that flying fox we won’t be able to stop him.’


    They raced along the last part of the wall and hurled themselves up the steps to the flying fox platform.


    Cleo was there already, gnawing and pulling at the thief’s coat.
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    The thief ripped off his coat, threw it over Cleo, then jumped on the flying fox.


    He was harnessing himself in just as Arkie reached him. She threw herself forwards, trying to grab his feet, but he swung them out of the way. With a backward glance at her, he started his flight on the flying fox.


    ‘NOOOOO!’ shouted Arkie, swinging out wildly, trying to grab him again, but he was already too far away. She was starting to lose her balance just as TJ yanked her back from the edge. They both fell sideways, breathing heavily and looking over the platform. It was a long way down to a murky end in the deep waters of the springs.


    ‘Thanks, TJ,’ said Arkie, her heart and head hammering furiously.


    As they watched the thief sailing through the air on the flying fox, high above Mandarin Duck Springs, he turned and grinned at them. Then he waved and threw his hand into the wind.


    Hundreds of tiny pieces of silk lifted into the air and danced in the breeze, like a flock of origami baby birds.


    ‘It’s the scroll,’ cried Arkie. ‘He’s ripped it to pieces.’


    TJ and Arkie watched as the pieces fluttered further and further away – across the water, across the mountains. Flying away forever.
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    Laughter echoed around them, taunting them – again and again.


    Arkie doubled over. Her legs were wobbling with exhaustion and her chest heaved with rasping breaths. Blood pounded in her head, and tears filled her eyes. ‘That’s it,’ she said. ‘We’re sunk. Well and truly. We’ve lost the clue.’


    Some treasure hunter, she thought. I’m supposed to find treasures, but all I do is lose things: Mum, Dad, the scroll . . .


    ‘Not so quick to despair,’ said TJ, puffing beside her. ‘A photographic memory, don’t forget, is one of my many talents.’ She tapped her head. ‘The clue’s safe in here.’ She recited the words:


    A wall of everlasting words


    Where the voices of the past do cry.


    Sing a song of eternal longing.


    That is where the truth does lie.


    ‘And,’ she continued, ‘we’ve got a dog with a super-snooper nose, excellent teeth and a belief that pockets always contain food. Cleo’s nabbed something from the thief’s coat.’


    She handed Arkie a chewed piece of paper, covered in dog drool.


    Arkie could just make out a few words. ‘I recognise some of the Chinese characters for the First Emperor and then there are some letters.’ She read them out aloud:
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    ‘Sounds like double-dutch to me,’ said TJ.


    ‘No,’ said Arkie slowly. ‘I think it’s some kind of code. Maybe something like the Caesar Cipher.’


    ‘The what?’ said TJ.


    ‘It’s a special code that Julius Caesar developed,’ said Arkie. ‘I learnt about it at the Treasure Hunters’ Summer School last year. Caesar moved the letters of the alphabet along three places to make up a whole new alphabet. A becomes D, B becomes E etc.’


    TJ took out Codemode and keyed in YNO POTM. ‘Well, it’s not the Caesar Cipher,’ she said. ‘YNO POTM came back as VKL MLQJ. There’s obviously a different key for this code so we need to think of a number that’s important to the Chinese. I’ll try eight – that’s my favourite number.
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    She frowned. ‘No, that doesn’t look right either.’


    ‘Try six,’ said Arkie. ‘That’s a lucky number in Chinese.’


    ‘Really?’ said TJ. ‘How did you know that?’


    ‘I read it in a fortune cookie,’ said Arkie.


    ‘OK,’ said TJ, ‘if we move all the letters along six places that comes up with . . . SHI JING.’


    ‘Well, at least that’s Chinese,’ said Arkie, ‘so we must be getting closer.’


    ‘And SHI JING,’ said TJ, typing in to Codemode, ‘is Chinese for the Book of Songs.’


    ‘The Book of Songs,’ said Arkie, frowning.


    ‘Not exactly illuminating,’ said TJ. ‘Let’s see what DATAMAX says about it.’


    DATAMAX glowed blue as it searched and then red:


    ≥≥ The Book of Songs is a collection of 305 Chinese poems and songs, said to have been selected and edited by the great Chinese philosopher Confucius. ≤≤


    ‘But what has the Book of Songs got to do with the First Emperor?’ said Arkie.


    ‘I don’t know,’ said TJ. ‘And who were those thieves?’


    ‘Maybe they’re looking for the treasures too,’ said Arkie. She paused. ‘In Egypt, when we were in the temple of Ramses, I thought I saw someone. Someone watching us.’


    ‘Who?’ said TJ.


    ‘I don’t know,’ said Arkie. ‘At first I thought someone was trying to help us by pointing to Ptah’s foot so we’d see the numbers and letters written there. Then I thought it was just my eyes playing tricks on me. But someone did leave the Festival of the Sun early. And before they left, they turned and stared straight at me.’


    ‘Did you recognise them?’ said TJ.


    ‘No, they were wearing a scarf that covered their face.’


    ‘So, a person unknown – that’s what you say when you want to sound officially mysterious – may or may not have helped us in the temple of Ramses,’ said TJ. ‘And persons unknown just stole our scroll. But who are all these people?’


    ‘I’ll add them to the growing list of things that don’t make sense yet,’ said Arkie, taking out her Treasure Hunter’s Notebook.


    ‘I know we aren’t going to solve anything standing here with the wind whistling through the hole in my knickerbockers,’ said TJ. ‘Where to next?’
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    ‘I think we need to meet the First Emperor of China,’ said Arkie. ‘Somehow, this is all connected to him. We just need to join the dots.’


    ‘TimeSlip?’ said TJ.


    ‘TimeSlip,’ said Arkie.


    Cleo barked. ‘Yes, you too, Cleo,’ said Arkie. ‘We’re going back to the past. Maybe this is where “the truth does lie”.’
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    An Immortal Plan


    They had timeslipped deep into a forest in ancient China.


    Large trees blocked the sky and the ground was still damp with dew even though it was the middle of the day. Nothing stirred around them except a breeze rustling through the leaves on the forest floor.


    ‘Are you sure we’re in the right place?’ said Arkie, looking around her. ‘It’s cold and there’s no one in sight.’


    ‘Absolutely,’ said TJ. ‘We can’t suddenly appear in the middle of something like a busy city. People from the 21st century aren’t that common in 213 BCE.’


    ‘Shhhhh,’ said Arkie, pulling TJ down into a crouch. ‘Can you hear something?’
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    ‘Sounds like someone crying,’ said TJ. She switched Lexi to EBAS and listened as a signal pulsed strongly from the earring. ‘It’s coming from over there,’ she said.


    They crept through the quiet of the forest, following the beep beep beep of Lexi’s signal.


    They had walked only a few metres when Arkie signalled to TJ and pointed to a clearing ahead.


    A skinny young man was sitting against a tree, his head in his hands.


    He was half talking, half crying, and his voice rose and fell in a song-like lament.


    ‘Look at his robes,’ whispered Arkie. ‘They’re fancy so maybe he’s a noble from the Emperor’s court. Let’s get closer to hear what he’s saying.’


    They hid behind a nearby bush to watch him.


    ‘Please hear my prayer,’ said the man, shouting to the sky. ‘And take pity on a lowly servant of the Great Emperor. I have endured months of hunger and cold. Months of crossing land and sea. I have found herbs and rare fungi for my Emperor but I have not found that which he most desires – an Immortal. I dare not return to the palace until I have scoured every corner of the kingdom.’


    ‘An Immortal,’ whispered TJ. ‘The First Emperor was obsessed with finding the secret of immortality. He sent many of his advisors out on long journeys to look for people who could live forever. This man must be one of the Emperor’s advisors. No wonder he’s scared about going back. I don’t think the Emperor liked to be disappointed. But the man’s right. You don’t find many immortals around – in any century.’


    ‘Exactly,’ said Arkie with glowing eyes. ‘That’s it. I’ve got it. A plan. An excellent plan.’


    ‘What are you talking about?’ said TJ.


    ‘I’m going to pretend to be an Immortal,’ said Arkie. ‘The Emperor wants to find one so let’s give him one.’


    ‘Are you certifiably crazy?’ said TJ loudly.


    ‘Quiet, TJ,’ said Arkie. ‘He’ll hear you.’
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    ‘The Emperor wants to find the elixir of life so that he can be immortal,’ continued TJ. ‘He’ll probably cut you open to see how you work on the inside. Or drain your blood and drink it from a golden cup.’


    ‘He’s an emperor, not a vampire,’ said Arkie.


    ‘But you’ve read how ruthless he is,’ said TJ. ‘He’s the man with “the voice of a jackal and the heart of a tiger”. And tigers aren’t pussy cats.’


    Cleo barked softly in agreement and nuzzled into Arkie.


    ‘See!’ said TJ. ‘Cleo’s a dog. She knows about cats. And she’s got animal instincts. She’s saying, “Don’t even think about it.”’


    ‘But we’ve got to get inside the palace to see if the Book of Songs is there,’ said Arkie. ‘Do you have any other ideas?’


    ‘No, but there’s still time for a brilliant idea to pop out,’ said TJ. ‘That often happens to me. What does an Immortal look like anyway?’


    ‘I don’t know but the Emperor doesn’t know either. I reckon I’m as good an Immortal as anyone. You two wait here.’


    ‘Arkie, no,’ said TJ, trying to pull her back but Arkie was already walking towards the crying man.


    ‘Excuse me,’ said Arkie, switching Lexi to RECEIVE and REPLY so she could understand what the man was saying and answer in his own language. ‘I heard your loud and pitiful wailing and I think I might be what you’re looking for.’


    ‘Where did you come from?’ said the man, jumping to his feet. ‘I have nothing of value to steal. Who are you?’


    ‘I’m an Immortal,’ said Arkie. ‘But you can call me Arkie.’


    ‘An Immortal,’ said the man, falling to his knees with a sob. ‘My prayers to the heavens have been heard.’ He threw himself on the ground before Arkie. ‘Oh, Great Immortal, I am a humble servant of Qin Shi Huangdi – the First Emperor – and a scholar in the royal palace. My name is Lu Sheng.’


    ‘Pleased to meet you, Lu Sheng,’ said Arkie. ‘But please stand up. Your robes are getting really wet.’


    ‘My Emperor lives in hope of meeting one such as you,’ said Lu Sheng, getting to his feet and bowing low to Arkie. ‘It is His most fervent desire. Will you come with me to the palace? To meet the Heavenly Son?’


    ‘Yes, I’d like to but can I bring some friends, please?’ said Arkie. ‘My cousin TJ and her dog Cleo are hiding behind that bush over there.’


    TJ stood up and waved. Cleo barked.


    ‘If that is your Immortal Wish,’ said Lu Sheng, looking at TJ and Cleo.


    ‘TJ is a kind of scholar too,’ said Arkie as TJ and Cleo joined them. ‘You two will probably have a lot to talk about.’


    ‘But now we must hurry, please,’ said Lu Sheng, pointing to the sky. ‘The clouds are drawing in from the west. A storm is manifesting and the Emperor dislikes storms.’ He looked around and lowered his voice. ‘And spies are everywhere. I must get you to the palace as soon as I can. Before news of this extraordinary happening reaches the Emperor. Or his enemies.’


    ‘Lead the way,’ said Arkie.

  


  
    A Stormy Meeting


    The city of Xianyang was bustling with morning activity.


    Hawkers and merchants sang loudly of their wares; and children, ducks and geese ran around underfoot, squawking noisily.


    ‘The Emperor loves palaces,’ said Lu Sheng as he led them through the market, ‘and the palace of Xianyang is one of his finest creations. The nobles of the court live in mansions around the palace. The Emperor insisted they all live in the city.’


    ‘He’s keeping his enemies close,’ whispered TJ to Arkie as they left the market and the buzz created by the sight of strangers behind them.


    Soon they came upon a magnificent wall, surrounded by a large moat.
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    ‘The Imperial Palace lies within these walls,’ said Lu Sheng. He spoke to the guards as they drew near and the guards pulled back the great doors, opening onto the palace’s courtyard.


    Before them lay a wondrous city within a city. There were huge halls for ceremonies, smaller buildings, temples, high towers, mansions, galleries, courtyards and gardens, all contained within the palace walls.


    The main building of the palace – the Grand Hall – lay directly in front of them.


    ‘I have a bad feeling about this,’ said TJ, as the palace gates closed behind them. ‘Now we’re trapped.’


    ‘We’ll be okay,’ said Arkie. ‘I’m an Immortal, remember?’


    The clouds above had formed an angry mass, and as they climbed the steps to the Grand Hall, lightning blazed across the sky.


    Lu Sheng stopped. ‘This is an omen,’ he said.


    ‘An omen of our doom, most likely,’ said TJ quietly.


    Arkie looked at her.


    ‘What?’ said TJ. ‘I’m just thinking aloud.’


    ‘Well try to think aloud positively,’ said Arkie.


    ‘Positivity in the face of impending disaster is completely illogical,’ said TJ. ‘I can’t help it. I’m just not wired to be illogical. You’re much better at that than me.’


    Arkie glared at her and kept walking.


    They followed Lu Sheng through the Grand Hall until they came to two thick wooden doors painted with the flowers of a Chinese garden.


    As the doors opened onto the royal court, the sounds of music and chatter filled their ears. A splendid scene lay before them.


    Nobles of the Chinese court, dressed in fine robes, crowded the room. Acrobats soared to dazzling heights and musicians plucked the strings of their zhengs, threads of melody looping through the air. A group of dancers with spears and other weapons were performing at the front of the hall. And sitting on a throne on a raised platform, surveying the swirl of noise and movement, was the First Emperor of China.
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    He was dressed in a golden robe that glimmered in the light. An enormous dragon stretched across the robe, its back speckled with jewels. Its dark, cruel eyes seemed to leap from the silk and fix upon the newcomers with predatory glee.
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    Arkie touched her THinc ring nervously. Wish you were here, Mum and Dad, she thought.


    A boy with a gentle face stood on the right-hand side of the throne. He tried several times to engage the Emperor in conversation but the Emperor ignored him.


    As the thunder raged outside, the Emperor began to frown – his black eyebrows forming an angry line across his forehead.


    He clapped his hands and the dancers, musicians and acrobats froze mid movement.


    ‘How can I be entertained,’ he spate, ‘when the gods send storms to remind me of their power?’ He got up from his throne and paced the platform. ‘Oh, how they mock my mortal state. Reminding me – the First Emperor – that I am to die like the flood-ravaged lotus.’ Fury filled his body and words. ‘How can my greatness swell like the rising waters if I am to succumb to Death’s call like the common man? Should not my greatness bloom forever?’ He sat back on his throne with a frustrated groan.
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    Lu Sheng navigated Arkie and TJ past the people crowding the court and their curious stares.


    ‘Speak only when spoken to,’ he whispered. ‘The Emperor is in a very bad mood.’


    ‘We can see that,’ said Arkie. ‘Maybe we should come back when he’s more cheery.’


    ‘I am afraid it is too late,’ said Lu Sheng as a tall man with a crooked nose approached them. ‘Like the string of life, our fates will now unravel before us. We have been seen by Li Si, the Chief Advisor.’


    Lu Sheng bowed before Li Si. Arkie and TJ bowed too.


    ‘Esteemed Chief Advisor,’ said Lu Sheng.


    ‘Ah, Lu Sheng,’ said the Chief Advisor in a sharp voice. ‘Our Heavenly Son has been calling for you. He awaits your news. I hope, for your sake,’ he said with narrowed eyes, ‘it is good news.’


    ‘I don’t like the look of the CA,’ whispered TJ. ‘He’s got the death stare.’


    The Chief Advisor approached the Emperor and spoke quietly to him. The Emperor remained slumped in his throne.


    Then the Chief Advisor gestured towards Lu Sheng.


    Lu Sheng walked to the front of the hall and bowed low before the Emperor.


    The Emperor curled his lips as he looked at him.


    ‘So you good-for-nothing excuse for a scholar,’ he snarled. ‘Finally, you have decided to return to court. I should have you banished from our great city, with all those other treacherous scholars who have disobeyed my decrees. NO BOOKS I command and still they secrete them away. Like furtive rats stealing delicacies from my banquet table. I shall find every devious miscreant. Everyone who dares to speak against me. I shall burn every book in the kingdom. BURN THEM ALL. Do you hear?’
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    The Emperor wiped a spittle of anger from the corner of his mouth. An official tried to dab his forehead with a silk cloth but the Emperor brushed him away.


    He fixed Lu Sheng with a steely stare.


    ‘Well, Lu Sheng,’ he said, his words now low, menacing. ‘You left this court with my blessing in the spring when the cherry blossom made our senses sing. Now the rains of winter flood our hearts with despair. You have been absent for a season of toil. How do you justify your disregard for our wellbeing?’


    ‘Your Majesty,’ said Lu Sheng. ‘I have travelled the length and breadth of your beauteous kingdom. I have crossed mountains and rivers, slept in forests with wild creatures —’


    ‘Yes, yes, yes,’ interrupted the Emperor. ‘Give me the short version,’ he snapped. ‘How I tire of scholars and their weaving words of deceit. Be wary, Lu Sheng, of tiring me further. My patience tried is as sharp as this sword.’


    With a slicing flourish, the Emperor drew his sword. It was made of iron and gold and inlaid with turquoise. Serpents chased each other around the hilt of it, their fiery tongues whipping at the edges.


    The Emperor towered over Lu Sheng. ‘I grant you ten words to convince me that I should spare your insignificant life,’ said the Emperor. ‘


    Choose your words well, scholar.’


    The court was hushed, fearful.


    TJ and Arkie looked at each other.


    Lu Sheng cleared his throat. Arkie could see that he was sweating.


    Please say the right thing, she thought to herself. And please, please don’t use more than ten words.


    ‘Your Majesty,’ said Lu Sheng slowly. ‘I have found an Immortal.’
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    Believe it or Not


    Shocked whispers ricocheted through the court. Gasps of disbelief. Had the scholar really spoken these words? An Immortal? Could it be true?


    The Emperor held up his hand for silence.


    ‘Do you dare to trifle with me, scholar?’ he shouted, swinging the sword above his head in a warrior pose. ‘Do you desire death so avidly?’


    ‘No, Your Majesty,’ said Lu Sheng. His face was white and his voice was shaking. ‘I speak with a noble heart. A heart that wishes only to serve your Great Majesty.’


    The crowd held its breath, waiting, as each passing second swelled with danger.


    Finally, the Emperor spoke. ‘Well, where is it?’ he demanded. ‘Where is your Immortal?’


    Lu Sheng turned to Arkie, and beckoned.


    ‘Who, me?’ said Arkie. ‘You want me? Right now?’


    Lu Sheng nodded and took her arm, pulling her to the front of the crowd. TJ and Cleo shuffled behind.


    ‘Great Emperor,’ said Lu Sheng. ‘This is Immortal Arkie. I entreated to the heavens and they answered my call.’


    ‘Can it really be?’ said the Emperor, falling back onto his throne and staring at Arkie. ‘An Immortal?’ His face softened with joy.


    ‘Hello, First Emperor,’ said Arkie, with a small curtsy and half bow. ‘Pleased to meet you.’


    The Emperor got up and moved towards her, frowning as he came closer.


    ‘You are not what I expected,’ he said, walking around her. ‘I expected an Immortal to be taller, stronger, older.’


    ‘We Immortals come in all shapes and ages,’ said Arkie, straightening her clothes and standing as tall as she could. ‘Some of us aren’t very tall but it’s easier to slip unnoticed through the centuries if you’re short. Trust me. I’m the most likely Immortal you’re going to meet.’


    The Emperor’s frown deepened. ‘But you are a child,’ he said. ‘And,’ he scowled further, ‘a female.’


    ‘Don’t be fooled by what you see on the outside,’ said Arkie. ‘My mum says it’s what’s on the inside that matters. And inside, I’m as wise as the oceans and as tall as . . .’ She faltered. She wasn’t very good at Chinese geography.


    ‘Mount Huashan,’ whispered TJ.


    ‘Mount Huashan,’ repeated Arkie.


    She tried to sound confident, like an Immortal should, but the Emperor was standing so close his nose was nearly touching hers.


    She could feel a sneeze coming. She always sneezed when she was nervous and she didn’t think it would be a good idea to sneeze upon the Heavenly Son.
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    ‘Hmmm,’ said the Emperor as he continued to stare at her. Then he fixed his gaze on TJ. ‘And what,’ he said, ‘is this?’


    ‘Why is he saying “what”?’ whispered TJ. ‘I’m a “who”, not a “what”.’


    ‘Shhh, TJ,’ said Arkie. ‘Well, Your Royal Emperor Majesty, I’m glad you asked me that because this . . .’ she pointed at TJ, ‘this ungrateful and often argumentative creature you see before you is my . . . my BFF. Yes, that’s what it is. Every Immortal needs a BFF.’


    ‘A BFF?’ said the Emperor. ‘I have not heard of this strange being. What is a BFF?’


    ‘It’s a Best Friend Forever,’ said Arkie. ‘You see, being immortal is a long, lonely life. You’re around for thousands of years without anyone to keep you company because everyone you know just goes and dies – honestly, being an Immortal is not all it’s cracked up to be – so a Best Friend Forever helps make it less lonely.’
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    ‘So your BFF is an Immortal too?’ said the Emperor, looking interested.


    ‘Oh no,’ said Arkie. ‘A BFF is as mortal as mortal can be. It wouldn’t be wise or safe to have TWO Immortals in the picture,’ said Arkie staring hard at TJ. ‘The first Immortal wouldn’t be as special and needing to be really well looked after and treasured if there were two of them. I just get a new BFF as I need it. This is my . . . 22nd BFF.’


    ‘Ah, your BFF is like a pet,’ said the Emperor. ‘When one dies you replace it with another.’


    ‘Exactly, just like a pet,’ said Arkie, standing on TJ’s toe to stop her speaking.


    ‘Can your BFF do anything special?’ said the Emperor. ‘My pet eagles can soar through the sky and pluck a rabbit running across the plains. My demoiselle cranes can dance to the music of the zheng.’


    ‘No, my BFF isn’t very clever,’ said Arkie. ‘I’m still trying to teach it some tricks.’


    ‘Perhaps you have not chosen your BFF well this time, Immortal Arkie,’ said the Emperor, glaring at TJ. ‘But your wisdom is eternal. Perhaps your BFF will entertain you yet. And now you must come to my chamber. My servants will show you the way. We have much to talk about. You need to tell me everything you know.’


    ‘Well, that won’t take long,’ muttered TJ as the Emperor walked away, accompanied by the Chief Advisor, Li Si. ‘Why couldn’t I have been the Immortal? My head’s bulging with knowledge.’


    ‘Because we’ll need your Big Brain for the next part of the plan,’ said Arkie.


    ‘And what is the next part of the plan?’ said TJ.


    ‘I don’t know,’ said Arkie. ‘Being immortal was the plan. We’ll have to make it up from now on. But we’re in the palace so we just need to search for the Book of Songs. And I’m pretty pleased with how my plan is going so far. I expect we’ll get a hot bath and some food. Do you fancy Chinese spring rolls, or dumplings?’


    ‘Dumplings for me,’ said TJ. ‘And maybe some crispy fried chicken wings.’


    They both turned at the sound of something rattling behind them.


    The Chief Advisor had returned with some guards and a large wooden contraption on wheels.


    ‘What’s that?’ said Arkie. ‘It looks like a cage.’


    ‘It is a cage,’ said Li Si, bowing. ‘A cage fit for an Immortal. The bars are made of gold.’


    ‘I’m not getting in a cage,’ said Arkie. ‘I’m an Immortal. Not an animal. And the Emperor wants to speak to me.’


    ‘An Immortal needs to be well protected,’ said Li Si. ‘And the Emperor is tired from all the excitement. He will see you in the morning.’


    Li Si signalled to the guards and they closed in around Arkie.


    ‘I think maybe it is a good idea to get into the cage,’ said TJ. ‘Don’t worry, Immortal Arkie. I’ll be right beside you. On this side of the bars.’
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    Midnight Meeting


    Arkie was so cold.


    She was in a small room filled with instruments for the Emperor’s royal musicians. The room was dark and she was hungry. Maybe they think Immortals don’t need food, she thought as her stomach growled again. They’ll be sorry when they find a hungry, frozen, dead Immortal in the morning. And where’s TJ?


    She had tried to contact TJ via Lexi but all she could hear were loud honking noises.


    Arkie thought about her parents. Are you in a cage too? Waiting for me to rescue you? She hit the bars in frustration. I’m not solving anything stuck in here. She slumped down into a corner of the cage.


    Her mum often said that thinking could be just as important as acting and that you had to use time wisely.


    Okay, thought Arkie. I’m obviously not going anywhere. Time for a mental moment.


    She replayed everything in her head that had happened on this hunt so far:


    • Why did the thieves steal the scroll on the Great Wall of China? Who are they working for?


    • The Book of Songs is connected to the Emperor somehow so it must be in the palace. But where?


    She repeated Clue No. 2 to herself:


    A wall of everlasting words

    Where the voices of the past do cry.

    Sing a song of eternal longing.

    That is where the truth does lie.


    ‘Eternal longing,’ she said aloud. ‘I guess that could mean the Emperor. He longs to live forever.’


    She could hear a scratching in the corner. She stood up and looked fearfully around the room.


    A shadow was looming over the cage. A shadow with two big floppy ears, short feet and TJ’s voice.


    ‘Psst, Arkie,’ said TJ. ‘It’s me. And Cleo.’


    ‘TJ,’ said Arkie, standing up. ‘Where have you guys been? I’ve been stuck in this cage for hours and hours.’


    ‘They put us in an outbuilding with all the palace pets,’ said TJ. ‘It was terrible, and so were the geese. They just honk and peck, and peck and honk. And the Emperor’s demoiselle cranes are really snooty. They think they’re so much better than the average pet. Lu Sheng came to get me eventually. He told the guards he was researching rare and exotic creatures. At least someone recognises me for what I am. He’s been telling me all about the philosopher Confucius. But here, I’ve brought you a blanket and some rice.’
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    ‘What have you found out?’ said Arkie, wrapping herself in the blanket and stuffing a handful of rice into her mouth.


    ‘Quite a lot and none of it’s good,’ said TJ. ‘The Chief Advisor Li Si has persuaded the Emperor to keep you locked up. Apparently, there are good Immortals and bad Immortals and they want to find out which one you are. The Chief Advisor is heading up the bad Immortal team and Lu Sheng is leading the good side.’


    ‘I don’t think the Chief Advisor likes me very much,’ said Arkie.


    ‘He doesn’t like anyone,’ said TJ. ‘He even dobbed in his own brother for saying something mean about the Emperor’s nose. And anyone can see it’s humungous. And the Emperor’s got some weird ideas too. He thinks assassins lurk in every shadow, and he never sleeps in the same place twice. His servants carry him to a different palace to sleep each night. And there are mazes of secret passageways, walkways and walled roads connecting all the buildings and palaces around Xianyang so that evil spirits can’t find him. And there’s more.’ TJ paused. ‘The Emperor drinks mercury because he’s convinced that’s what the gods drink.’


    ‘Mercury,’ spluttered Arkie with a mouthful of rice. ‘Isn’t that poisonous?’


    ‘It is in large doses,’ said TJ.


    ‘What if the Emperor wants me to drink it with him?’ said Arkie. ‘He might invite me to a mercury tea party. What am I going to do then?’


    ‘We’ll think of something,’ said TJ. ‘We’re having an emergency meeting at midnight with Lu Sheng in the Imperial Library. Cleo managed to extract the key to your cage from the guard sleeping outside your door.’


    ‘Clever Cleo,’ said Arkie as TJ unlocked the door. Cleo licked her hand.


    ‘Come on,’ said TJ. ‘Lu Sheng gave me a sleeping draught to put in the guard’s drink so he’s not going to wake up for a long time but we still have to get you back before he does.’


    They crept from the room, tiptoed past the snoring guard and hurried along a narrow passageway. The palace was still.


    ‘The library’s this way,’ said TJ, checking behind them.


    They slipped through a door into a candle-lit room where shadows danced on the edges of the flickering lights. A boy was reading with Lu Sheng, their heads bowed over a scroll, their voices softer than a breath.


    They both looked startled at the sound of footsteps.
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    ‘Who is it?’ said Lu Sheng.


    ‘It’s me and Arkie and Cleo,’ said TJ.


    Lu Sheng stood up to meet them and led them over to the table.


    ‘This is Fu Su, the Emperor’s eldest son,’ said Lu Sheng. ‘We are studying together.’


    Arkie noticed that Lu Sheng was pushing a scroll under the table as he spoke.


    Fu Su smiled at them and bowed. He was the boy with the gentle face from the Emperor’s court. ‘I am pleased to meet Immortal Arkie,’ he said. ‘And the BFF,’ he added.


    ‘You can call me TJ,’ said TJ, smiling at him.


    ‘TJ,’ said Fu Su. ‘It is an unusual name?’


    ‘It stands for Theodora Junior,’ said TJ. ‘But only my granny is allowed to call me that.’


    ‘Welcome to the famous Imperial Library,’ said Lu Sheng. ‘It houses rare and precious documents. Many even more precious now that the Emperor has decreed that all books are to be burned.’


    ‘But why?’ said Arkie. ‘What’s he got against books?’


    ‘The Emperor does not want his people to read of the past, or of ideas that do not mirror his own,’ said Lu Sheng. ‘Knowledge is power, and the Emperor wishes to control knowledge.’


    ‘My father is frightened of many things,’ said Fu Su. ‘Fear infuses his vision of the world.’ He sighed. ‘But he is still my father.’


    ‘Fu Su is a scholar like us, TJ,’ said Lu Sheng, smiling at Fu Su. ‘He reveres the teachings of the ancients. And this is the only place where he can now read them – in the Emperor’s own library, where a single copy of every classic text has been preserved – from poetry, which sings of the hearts and minds of our ancestors, to philosophy and war. But we do not know for how long they are safe. The Emperor’s distrust of scholars grows each day. Even our most revered Book of Songs is in danger. But we have sworn to protect it with our lives. It is too important to our past. And our future.’


    TJ and Arkie looked at each other. The Book of Songs. It was in the palace.


    As the candelight illuminated the walls filled with the ancient texts, the words of the clue blazed into Arkie’s brain:


    A wall of everlasting words.


    Where the voices of the past do cry.


    Of course! The clue wasn’t talking about the Great Wall of China. It was talking about a library. This library. A wall of everlasting words was all around them. They were exactly where they needed to be.


    And suddenly it all made sense.


    ‘Sing a song of eternal longing. That is where the truth does lie,’ she said.


    Lu Sheng and Fu Su stared at her in confusion.


    ‘Where is it?’ she asked. ‘Where is the Book of Songs?’


    ‘The book is dangerous,’ snapped Lu Sheng. ‘You must never speak of it. Death courts all who mention its name.’


    ‘It is a matter of life and death,’ said Arkie. ‘My Mum and Dad’s. We need that scroll, Lu Sheng. Please. We’ve travelled a very long way for it. And we don’t want to take it. We only want to scan it.’


    ‘I am sorry for the fate of your parents,’ said Lu Sheng, ‘but the very existence of this scroll is —’


    He was interrupted by a banging on the door.


    ‘OPEN UP,’ cried a gruff voice. ‘In the name of the Great Emperor.’


    ‘It’s the Imperial Guards,’ whispered Lu Sheng. ‘Quickly – follow me.’


    He showed them a tunnel behind the library wall.


    ‘It leads to the outside of the palace,’ he said. ‘Make haste. Fu Su and I will detain the guards here as long as we can.’ He put his hand on Arkie’s shoulder. ‘I feel I can trust you, Arkie. So we will help you.’


    ‘Thank you,’ said Arkie. She knew they were risking their lives to save them.


    She took a last glance at the wall of everlasting words. The Book of Songs was there somewhere; Lu Sheng was keeping it safe.


    But I’ll be back for it, she said to herself.


    TJ, Cleo and Arkie hurried through the tunnel. It was narrow and dark and the air was tight in their throats. Arkie was sure there were rats scurrying by their side. She could feel the brush of their long tails against her leg.
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    She tried not to think of the tight tunnel, the walls closing in on her, squishing her between them like a jam sandwich.


    They came to a fork in the tunnel. ‘Right or left?’ said TJ.


    ‘Left,’ said Arkie, straining her eyes. ‘I think I can see a pinprick of light ahead.’


    The light grew stronger as they ran towards it.


    Arkie emerged from the dark tunnel with joy – her head finally free of panic.
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    TJ had just joined her when a deep voice spoke from behind, startling them.


    ‘What have we here?’ said a palace guard, bearing down on them with his sword drawn. ‘Two tunnel rats.’ He shouted at the guards with him.


    ‘SEIZE THEM!’

  


  
    A Cage for Two


    ‘As cages go, you know, this one isn’t too bad,’ said TJ.


    She was sitting in the lotus position on the floor. ‘Did you know that yoga originated in India but the Chinese adopted it too?’


    ‘How can you do yoga at a time like this?’ said Arkie, staring out through the bars. ‘We’re in big trouble. We’ve lost Cleo in the tunnel. And how are we going to get the Book of Songs now?’


    ‘So many questions,’ said TJ. ‘I’m trying to empty my mind. To see the truth. Confucius says: “Never give a sword to a man who can’t dance.”’


    ‘What does that mean?’ said Arkie.


    ‘It’s deep,’ said TJ. ‘I’m still trying to work it out.’


    ‘I can hear footsteps,’ said Arkie. ‘Someone’s coming.’


    The door opened and Fu Su walked in, carrying two bowls of rice. The guard by their cage tried to stop him approaching, but Fu Su waved him back.


    ‘I bring food for the prisoners,’ he said. ‘Stand aside.’


    The guard bowed and stood by the door, watching them.


    ‘I am sorry to see you imprisoned,’ Fu Su said quietly, handing them the rice. ‘I do not believe it is just. I have remonstrated with my father but he will not listen to my words. He is blinded by his own beliefs and the poisoned view of the world Li Si feeds him. But Lu Sheng and I will help you. And do not worry about Cleo. She found her way back to the library when you were apprehended. We have a plan to —’


    The door burst open before Fu Su could finish his sentence, and the Chief Advisor swept into the room, followed by several guards. When he saw Fu Su, his face flushed with anger.


    ‘Ah, Fu Su,’ he said, twisting his lips into a hollow smile. ‘I see you take pity on our prisoners. But your pity is misplaced. I would advise Your Imperial Highness to withdraw. Immediately. This matter does not concern you. The Emperor has demanded to see the prisoners.’


    ‘And I would advise you to remember who you are speaking to, Chief Advisor,’ said Fu Su. ‘Do not forget that I will be Emperor one day.’


    He bowed to Arkie and TJ, and left the room.


    ‘The Emperor’s displeasure is great,’ said Li Si, his face still angry as he watched Fu Su leave. ‘He does not expect his guests to ferret through his palace in the night.’


    He moved closer and spoke through the bars. ‘And I am not a fool,’ he said. ‘You may have confused the Emperor with your claims but I know you are not who you say you are. While the Emperor clings to the hope of immortality, he is also startled by shadows. He sees his enemies everywhere. And he does not care to be deceived. Life and death are the inevitable yin yang of our existence. As you have lived, soon must you die.’


    He signalled to the guards, and they began to wheel the cage out of the room and along the palace halls.


    ‘I don’t think the Chief Advisor buys our Immortal story,’ said TJ as they rattled through the palace.


    ‘Let’s just hope Fu Su, Lu Sheng and Cleo can get us out of this,’ said Arkie.
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    Arkie and TJ were wheeled into the Emperor’s chamber. The Emperor was reclining on a low bed, surrounded by silk cushions. His servants were bustling around him, preparing tea.
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    ‘Last night, as the dying call of the thrush heralded a song of sleep,’ said the Emperor, ‘I had a dream.’ He closed his eyes as if trying to conjure sleep and the dream once more. ‘A giant koi – the most noble of fish – leapt from the water, his skin shimmering with red scales. His eye was bold, and he fixed it upon me.’ The Emperor opened his eyes. ‘It is a sign,’ he said. ‘A sign the Immortals are calling me to their palace.’ He pointed at Arkie. ‘If you are indeed an Immortal, you will know the way to Mount Penglai – the home of the Immortals. It is my command that you will lead us there. I am ready to take my place among them.’ He sighed with pleasure at the thought. Then his words became hard. ‘If you are not an Immortal, you will die before the sun rises on the second day of our journey.’


    The Chief Advisor smiled at the Emperor’s words.


    ‘And you, pet,’ the Emperor pointed to TJ, ‘shall suffer the same fate.’


    The Chief Advisor’s smile grew wider.


    The Emperor waved his hand to dismiss them. ‘We leave for Mount Penglai at first light. Now take them away. I need to rest before the journey.’


    Arkie and TJ were silent as they were wheeled back to their room.


    They waited until the guards had left before they spoke.


    ‘The Immortals were said to live on a group of five islands in the Bohai Sea, which includes Penglai,’ said TJ. ‘Bohai Sea is on the coast of northeastern and north China.’


    ‘Great. So we’re going on a journey to a place that doesn’t exist to find people who don’t exist,’ said Arkie.


    ‘That’s a pretty accurate summation of the situation,’ said TJ.


    ‘But there is an easy solution,’ said Arkie.


    ‘There is?’ said TJ.


    ‘We know the Book of Songs is in the library. Can’t we just timeslip there, scan it and timeslip back to BLUR?’ said Arkie.


    ‘Well, ordinarily, that would be a really good idea,’ said TJ, blushing.


    ‘Define “ordinarily”,’ said Arkie.


    ‘We can’t timeslip just at the moment,’ said TJ.


    ‘And that’s because . . .’ said Arkie.


    TJ took a big breath and spoke in a rush. ‘Because maybe someone pre-programmed our return timeslip for 12 pm tomorrow. I think.’


    ‘WHAT,’ said Arkie. ‘Why would someone do that?’


    ‘Well, I was trying to be organised and think ahead and I got confused with the time zones on TimeSlip and I didn’t know you were going to be an Immortal and we’d get thrown in this horrible cage and have to go on a journey to find the secret of eternal life.’


    ‘So we just have to make sure we don’t die before noon tomorrow,’ said Arkie.


    ‘Yes, that would be helpful,’ said TJ. ‘Sorry, Arkie.’


    ‘I guess it could be worse,’ said Arkie. ‘We’ve got friends on the outside and an emperor who really wants to believe I’m immortal.’


    I hope that’s enough, she thought.
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    Travelling North


    It was the morning of their journey.


    The sun was glimpsing through the clouds as the guards led Arkie and TJ to the front of the Grand Hall. They were both stiff and cranky from sleeping on the floor of the cage all night.


    This is as bad as bad can be, thought Arkie. How are we ever going to get back to the library?


    The guards tied them together roughly and lifted them onto a cart, while the servants around them loaded food and supplies for the trip.


    The Imperial entourage emerged from the palace a few minutes later. The Emperor was carried out on a litter by his guards and placed in a gleaming gold carriage. An identical gold carriage stood next to it.


    ‘The Emperor has two carriages to trick his enemies,’ said TJ. ‘His servants will move him from one to the other throughout the trip so his enemies won’t know which one he is in.’


    ‘Can you see Fu Su or Lu Sheng?’ said Arkie, searching the faces of those around them.


    ‘No, but I bet they won’t be far away,’ said TJ.


    The Emperor leaned forwards in his carriage. ‘Untie the prisoners,’ he said.


    ‘But Your Majesty,’ said Li Si, ‘is that advisable?’


    ‘Do you question my command, Chief Advisor?’ said the Emperor.


    ‘No, Your Majesty,’ stammered Li Si. ‘I merely seek to reassure the Heavenly Son that his guides will be secure for the journey.’


    ‘I do not wish the Immortals to think I have mistreated one of their own,’ said the Emperor.


    ‘As Your Majesty wishes,’ said Li Si. He nodded to one of the guards and he cut Arkie and TJ’s ropes.


    ‘One step closer to freedom,’ said TJ, rubbing her raw wrists.


    ‘We’ve still got a mountain to climb,’ said Arkie as they left Xianyang to find the palace of the Immortals. The sun climbed higher in the sky as the procession wound slowly along the roads.
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    The motion of the cart lulled Arkie into a restless sleep. She was with her parents on a treasure hunt in the Adriatic Sea, diving for a 16th-century shipwreck laden with the loot of Mediterranean pirates.


    Her mother was about to help her from the water – Arkie was reaching out for her hand – when the cart hit a stone and Arkie jolted awake.


    ‘Did you hear that?’ said TJ.


    ‘What?’ said Arkie, momentarily confused. The dream had been so vivid, her mother so real.


    ‘There’s a dog barking,’ said TJ.


    ‘Dogs are always barking,’ said Arkie, rubbing her eyes.


    ‘Not this one,’ said TJ. ‘I’d know that bark anyway. It’s Cleo. It’s her “get ready because something’s about to happen” bark: 2 long, 1 short-short. I taught her a variation of Morse Code. I call it Cleo Code.’
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    Arkie sat up and looked around. She was fully awake now.


    ‘Are you sure?’ she said.


    ‘Absolutely,’ said TJ. ‘And I think I can guess what’s going to happen next,’ she said, pointing ahead.


    Arkie followed TJ’s gaze. ‘Am I seeing triple or are there really three gold carriages now?’ she said.


    ‘Another one just joined the procession,’ said TJ. ‘No one noticed because we were rounding a bend so there wasn’t a clear view of the whole procession. I think we’re looking at a variation of the old three-card shuffle.’


    ‘The what?’ said Arkie.


    ‘It’s a game my grandad taught me,’ said TJ. ‘The dealer has three cards but only one of the cards is the one the player wants. So the dealer rearranges the cards quickly to confuse the player who doesn’t know which card is which. The player then has to pick the card they think is the right one.’


    ‘So three gold carriages,’ said Arkie, ‘but only one carriage has the Emperor.’


    ‘Exactly. But which one? I bet there’ll be some kind of diversion and we only need a moment of confusion to escape. The three-carriage shuffle could give us just that.’


    As they rounded the next corner, one of the gold carriages suddenly took off at speed – the horses spooked and running wildly.


    Everyone looked at the remaining two carriages in confusion. Which was which? Where was the Emperor?


    ‘After that carriage,’ cried Li Si. ‘Guard the Emperor. Find the perpetrators.’


    The guards were in disarray. The Chief Advisor had issued three commands. But which should they do first?


    As they shouted and banged into each other, Arkie and TJ heard a short, long-long bark. It was Cleo Code for: JUMP NOW.


    In a flash, Arkie and TJ stood up and leapt off the back of the cart into the trees.


    Fu Su, Lu Sheng and Cleo were waiting for them.


    free free free free free free


    They ran deep into the cover of the trees.


    ‘That was the greatest rescue,’ said Arkie. ‘But where did you get the third gold carriage?’


    ‘The Emperor has many gold carriages,’ said Lu Sheng. ‘We just borrowed one for the occasion.’


    ‘Ah, so he who seeks to fool his enemies becomes himself the fool,’ said TJ, nodding.


    ‘Confucius?’ said Arkie.


    ‘No,’ said TJ. ‘Me.’


    Lu Sheng smiled at TJ. ‘I’m afraid we don’t have much time,’ he said.


    ‘We don’t need much,’ said TJ. ‘By my calculations and the height of the sun in the sky, TimeSlip should be zoning in on us in a few minutes. So no time for long and emotional farewells.’


    ‘Goodbye, TJ,’ said Lu Sheng. ‘It has been an honour to meet you.’


    TJ bowed to Lu Sheng. ‘I hope you’ll be okay,’ she said.


    ‘Life at court has always been dangerous,’ said Lu Sheng. ‘But I think I will visit my brother in the country. Far from the court and its intrigues. Safe to continue learning from the ancients. As Confucius says: “You cannot open a book without learning something.” And there is much to know.’


    Fu Su handed Arkie a scroll. ‘This is for you, Arkie,’ he said. ‘So you can “scan” it. My father cannot see the value of this but I know that you can. I know that you treasure it as we do.’


    Arkie unwrapped the parcel. It was the Book of Songs. Treasure No. 2.


    ‘Thank you, Fu Su,’ said Arkie, scanning the scroll quickly with DATAMAX. ‘This means everything to me.’ She smiled at him as she handed the scroll back. ‘I’ll never forget you.’


    ‘I won’t forget you either,’ said TJ. ‘But we really have to leave now. Come on, Cleo. Bye, Fu Su. Thanks for everything.’


    Arkie, Cleo and TJ stood side by side as TimeSlip encapsulated them.


    ‘Prepare to dematerialise,’ said TJ.


    The last thing they saw was Fu Su and Lu Sheng, bowing low to them.


    When Fu Su and Lu Sheng looked up, Arkie, TJ and Cleo had vanished.

  


  
    Debrief


    ‘So the First Emperor did achieve immortality in many ways,’ said Arkie as they sped home across the world in BLUR. ‘More than two thousand years later, we’re still learning about him, especially with the discovery of his tomb.’


    ‘I think he just wanted to be around to hear everyone talking about him,’ said TJ. ‘His dynasty was one of the shortest in history. But why do you think the kidnappers wanted the Book of Songs?’


    ‘It’s a very precious treasure,’ said Arkie. ‘DATAMAX says it’s one of the oldest collections of traditional Chinese poems. Something like this is priceless in the archaeological world.’


    She downloaded the scan of the Book of Songs from DATAMAX and sent it as a jpeg to: k.napper@treasurehunt.com


    She received a reply immediately.


    



    Treasure No. 2 verified and credit registered in treasure bank.


    Await instructions.


    Do not attempt further communication.
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    I don’t want to talk to you anyway, thought Arkie, as exhaustion crept through her.


    ‘Hungry?’ said TJ.


    ‘Always,’ said Arkie.


    ‘Chinese takeaway?’ said TJ.


    Arkie nodded and settled back into her seat. As she stretched out, she felt something tucked into the seat behind her, digging into her back. She reached down and pulled out a silver envelope.
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    ‘TJ,’ she said.


    ‘Yeah?’ said TJ who had flicked BLUR onto automatic pilot and was reading the chapter on Supersonic Aerodynamics in BLUR’s manual.


    ‘I think I’ve just found the third clue,’ said Arkie.


    TJ dropped the manual on her lap. ‘You’ve WHAT?’ she said. ‘Where?’


    ‘It was in my seat,’ said Arkie, holding up the envelope.


    ‘But how can that even be possible?’ said TJ.


    Arkie clenched the envelope. ‘Someone has been here,’ she said.


    ‘Someone has broken into BLUR!’
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    In Real Life


    The First Emperor


    Qin Shi Huangdi died in 210 BCE

    on a trip to the far eastern

    reaches of his empire. He was

    still looking for the secret of

    immortality. Although his dynasty,

    the Qin Dynasty, was one of the

    shortest in the history of China,

    the Emperor made lots of

    reforms that had a lasting

    effect on China.
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    Li Si, The Chief Advisor


    When the Emperor died, Li Si was so frightened

    the people would revolt that he pretended

    the Emperor was still alive for two months.

    He made sure a cart of rotting fish always

    went before the Emperor’s carriage to

    disguise the smell of the Emperor’s body.
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    Fu Su


    The Emperor’s first

    son was banished to

    work on the Great Wall

    of China for

    criticising his father’s

    persecution of scholars.

    He never became

    Emperor of China.


    


    The Book of Songs


    Chinese scholars were punished for

    owning the Book of Songs during the

    First Emperor’s rule. The book is still

    treasured and read widely today.
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    Day 1
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