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THE HUNTERS

If you seek, they will find …

   The travels of Marco Polo are known throughout the world. 

But what if his story isn’t complete?

 What if his greatest adventure has yet to be discovered?

Guided by a journal believed to have been dictated by Polo himself, the Hunters set out in search of his final legacy: the mythical treasure gathered during Polo’s lifetime of exploration.

But as every ancient clue brings them closer to the truth, each new step puts them in increasing danger. …

Explosive action. Killer characters. Classic Kuzneski.


BY CHRIS KUZNESKI

Payne & Jones Series

The Plantation

Sign of the Cross

Sword of God

The Lost Throne

The Prophecy

The Secret Crown

The Death Relic

The Einstein Pursuit

The Hunters Series

The Hunters

The Forbidden Tomb

The Prisoner’s Gold


Praise for Chris Kuzneski:

‘Kuzneski writes as forcefully as his tough characters act’ Clive Cussler 

‘Riveting and relentlessly paced’ James Rollins

‘Kuzneski does it again with another terrific tale, filled with action and deception, bringing the unimaginable to life. Definitely my kind of story!’ Steve Berry

‘With bullets flying and thrills twenty to the dozen, Kuzneski is on explosive top form … You can’t afford not to hunt this one down!’ Scott Mariani 

   
Acknowledgments

Here are some of the amazing people I’d like to thank:

Scott Miller, Claire Roberts, and the whole gang at Trident Media. They sold this series long before it was written. That’s the sign of a great agency!

Vicki Mellor, Emily Griffin, Darcy Nicholson, Jo Liddiard, Ben Willis, Mari Evans, and everyone at Headline/Hachette UK. They bought this series when it was nothing but an outline, then they helped me bring it to life. Thanks for believing in me and the Hunters.

Ian Harper, my longtime friend/editor/consigliere. He reads my words before anyone else – and then tweaks them until they’re perfect. One of these days, you’ll see his name on a book of his own, and when you do, I urge you to buy it! 

Kane Gilmour, who has traveled more than Polo himself. In addition to being a talented writer, he actually visited most of the locations in this book. His time in Asia and Italy helped me get things right. Thanks for all of your help.

All the fans, librarians, booksellers, and critics who have enjoyed my thrillers and have recommended them to others. If you keep reading, I’ll keep writing.

Last but not least, I’d like to thank my family for their unwavering support. At some point, I’ll actually take some time off and get to thank you in person.

Okay, I think that just about does it. It’s finally time for my favorite part of the book. Without further ado, please sit back, relax, and let me tell you a story …


SOUTHEAST ASIA
   
[image: Image Missing]


Prologue

October 9, 1298

Republic of Genoa

(249 miles northwest of Rome)

Metal creaked and groaned, startling Rustichello da Pisa from his restless sleep. Even in the fog of slumber, he knew the horrific sound of a cell door opening. Anytime he heard it, he would snap awake to the pounding in his chest – even after all these years.

His senses on full alert, he strained to hear every rustle and scrape on the other side of the wall. He knew the Genoese guards were returning his neighbor after yet another round of torture. With any luck, they were done for the day and wouldn’t be coming for him next.

He would find out soon enough.

The uniformed guards moved into the adjacent cell and dumped their day’s entertainment on the floor with a wet splat. Then they quickly closed the door behind them and left without a word. Only then did Rustichello let out the breath that he had been holding.

He didn’t move until he heard the guards’ heavy footsteps recede down the dark corridor. He always did his best to avoid their notice, unless they were coming for him. On those occasions there was nothing to do but submit. He was too weak and frail to fight them anymore.

There was no sense in making them mad.

He slowly stood from the loose straw on the floor that served as his bed and brushed away the pieces that were tangled in his hair. Then he slipped a hand into his ragged linen trousers and scratched at the fungal infection on the right side of his groin. Thanks to the humid air in the city of Genoa, everything in the dungeon was damp. The walls, the ceiling, the floor, his clothes. Molds and lichens grew over every surface of his cell. Some patches were so large that they looked like broccoli.

On the bright side, at least he hadn’t started eating them.

Or naming them.

Confident that the guards were gone, he moved over to the wall and peered through the small window into the next cell. It was little more than a missing stone that had been dug out by a previous occupant, but the rectangular gap served a monumental purpose. Rustichello and his neighbor used the empty space to chat, to pass the long hours well into the night.

Their window provided meaningful human interaction.

But today, he couldn’t see his friend through the hole.

Suddenly worried, Rustichello lay on the damp floor where it met the moss-covered wall and glanced through an even smaller gap. This one at floor level and designed for drainage. The stench of dried urine in the gutter near the hole was overpowering, but he needed to check on his neighbor, who was deadly silent in his cell.

‘My friend,’ Rustichello said in Venetian, ‘do you need water?’

He knew better than to ask if the man was all right. Both had been to the chamber where the Genoese slapped them around. When they left there, they were never all right.

The beaten merchant blinked at him a few times, trying to regain his bearings, then coughed up some blood from his broken ribs. Though he was far younger and hardier than Rustichello, the constant beatings were taking their toll.

‘If you can spare some,’ he croaked.

Their daily rations were minimal at best, but Rustichello would gladly share his water. His neighbor had done the same for him on his own return trips from abuse. He grabbed his tin cup and scooped some murky water from the stone bowl he was given each morning. Then he carefully positioned the cup in the tiny drainage hole on the floor and nudged it through the tunnel, careful not to tip it or touch the drinking rim to the top of the tunnel’s roof.

With a trembling hand, the merchant grasped the thin handle and dragged the cup along the floor until it was right next to his face. He pressed it to his swollen lips and sipped cautiously, pleased when swallowing did not add to his pain.

‘I don’t think they are after information anymore … I’m not even sure they still enjoy the beatings. It feels more like routine now – for them as well.’

‘Must not have been Guillermo, then. That sack of shit enjoys it every time.’

The merchant smiled at the eye on the other side of the wall. They would frequently curse their captors in private, but never loud enough to be heard by the guards or other inmates.

‘No. Not the ogre,’ he muttered. He finished the water in small sips, quietly thankful that Guillermo hadn’t been to work in nearly a week.

It was a small blessing in his current hell.

The merchant had been captured during Venice’s war with Genoa when his ship had run aground on a sandbar near the Anatolian coast. Enemy soldiers had taken him in chains on one of their boats back to the Republic of Genoa – one of the last places a Venetian ever hoped to find himself. Of course, it probably hadn’t helped matters that during the fighting he had fired the severed heads of Genoese sailors from a massive catapult in between the volleys of rough iron balls designed to plunge through the decks of enemy ships.

The merchant had spent the last few years paying for his hubris.

‘So,’ Rustichello whispered, ‘do you need to rest for today, or shall we continue?’

The merchant smiled and slowly clambered to his feet. ‘I think we can continue.’

He moved to the gap in the wall at eye level, grateful to no longer smell the latrine. Rustichello’s smiling face quickly appeared on the other side of the opening. The merchant handed him the empty cup through the hole. ‘Thank you, my friend.’

Rustichello took the cup and nodded.

He was only in his fifties, but he looked at least seventy – his hair white, his skin pale, his eyes sunken. He had been captured in an earlier naval defeat, and as a result he had already languished in the dungeon for a decade by the time the merchant had been imprisoned. Everything about him was thin and haggard, the look of a man who was nearly defeated.

The one thing that would return life to Rustichello’s face was story. It didn’t matter whether the tale was told or received, he thrived on sending his mind to other places. At first, the elder man had impressed the merchant with tales of King Arthur, but once Rustichello had heard some of the details of the merchant’s travels to the far edges of Tartary it was the only subject that he wanted to talk about.

And write about.

Amazingly, on the night of his imprisonment – before the pouches on his clothing had been properly searched – Rustichello had discovered a small nook under a loose stone in his cell and had managed to hide a book, a broken quill, a small inkpot, and a pair of spectacles.

Not much, but enough to keep him sane.

The book, a stained and worn copy of Herodotus’s history, had seen better days, but it was serving a different purpose now. The Venetian would talk about his journeys, and Rustichello would carefully write down each word in French in the spaces between the lines of existing Greek text. He was defacing one of the greatest historians who ever lived so that the merchant’s adventures might one day lead Rustichello on a journey of his own.

That is, if the guards never found his hiding place.

And if he lived long enough to be released.

And if he could grab the book before he departed.

Everything, it seemed, came down to that one small word.

If.

‘Shall we begin?’ Rustichello asked.

The merchant turned his back to their window and slowly slid down the wall in his cell. Rustichello did the same. It was their custom to sit with their backs to the wall between them. The Venetian would speak for a few hours each day, until his voice felt dry, while Rustichello scribbled and scratched his quill on the paper of the book, always attempting to tease out more information on the hidden wealth of Asia and the treasures that his friend might have left behind.

‘Where were we?’ the merchant asked through the wall.

‘You were about to describe the people of Tebeth.’

‘Ah yes,’ he said, remembering, as he closed his eyes and left the cell in his mind. ‘The province of Tebeth was terribly devastated at the time of our arrival …’

The merchant had no problem recalling the most trivial details of his journeys abroad, and yet there were some aspects of his travels that he refused to share with anyone. Though he was extremely grateful for the kindness that Rustichello had shown him over the years, he wasn’t ready to trust his neighbor with his greatest secret: the location of his family’s fortune.

That was a secret that Marco Polo would keep for himself.
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Present Day

Saturday, March 15

Denver, Colorado

Hector Garcia couldn’t have cared less about the view.

He was there to hack.

Garcia was oblivious to the panoramic landscape of the Rocky Mountains outside the windows of the suite he had leased on the upper floor of the CenturyLink Tower. He hadn’t rented the office for the scenery but for its proximity to the roof of the second tallest building in Denver – and its array of antennas, satellite dishes, and telecommunications equipment. As it was, he had covered most of the windows with thick tinting to reduce the glare on his monitors and to regulate the temperature inside the suite.

The room was kept at a perfect sixty degrees from the industrial-strength air conditioning unit that constantly battled the heat output of the room’s vast collection of computing hardware. Three racks of enterprise-grade servers and switches from Juniper Networks, Cisco, and half a dozen other vendors filled one wall of the room. An adjacent office held the rest of his system in row after row of next-generation devices that resembled stacks in a public library.

The wood floor of the main room was littered with overlapping power cords and network cables, and Garcia lived in the middle like a spider in its web. A collection of tables was configured in a circle, with a small gap to access his comfortable office chair in the center. A total of twenty-four screens – two rings of twelve monitors – encircled the single seat like the walls of a fortress.

In front of the monitors was an assortment of wireless keyboards, mice, track pads, web cameras, and other peripherals, plus an unopened package of Twinkies. Garcia would save the snack cakes for later. He never ate or drank at the desk, preferring to eat in the kitchen down the hall or on the mattress he had thrown in the corner. He’d seen too many people ruin a good system with a spilled can of Mountain Dew. The Twinkies were only there to remind him to get up once in a while to eat.

In his early years as a hacker, Garcia often went to bed hungry because he had spent all of his money on computer equipment instead of food, but money was no longer a problem since he had been hired by an enigmatic Frenchman named Jean-Marc Papineau to assist a team of specialists in finding the world’s most famous treasures.

The first mission had taken the team to the Carpathian Mountains in search of a missing Romanian train. Then they were asked to find the tomb of Alexander the Great in the vast Egyptian desert. After a devastating tragedy on the mission, Papineau had reluctantly paid the surviving team members a portion (twenty percent) of their agreed-upon fee (five million dollars each) while placing the rest of their money in separate trust funds that they couldn’t touch as long as they continued to work on his team. They still hadn’t received payment for their second mission, but Garcia wasn’t the least bit concerned about the money.

In a matter of seconds, he would be forty million dollars richer.

As his eyes skimmed financial transactions on twelve of the monitors, he watched as funds simply disappeared from the accounts of several would-be dictators in Africa, a Ukrainian mobster, and a few corrupt politicians in America before reappearing in an offshore account of his own. To Garcia, it was blood money that none of them deserved, and he was one of the few people in the world who could do anything about it. He would keep two of the forty million as working capital and anonymously donate the rest to charities. The only thing money got him personally was the promise of more computing power, but as long as he maintained his association with Papineau and his team, that would never be a problem.

Five of his monitors were hooked into a quantum computer manufactured by Payne Industries and maintained by Papineau in the team’s headquarters in Florida. Each of the five connections had been established through a back door that Garcia had installed into the quantum. Papineau was aware of and occasionally tracked one of these connections, but the other four would remain undetected as long as Garcia had access to a keyboard.

Once the money had been moved, Garcia shifted his focus to the monitors that he used to keep tabs on his team. They had been on vacation since the last mission had ended in November, but he kept track of their whereabouts through a combination of facial recognition software, Papineau’s super-computer, and ubiquitous camera feeds. Garcia could pull footage from a variety of sources from cell phones to security systems. This gave him almost constant supervision of his targets, as long as they didn’t stray too far into the wilderness.

And for those times there were NSA satellites.

He knew Jack Cobb, the team’s leader, had entered the United Kingdom at London’s Heathrow airport, but once he had left the terminal, he had slipped off Garcia’s grid. Cobb wasn’t aware that Garcia was spying on him, but he was quite familiar with facial recognition software and was cagey about cameras all the time.

Papineau was also good at avoiding cameras, but in the Frenchman’s case he knew he was being followed – not only by Garcia but by his employer as well.

The other team members, Sarah Ellis and Josh McNutt, were far easier to catch on screen. Sarah had spent some of her money decorating a small apartment in San Francisco. And one in Dallas. And another one in Toronto. Garcia wasn’t sure why she had so many places, but he assumed it had something to do with her career as a world-class thief.

Or rather, a world-class ‘acquisitions specialist’.

Sarah hated when people called her a thief.

Meanwhile, McNutt had surprised everyone with his recent purchase. The former Marine sniper had spent half of his funds on a beachside bar in Key West, Florida. He lived on the second floor and mostly kept to himself, unless his biker buddies stopped by. Garcia had expected wild orgies with hookers and drugs and more hookers, but McNutt was laying low as Cobb had recommended. Today he was snoozing in a hammock near the shore.

A transaction on one of his monitors completed with a soft ping, and Garcia swiveled his chair around to see the money that he had looted from the son of the former Nigerian president, who had swindled billions from his government’s coffers. The former leader had died in office, but his son was living a cushy life in the south of France. Every month, Garcia lightened his fortune by a few million. No one in his family had yet to even notice.

A second ping confirmed the stolen funds had been sent to fifteen NGOs in Nigeria. Garcia smiled at the transactions, just as his cell phone started to ring. He glanced at the screen and saw it was Papineau calling. He leaned forward in his chair, muted the master volume on his system, and answered the phone.

‘Good afternoon, Jean-Marc. What can I do for you today?’

‘I have another job for the team. Can you please call them in for me?’

‘Right now?’

‘Yes, Hector, right now. It’s time to get back to work.’

‘Yes, sir. But just so you know, Sarah isn’t going to be happy.’

‘Why not?’

Garcia glanced at one of his monitors and grimaced. ‘Right now, she’s kind of busy.’
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Pittsfield, Vermont

(132 miles northwest of Boston)

Sarah Ellis wiped a swath of mud from her face and flung it to the ground. In her left hand she held a plastic bucket filled with rocks. The rope handle was thick and rough. If not for the numbness in her hands and fingers, she would have felt the fibers digging into her flesh.

Just like the rope she used to climb in gym class.

Towering above her, a waterfall surged over a thirty-foot cliff. The clear mountain water splashed and sprayed in the air with a roar of white noise. It took her a moment to gather her senses. She wasn’t sure if she should admire its beauty or curse at it for being in her way.

She ended up doing both.

Although it was a perfect day for skiing, she hadn’t come to Vermont to enjoy the fresh powder. She was there to compete in the PEAK Winter Death Race, a form of hell that combined endurance racing, obstacle courses, and mental acuity exams. It was a competition designed to push contestants to their breaking points … and then dare them to keep going. The race was so grueling and the racers so determined that it was common for competitors to leave behind torn flesh – and even the occasional fingertip – and never break stride.

Snow covered most of the course, and the air temperature was hovering around forty degrees. Brisk, but not devastatingly cold. Despite the chill, Sarah wore only a tight-fitting black sports outfit that was now so encrusted in mud that her shapely figure had transformed into a bulbous blob of browns and grays, like a corpse buried in the woods.

She had already run several miles up and down the mountainside, stopping only to complete the challenges. It had begun with quartering logs with an ax before swimming to the bottom of a muck-filled pond to retrieve a bag of LEGO. Per instruction, she had carried the pouch to the next station where she had used the tiny bricks to construct a toy motorcycle while reciting the names of all fifty US states. Once she had completed that task, she had stacked a thousand pounds worth of sandbags into a ten-foot pyramid while shouting the list of states again – only this time in reverse alphabetical order.

The hardest parts for her weren’t the tasks themselves but the complete uncertainty about the length of the race or what drudgery might be lurking around the next corner. In her line of work, having a plan was crucial; failing to think ahead could get her captured or killed. But at PEAK, she never knew what to expect next. There was no way to train for this event. She just had to be in good enough shape to handle anything that they threw at her, no matter how long it lasted.

Thankfully, the next task was right up her alley.

She had to climb the waterfall.

In the summer when the stream was barely trickling, the rock face would have presented little difficulty for an expert climber like Sarah. But with the spring thaw in full effect, the wall was protected by a thick layer of bubbling whitewater that was so cold it was one step away from being ice. To make the task harder, she had to carry the bucket of rocks to the top without using her hands. For her, that meant placing the bucket behind her head and shoving the rope handle into her mouth.

A field marshal inspected her every move. ‘You know, you don’t have to do this. Just say the word, and I’ll give you a warm blanket, a thermos of hot chocolate, and a ride back to the lodge.’

‘Fuuuu youuuuu!’ she said through clenched teeth.

He laughed at the vulgarity and backed away.

Sarah stepped into the frigid pool at the foot of the falls and felt her legs go completely numb. As she trudged toward the falling water, her mind drifted far from Vermont. Mentally she was no longer in the icy froth but on a warm beach at the team compound in Fort Lauderdale.

During the past year, she had learned a lot about herself. She used to prefer to work alone, but now the isolation of it was less thrilling. After working with a team of highly skilled experts on a pair of high-stakes missions, she had discovered the value of teamwork. Not only had she come to recognize the talents of others but she saw how they could complement her own abilities. And this realization had slowly carried over into other aspects of her life.

Including the Death Race.

Two tasks back, she had convinced other contestants that the only way up a steep mudslide was to form a human chain. Many of the others had refused to accept that the obstacle required collaboration, but Sarah had figured it out immediately. After becoming a part of a ‘Barrel of Monkeys’ chain with five mud-coated competitors, she had succeeded in reaching the top.

Everyone who insisted on doing it alone had failed.

Champing down on the rope handle of the bucket – with its heavy cargo of river stones nestled behind her damp head – she felt like she was wearing some kind of torture device. She stepped into the downpour and was immediately drenched. The water felt like needles piercing her skin. With the rope jammed in her teeth, she couldn’t close her lips. The cascade of icy water flooded her mouth, making her teeth ache and breathing difficult. All she could do was try to close off her throat as she looked up under the falls to see the next hold.

Fortunately, the rock wall was merely damp from spray and not fully soaked from the surging water, which arched out from the ledge above and mostly hit the bucket of rocks behind her head as she tried to find her grip. This made the bucket heavier and the task that much harder. Although the challenge was devious, she quickly figured out how to defeat it.

Sarah noticed two thin crevices up the back of the cliff. She jammed her fingers inside the left crack and placed her boots inside the right. Then by pulling her hands in one direction and pushing with her feet in the other, she was able to anchor herself against the wall. From there, she simply had to adjust her pressure as she inched her way up the rock face. The technique was called a layback: an advanced maneuver that was difficult to master. But with a low center of gravity, most women climbers found it easier to do than men did.

Once she found her rhythm, she made her way up the cliff with relative ease. As long as she kept her head turned to the right or left, the water passed harmlessly behind her and missed the bucket entirely. At the top of the rock, right below the apex of the surging waterfall, she found a horizontal crevice that allowed her to slide completely to a rocky ledge past the edge of the water. From there, she climbed around the frigid stream and made her way to a different field marshal who was there to make sure her bucket of rocks was still intact.

He gave her a thumbs-up and pointed her toward the finish line.

A short jog through the snow, and she would be the winner of the event.

The first female ever to capture the main prize.

Just then, she heard her cell phone start to ring. Attached to her arm in a bulletproof case capable of withstanding water, mud, rock, and LEGO, the phone blasted out a verse from Oingo Boingo’s Weird Science. It was her ringtone for Hector Garcia.

If the geek was calling, it could mean only one thing.

There was another mission for the team.

Sarah smiled as she reached for her phone, which was buried under a layer of mud. She had balked at first when Cobb had requested each team member be available at all times, but it truly didn’t bother her. In fact, she actually looked forward to the next call. She had quickly come to realize that she only felt truly alive when on a mission with the team.

Sure, she would pretend to be annoyed and put on a huge show of bitching and complaining that she had been called in during the middle of the race, but the truth was she couldn’t wait to fly to Florida to get back in the game.

Besides, she had no intention of winning the race.

Not with TV coverage at the finish line.

The team didn’t need that kind of attention.

Still smiling, Sarah put the phone to her ear and hissed, ‘What?’
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Sunday, March 16

Hong Kong

Normally Lim Bao would take his time as he strolled through the plush lobby of the high-rise hotel where his boss lived. He would admire the shiny marble floors, the expensive artwork on the walls, and the attractive hostesses behind the front desk.

But today wasn’t an ordinary day.

Today someone was chained to a chair in the parking garage.

Waiting for the elevator, Lim impatiently tapped his leather shoe on the carpet until he heard the chime indicating the car had arrived. He stepped inside, slid his keycard into the slot, then entered his security code for the 117th floor. An elderly couple with their grandson stepped toward the car as the doors began to close, but he glared at them and shook his head.

They quickly got the hint and backed away.

A moment later, the doors sealed shut and the elevator rocketed skyward as Lim’s stomach leaped into his throat. Though he hated the nausea that always accompanied him to the penthouse, he knew it could have been much worse.

At least it wasn’t a glass elevator.

On the outside of the building.

Whoever invented those was an asshole.

The hotel occupied the top sixteen floors of the International Commerce Centre, which was the tallest building in Hong Kong and the seventh tallest in the world. Roughly two hundred feet shorter than the One World Trade Center in New York, the ICC would have been higher on the list if the number of stories was the determining factor instead of raw height – since many of the world’s tallest buildings added massive antennas for no other reason than to be taller.

A soft ding signaled the car’s arrival, and the elevator slid open with a quiet whoosh. Waiting on the other side were Chang and Lang, the identical twins hired to guard the door during the day shift. They looked like trolls comically stuffed into black Armani suits. Rippling with muscles and bulk, the men were also highly flexible, lending far more function to their heft than was typical of bodybuilders. As Lim passed, each raised a fist diagonally across his chest in salute. He barely noticed as he raced down the corridor to his mentor’s room.

Another two guards stood at the double doors to the Presidential Suite, but they allowed him to pass without being frisked. He was the only one permitted to do so. Once inside, Lim ignored the breathtaking/nauseating view and went straight to the exercise room where he found his middle-aged mentor face down on a rubberized mat, working through his daily calisthenics. Wearing only dark sweat pants, the man was effortlessly raising himself in a one-thumbed push-up. His rippled torso glistened with so much sweat under the harsh lights that he almost seemed to glow.

Feng He was the present-day leader of the Righteous and Harmonious Fists. The brotherhood had existed in secrecy for centuries but had risen to fame at the start of the twentieth century when they had fought off the British imperialists who they believed were plundering the wealth and resources of China. The members of the brotherhood were still vehemently opposed to any and all foreign interference in China, but it had taken Feng’s leadership over the past decade to bring the organization out of the shadows and into the world of high finance.

Lim was constantly amazed at the financial support that the brotherhood received. He couldn’t actually remember the last time he had seen Feng pay for anything – not only in Hong Kong, but anywhere they went. And with a rising tide of Chinese nationalism, that sort of respect would only continue to grow in the future.

Feng leaned back on the downthrust of his push-up, then sprang forward with his legs. The lunge launched his body upward at a forty-five-degree angle. He deftly landed on his feet and continued forward to the ballet bar mounted across the wall of windows. Feng grabbed a plush towel off the wooden bar and gently patted the perspiration from his face. Then he breathed in and out a few times, exaggerating the action with his arms, as if the heavy breaths completed his exercise.

Lim said nothing as he waited for his boss to acknowledge his presence.

Eventually Feng turned and smiled broadly, showing perfect white teeth. Then he spoke in Mandarin to his second-in-command. ‘What has you in such a rush today?’

‘The brothers have captured a smuggler,’ answered Lim, who was standing at attention as if he were reporting to an emperor.

‘And why should I care?’ Feng asked, amused. In a district the size of Hong Kong, there were literally thousands of crimes per day, most of which had nothing to do with the Fists.

‘The smuggler is Australian. We caught him at the Tsim Sha Tsui marketplace.’

‘What was he smuggling?’

‘Jade figurines from the Ming Dynasty.’

Feng’s smile vanished, and a scowl furrowed his brow. He took notice whenever foreigners committed any crime in China – from small slights to massive drug deals – but he took particular interest when a foreigner tried to rob his country’s heritage. He moved across the room, grabbed a thin black T-shirt, and slipped it over his powerful torso. ‘Where is he?’

‘We have him downstairs. Should I have him brought up for you?’

‘No,’ Feng growled. ‘We will go down.’

They rode silently to the hotel lobby and switched elevators to descend the entire distance to the sub-basement’s parking level.

The elevator opened to a clean, brightly lit lot with thick yellow lines on the ground and walls. The building had several lots, but this level was closed off for the Fists. Diagonally across from the elevator was a private office where the smuggler was being kept.

Inside the office there were three large guards in tailored suits, all standing silently around a wooden desk and chair. Chained to the desk was a scruffy Australian of nearly thirty. His eyes were sky blue and his hair an unruly mop of dirty blond curls. He was big – more than two hundred pounds of meat – although his body lacked definition.

‘Good afternoon,’ Feng said in English.

Relief filled the tourist’s face as he looked up at Feng and Lim.

‘Oh, thank God! Someone who speaks English. Listen, mate, I’m not sure what these boys have told you, but I didn’t do anything wrong. My business partner assured me that the items were paid for and our shipping permits were up to date. Obviously I can’t read the damn forms – they’re written in symbols or whatever you call those squiggly things – but I swear to you, I thought everything was legal.’

‘Is that so?’ Feng said, pondering his next move.

‘I’m telling you, mate, it’s nothing but a misunderstanding.’

Feng nodded and stuck out his hand. ‘Yes. A big misunderstanding.’

The Aussie smiled and leaned forward to shake hands with Feng, hoping upon hope that Feng was dumb enough to believe his lie, but it wasn’t meant to be. Feng struck with lightning speed, grasping the man’s wrist and twisting it with so much force that bones cracked.

The man dropped face first onto the desk, wailing in agony.

Feng continued, ‘You believed you could come to my country and steal our history. You misunderstood who the Chinese people are. We are not your playthings, your servants, your inferiors. Then again, your people descended from criminals, so I should expect no better.’

Between shouts of pain and gasps for breath, the Aussie tried to explain himself. ‘I’m sorry … I didn’t mean to disrespect you … Ahhhh! Look, just call the embassy, I’ll give everything back …’

‘You’d like us to contact your country’s consul general? To send him a message?’ Feng twisted the hand harder, and the young man screamed. Tears were literally shooting from the man’s eyes, and a thick band of yellowish snot stretched from his nostril to his mouth. Meanwhile, the rest of his face had turned a brilliant crimson from the rush of blood.

‘Yes! Please! Send him a message!’

Feng slammed the Aussie’s arm flat on the desktop and held out his free hand. One of the guards placed a gleaming meat cleaver in it without missing a beat. Then he stepped back to enjoy what he knew would happen next.

With one perfectly executed swipe, Feng brought the blade down, embedding it almost an inch into the scarred wooden desktop, separating the foreigner’s hand from his wrist. The Aussie’s choked tears sounded like a drowning victim trying to spit out seawater, as the table and floor were coated with a viscous puddle of gushing blood.

Feng picked up the severed hand and dangled it in front of the Aussie’s face. ‘I will gladly send him a message. Your hand, along with a note reminding him that foreigners are no longer welcome in the new China. You will all leave immediately – whether whole or in pieces.’

Then Feng tossed the hand to Lim as he turned for the door.
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Hay-on-Wye, Wales

(134 miles west of London)

Jack Cobb stepped into the small café and inhaled deeply, enjoying the rich aroma of freshly baked bread that had caught his attention outside on the sidewalk. The place was tiny, but there was an open table near the bay window that overlooked the street.

His seat, much like the area itself, was perfect for his needs.

Hay was a small market town straddling the border of England and Wales. It was known far and wide as a Mecca for book lovers. With over two dozen bookshops, there was one in nearly every building in town. Additionally, every spring the community hosted the Hay Festival, a major writing event that attracted authors from around the world.

Although Cobb enjoyed reading in his downtime, it wasn’t the reason he had picked this place. He had chosen Hay because it was so far off the beaten track that it barely had any CCTV cameras on the streets, which was a rarity in the UK. Cobb always did his best to avoid cameras whenever he could, but privacy was particularly important for today’s meeting.

It needed to be confidential.

During the past year, Cobb had grown more and more suspicious of Papineau. Whether it was seeing through his lies and half-truths or doubting his real motivation for finding these treasures, Cobb knew that Papineau wasn’t the free-spending billionaire that he pretended to be. He sensed that Papineau was working for someone else – someone who preferred to stay in the shadows – and that didn’t sit well with Cobb. If he was going to continue to risk his life and the lives of his squad, he needed to know who was calling the shots.

And he needed to know now.

Cobb ordered tea and toast, then looked outside through his own reflection in the glass. He was a shade over six feet tall with short brown hair and a handsome face. For some reason, women always told him that he looked like a racecar driver. He didn’t know what that meant, but he was assured it was a compliment. Chiseled, but not bulky; people often underestimated his strength until he rolled up his sleeves and they saw the muscular definition of his forearms, with veins so thick it looked like snakes had crawled under his skin.

And yet that wasn’t his most distinguishing feature.

What stood out the most were his eyes.

They were gun-gray and piercing, so distinct that he was often forced to wear colored contacts on covert missions for fear of recognition. When he landed at Heathrow, they had been brown. Now they were hazel. After this meeting, he would wear aviator sunglasses to hide his eyes completely. Sometimes it was a pain in the ass, but he wouldn’t trade his eyes for anything.

They were his favorite feature.

As the waitress arrived with his order, Cobb saw the man he was waiting for.

Seymour Duggan ambled along the cobbled street, jauntily whistling a tune as if he were on his way to work in one of the local bookstores. Thin and nearly bald, he wore a tweed jacket with patches on the elbows. The lone splash of color in his outfit was his bright-yellow bow tie, which matched the canary-colored suspenders that were hidden under his coat.

Cobb stood as the man entered the café. ‘Good morning, Seymour.’

Duggan smiled warmly. ‘Same to you, Jack. It’s been a while.’

They shook hands like old friends before settling in at the table.

‘Would you like something to eat or drink?’

Duggan nodded. ‘Same as you. Tea and toast.’

‘Actually,’ Cobb said, ‘I ate earlier. I ordered these for you.’

Duggan broke into a wide grin. ‘I see you’ve done your homework.’

Cobb shrugged. ‘I like to be prepared.’

‘So do I,’ Duggan said as he poured himself some tea. ‘Which is why I left my wallet at home. I naturally assumed you were going to buy me breakfast to curry favor.’

Cobb smiled. ‘Touché.’

The New Zealander laughed loudly. It was a snorting kind of laugh that grated on most people’s nerves, but Cobb was the kind of man who would tolerate such things as long as Duggan could deliver when it mattered most.

In the spy game, Duggan was known as a bloodhound – a specialist at finding people who didn’t want to be found. For years, he had rented out his services to governmental agencies like MI6 or the CIA, which was where Sarah Ellis had met him on one of her undercover missions with the Agency. Based on her recommendation, Cobb had hired him to find a missing professor during their search for Alexander the Great’s tomb, and Duggan had performed brilliantly.

So brilliantly, in fact, that Cobb wanted to hire him again.

Duggan sipped his tea. ‘I have to admit that your invitation caught me off guard. So did the first-class ticket from Cairo. It wasn’t necessary, but much appreciated.’

Cobb nodded but said nothing.

‘Do you know, in all the years I lived in England I hadn’t even heard of this town.’

‘Good. Let’s hope no one else has either.’

‘So, why are we here, Jack?’

‘I’ll get right to it. I need your expertise; or the expertise of someone you recommend, if you don’t think you’re the man for the job.’

Duggan leaned forward. ‘You have my attention, sir.’

‘Based on our last conversations in Egypt and the assistance you were able to provide, I won’t insult you by assuming you don’t know who I’m working for.’

Duggan smiled coyly. ‘That would be a great start, because of course, I do. Monsieur Papineau not only paid me for that service, but he tried to recruit me after your adventure.’

That last bit was news to Cobb. ‘And you turned him down?’

‘Despite what Sarah might have told you, I don























Epilogue

Sunday, April 13

Papineau had risen early to ensure his privacy. While the team continued to sleep – aided by more than a few celebratory libations from the previous evening – the Frenchman knew there was still work to be done. Finding Polo’s fortune was only the beginning of his mission.

Papineau still needed to locate the true prize of the treasure.

A single item that Maurice Copeland had requested.

The air was warm in the pre-dawn hour, with a steady breeze that made for a pleasant morning. In the coming months the region would be blanketed by the rainstorms of monsoon season, but for the moment the humidity was still tolerable. The beads of sweat rolling down Papineau’s brow were a result of his anxiety, not the weather.

As with everything his boss demanded, failure was not an option.

Approaching the base of the Lion Gate on foot, Papineau quickly noticed the squadron of patrolmen assigned to protect the mountain. He had half expected to see soldiers from the Sri Lankan Army, but he understood that it would take a day or two to mobilize the proper forces. In the meantime, the Ministry of Defence had used the local authorities to safeguard the rock against any and all visitors.

Officially, the historic site was closed because of a helicopter crash – the newspapers had even run notices describing possible damage to the site itself. Not even the men surrounding the structure knew the truth. Besides Papineau and his team, only a handful of select political officials were aware of the battle that had been fought there and the priceless discovery found within.

It would stay that way until they could devise a plan.

The last thing the country needed was a war with China.

In the meantime, Papineau flashed credentials identifying him as an engineer with UNESCO sent to inspect the damage and was immediately granted entry. As part of Copeland’s deal with the heads of state, he – and he alone – was given unfettered access to the site. The paperwork he carried even included the Sri Lankan government’s seal of approval.

The cover story was fake, but the president’s signature was real.

The cops never questioned Papineau’s arrival.

Nor did they help him climb down to the secret chambers.

Thankfully, the team’s rappelling gear had been left behind.

When he reached the newly discovered cavern of riches, Papineau paused, taking it all in. As he moved the beam of his flashlight throughout the space, sparkling gems and precious metals glinted back at him in the darkness. The team had rooted through the chests to determine the extent of their find, and the disturbance to the tightly packed vessels had left it impossible to close many of their lids. The effect was that they now appeared to be bursting at the seams.

It was truly a sight to behold.

Papineau breathed a sigh of relief – his first moment of contentment in weeks – and stepped forward to inventory the haul. As he did, he felt a draft in the room as something took position behind him. A moment later, he felt the cold steel of a pistol barrel pressed against the base of his neck.

‘That’s far enough.’

Papineau recognized the voice. ‘Jack? Is that you? How did—’

Cobb ground the barrel into Papineau’s flesh. ‘Shut your fucking mouth. I’m the one asking the questions here.’ Cobb pressed hard on Papineau’s shoulder. ‘On your knees.’

Papineau dropped to the ground immediately. Behind him, he heard the distinct snap of a glow stick, followed by the eerie glow of the chemical reaction. Suddenly the cavern was filled with amber light. Papineau blinked as Cobb stepped forward, the shadows on his face exaggerating the bloodthirsty glare in his eyes. Papineau desperately wanted to speak, but he could see that the man staring back at him was in no mood to be tested.

This wasn’t the leader of the hunters.

This was a killer, hell bent on punishment.

The previous evening Cobb had celebrated with his team, but he had never returned to his room. When the revelry was over he had made his way back to the Lion Gate and easily slipped past the preoccupied guards. He had found the cave in the darkness, and then he waited. The next person to enter would not leave until Cobb had answers … if Cobb let him leave at all.

‘What are you doing here?’ Cobb demanded.

Papineau tried to keep his cool. ‘There is one item of special importance. I came to retrieve it before we surrendered the rest to the local government.’

‘Which item is that?’

‘A cross,’ Papineau answered. ‘A ruby cross, trimmed in gold. A gift from Kublai Khan to the Pope himself. It’s known as the Blood Cross.’

‘Bullshit!’ Cobb growled. ‘We’re surrounded by gold and jewels. We didn’t go through hell for a goddamn cross. Don’t lie to me! Or I swear to God I’ll kill you in this fucking tomb!’

‘I swear, Jack! I’m telling you the truth! All I want is the cross!’

‘Bullshit!’ he yelled again. ‘You didn’t spend millions of dollars to get a single cross. Why are you here? What’s your end game?’

The question caught Papineau off-guard. To him, the most obvious scenario had been that his boss had grown tired of him and had sent Cobb to permanently terminate his employment.

Papineau now understood the error of this assumption.

Cobb didn’t know about Copeland.

Cobb was here for answers.

‘I’m not in this for the riches,’ Papineau assured him. It wasn’t a lie. He actually didn’t care about the money; he simply did as he was told to buy time.

Cobb grinned at him, the smile of the Devil as he confronts a sinner. ‘Well, you’re not in it for the fame. The train and the tomb were both discovered by anonymous parties. I know because I saw it on the news. And I’m willing to bet my entire paycheck that your name will never be linked to Marco Polo. So if you don’t want the money, and you don’t want the credit, then what’s left? And don’t you dare tell me a fucking cross.’

‘The satisfaction,’ Papineau answered defiantly. ‘Knowing that you accomplished what no one else in history could achieve.’

Cobb laughed. ‘What you accomplished? You didn’t accomplish shit. All you did was foot the bill. My team made the discovery. They made this happen, not you.’

Papineau could feel the rage building inside his captor. He knew that Cobb had taken lives – he had seen it on multiple occasions; and he wondered if he was next.

‘You don’t understand that, do you?’ Cobb continued. ‘You see yourself as the king, and the rest of us as pawns. You’d replace us in a heartbeat if you could find better pieces to fit your needs; in fact, you did. Human life means nothing to you.’ Cobb came closer to Papineau, bearing down on him like the Grim Reaper. ‘You felt nothing when we lost Jasmine. I bet you felt the same when you had Seymour killed for following you.’

Papineau’s emotion was instant. It couldn’t be faked.

The look in his eyes told Cobb that he was wrong.

He could see the pain the Frenchman felt for Jasmine’s death, and the anger he suppressed following Cobb’s accusation. Even worse, Cobb could sense Papineau’s surprise at the mention of Duggan’s death. In a flash, Cobb knew that Papineau hadn’t ordered his execution. In fact, Papineau didn’t even know that Duggan had been following him.

A sickening mix of confusion and shame flooded Cobb’s mind.

For the first time in a long time, he didn’t know what to do.

‘Seymour is dead?’ Papineau dared to ask.

Cobb could only nod. He had been absolutely certain that Papineau was responsible for Duggan’s death. He had convinced himself that Duggan’s man in California had confessed Duggan’s involvement and that Papineau had called for his grisly murder.

Now, he knew none of that was true.

‘It wasn’t you, was it?’ Cobb asked.

Papineau said nothing. He was suddenly struck by the full magnitude of what he had learned. He had no idea that he was being tracked – by a former associate, no less. But Copeland knew. Copeland obviously knew. And when his boss sensed a threat, he took care of it immediately. Anyone who learned of Copeland’s involvement would be silenced forever.

It was only a matter of time before Copeland would turn against him.

Papineau didn’t have a choice. He had to strike first.

For that to happen, he would need help.

‘It wasn’t me,’ Papineau finally answered. ‘But I know who it was.’

‘Who?’ Cobb demanded.

Papineau had been given permission to string Cobb along, to lure him in with assurances that he would someday meet the man pulling the strings, but that timeline had changed. Papineau knew he would have to give up more information than that if he hoped to weather this storm.

Copeland pushed him from one direction.

Now Cobb pushed back from another.

The time had come to make a choice.

‘I’ll give you his name,’ Papineau said, ‘but you must promise me one thing.’

‘Name it,’ Cobb growled.

‘When you meet him, you have to kill him.’
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