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To my mom, who taught me that anything is possible
 if you put your mind to it
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“The inhabitants of Kesmur are adept, beyond all others, in the art of magic; insomuch that they can compel their stone idols, although by nature dumb and deaf, to speak. They can likewise perform many other miracles….”


“In India they have the power of diabolical arts, with men who can produce darkness and obscure the light of day….”


“In Bascia, the people are extremely skilled in the art of…the invocation of demons….”


“[And] I have only told the half of what I’ve seen.”


—THE TRAVELS OF MARCO POLO, 1300 AD















“I had snuck into my uncle’s room days before, and after covering every inch, I found the secret compartment concealed in the base of his bed. Inside, my uncle had hidden his pack containing everything he had mentioned that terrible day. A map of the Unknown Lands. A blank diary set to record my father’s rescue. And, unexpectedly, I also found a strange, softly glowing blue pearl….”


-FROM THE JOURNALS OF MARCO POLO
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VENICE





















Chapter 1






Marco Polo glared at the menacing knight standing at the other end of his family’s trophy room. The sixteen-year-old boy saw his curly brown hair, piercing blue eyes, and thin, wiry frame reflected in the knight’s enormous blade and polished armor. This was a matter of life or death; it would take only one slice for that knight to cut him in half.


“This is the house of Niccolo, Maffeo, and Lorenzo Polo,” Marco said in the most confident voice he could muster. “You are an intruder, and I order you to leave.”


The knight tightened his armored fingers around his sword.


Marco blinked.


Nothing changed. The knight was still there, silent and menacing as ever.


“Fine,” Marco said. “You can’t say I didn’t warn you.”


Marco glanced around the trophy room, trying to figure out a plan. The room was lined with enormous wooden bookcases full of old, carefully bound books. Above the bookcases the walls were decorated with paintings of the Polo family, artifacts Marco’s father brought home from his travels, and shields bearing the Polo family crest. There had to be something he could use….


Before Marco could finish his thought, the knight let out a yell, raised his sword over his head, and came charging madly in Marco’s direction.


Quickly, Marco jumped onto the shelf of a nearby bookcase, yanked a shield with the Polo crest off the wall, and positioned himself behind it as he leaped back down.


Within seconds, the knight’s powerful blade smashed against the shield. Marco’s body shook from the impact.


“Coward!” Marco said. “If you came here to kill me”—Marco lifted his shield to fend off another attack—“at least fight fair and give me a weapon!” The knight’s sword hit Marco’s shield again. “Or are you afraid, because I’m the finest young swordsman in Venice?”


Marco glanced quickly past the knight between blows and spotted one of his grandfather’s wooden canes lying on the floor.


Before the knight could stop him, Marco dove, rolled between the knight’s armored legs, and broke into a run toward the cane.


Snapping it up, Marco turned and pointed it threateningly in the knight’s direction. “Ha! Who’s the scared one now?”


With three quick swipes of his sword, the knight cut the cane into pieces.


Changing tactics, Marco flexed his legs, shot forward, and pushed into the knight, using his shield like a battering ram. The knight stumbled, caught by surprise. Marco pushed harder into the knight, slamming him into a bookcase, and the sword slipped from the knight’s hand at the moment of impact.


Marco snatched up the sword with a triumphant shout and immediately brought the blade to the knight’s chest. “I told you not to mess with Marco Polo!”


The knight raised his head and said something that was muffled by his metal headpiece. It sounded like “mmmm mm mmm mmmmm!”


“What?” Marco asked, confused.


“Mmmm mm mmm mmmmmm!” the knight said with urgency. He motioned toward the tall bookcase behind him, stacked full with hundreds of books, wobbling dangerously from the recent impact.


Marco looked up at the bookcase and his eyes grew wide. “Oh, no…”


The bookcase wobbled once more, then pitched forward, everything inside crashing down on Marco and the knight, instantly burying them both under a sea of books.














Chapter 2






Marco’s grandfather, Lorenzo Polo, slowly opened the door to the trophy room.


His wrinkled face grew stern as he saw the toppled bookcase, the enormous pile of books, and Marco in the middle of them, alongside a figure wearing the metal headpiece of a knight. Two armored hands lifted off the headpiece, revealing the pale face and blond hair of a fifteen-year-old boy.


“Marco Polo and Amelio Strauss,” Marco’s grandfather said in his stern, commanding voice.


The two boys turned as one, shocked to see Lorenzo standing by the open door. Lorenzo’s long, tousled gray hair hung around his shoulders, and his thick eyebrows were arched into an angry V.


Marco’s and Amelio’s faces immediately flushed with embarrassment.


“What in the world is going on in here?” Lorenzo asked. “Amelio, are you wearing armor? Did you take that from the armory?”




“No, sir! Or yes, sir, I am wearing armor, but it’s—”


Marco interrupted him. “It’s my fault,” he said, getting up from the pile of books. “All of it. I snuck into the armory last night, and I took the suit of armor. I made Amelio put it on.”


Lorenzo’s face radiated disappointment. “Why?”


“I wanted him to act like a knight. Invading the house. To be sure I could protect us.”


Lorenzo looked at Marco incredulously. “Protect us, Marco? From what?”


“In case anything happened!” Marco said, his voice rising. “My father’s been gone so long, and…I needed to know that I could. I even told Amelio to go rough on me, take me by surprise….”


Lorenzo held up his hand and Marco grew silent. Lorenzo looked at his grandson’s earnest face, so much like his own when he was a boy, and took a deep breath.


Lorenzo turned to Amelio. “Amelio Strauss, stand up and listen very closely to what I’m about to say.”


Amelio stood, armor clanking, still holding the metal headpiece in his hands. He lowered his head in respect.


“I knew your grandfather very well, and I’ve known your father since the day he was born. Generations of your family have lived and worked at the Polo household, and for that we are extremely grateful,” Lorenzo said. “Because our families have a special relationship, you and I are going to make a deal. Very soon, you will leave this room, head down to the armory, and take off that armor. You will polish it and return it to its rack. Then you will leave the armory, forget it exists, and I will never see you in there again. Is that clear?”


“Yes, sir.”




“Good,” Lorenzo said, nodding his head. “In return, I will do what old men do and forget I saw you here today. That will save me from growing upset—at my age, one should grow upset as infrequently as possible. Are we agreed?”


“Yes, sir. We are, sir,” Amelio said, unable to fight back a slight smile.


“Then go and do what I told you before I start remembering.”


At that, Amelio ran out of the room as fast as he could, armor clanking loudly with each step.


With Amelio gone, Marco looked at his grandfather warily. “I don’t suppose you’re willing to forget about me, too?”


“Unfortunately, when it comes to my grandson, my memory’s quite a bit sharper.” Lorenzo looked down and saw several books on the floor by his feet. He picked one up and thumbed through it. “Marco, did you know some of these books are over a hundred years old? Look at the artifacts on the walls. Do you realize what your father went through to find them in the first place?”


Marco studied the artifacts on the walls for the thousandth time. The mounted ceramic plate covered in strange, cryptic symbols, with two dueling dragons in its center. The fist-shaped black rock hanging next to it, always ice-cold to the touch, even when Marco stole it one night and held it for hours over a fire. Marco spent far too much time imagining the adventures his father found himself on to obtain these and the rest of the artifacts…and far too little time going on any adventures himself.


Lorenzo put his hand on Marco’s shoulder, his grip loving but firm. “I know it’s been hard on you since your father went away again. But you know better than to play in this room. Tell me, Marco, have you even finished your warehouse inventories yet?”


Marco looked down at his feet. “Not quite.”


“The inventories that were supposed to be done yesterday?”


Marco didn’t say a word.


Lorenzo sighed. “You’re not a boy anymore, Marco. You’re training to become the chief accountant for the Polo trading venture, and it’s a huge responsibility. Your father and uncle risk their lives to open new trading routes, and they’ve expanded our business farther than anyone imagined. But you and I have to hold up our end of the bargain back home to keep things running.”


“Yes, Grandfather.”


“There are some things I have to attend to, so we’ll finish this conversation later. For now, pick up every one of these books, then go straight to the clerk’s chambers—and stay there—until your inventories are finished. Is that understood?”


“It’s understood.”


Lorenzo sighed again, patted Marco on the back, then walked out of the room. Seconds later Marco heard Lorenzo’s voice calling from the hallway. “And Marco, don’t think I didn’t see my ruined cane! We’ll talk about that later!”


Marco walked over to the pieces of the cane, picked up the largest one and held it until Lorenzo was out of earshot. As soon as he was, Marco grunted with frustration. Then he dropped it on the floor, kicked it across the room, and watched it crash into the opposite wall with a loud thwack!














Chapter 3






A short distance away from the Polo household, in a cavernous, dimly lit chamber, hundreds of dutiful clerks sat at identical wooden desks, writing in dusty ledgers with neat, precise strokes of their pens.


This chamber was the heart of the Polo trading venture, and—though it was owned by Marco’s family—everyone was instructed to treat Marco just like any other trainee. Most paid him no attention at all.


Sitting at his own wooden desk, surrounded by ledgers and inventories, Marco did his best to ignore the work in front of him. No one in the chamber was saying a word, and in the silence, he listened to papers being shuffled, throats being cleared, a fly buzzing over his head.


Marco glanced up at the fly. I wish I could be you, he thought. You’ve never been forced to stare at an inventory in your life—which means you’ve been spared the most boring task in the world. And you can fly out of here whenever you want. If my family gets their way, I’ll be stuck in here forever.


As if it were trying to taunt Marco, the fly landed on his desk, took several steps, and grew bored. Then it flapped its tiny wings twice as fast as before, zipped off, and flew out of the chamber.


Marco watched it go. As he did, he saw a clerk making his way back to his desk with a satisfied look on his face, several official-looking documents tucked under his arm.


Or maybe you’re the one I wish I could be, Marco thought. You wouldn’t know an adventure if it smacked you in the face. And if one did smack you in the face, you’d probably collapse in fright. Your wooden desk is all you want from the world. Well, that’s not enough for me.


It’s not enough for me.


At that moment, Marco saw a skinny boy with light blond hair going from desk to desk, delivering mail. Amelio!


Marco waited as Amelio made his rounds, handing out mail at each desk.


“Hey, Marco,” Amelio whispered.


“Hey!” Marco said. “You’re not usually here this late—did they put you on second shift mail duty?”


“My father put me on first and second shift. Someone heard your grandfather yelling, and…well, it got back to my father. Now he’s making me do double shifts all week.”


Marco grimaced. “This is my fault. If I hadn’t slammed you into that bookshelf my grandfather never would have heard us, and—”


“No,” Amelio said, “it’s my fault too. If I hadn’t sliced up your grandfather’s cane—”




“You didn’t have a choice! Otherwise I would have taken it and used it to…”


Both boys broke into terrific grins.


A clerk at a nearby desk looked pointedly in their direction and put a finger to his lips. “Shh!”


The boys kept smiling but lowered their voices.


“Are you hurt at all?” Amelio asked.


“Nah. Maybe a bruise or two, but they’re the most exciting bruises I’ve had in months. You?”


“About the same. And, for what it’s worth, if I really was an invading knight and saw you fighting in there—I’d think twice about messing with you again.”


“Thanks,” Marco said proudly.


“Anyway, now I’m just bringing around the mail shipment from Constantinople.”


Marco hesitated. “Is there anything from my father?”


“Not today,” Amelio said. He cleared his throat. “But, you know, letters can take a long time to arrive, especially when your father’s so far away.”


Marco sighed. “It’s fine. When my father’s off on his adventures, he doesn’t have much time to write.”


Amelio looked awkwardly at his feet.


“Hey, you want to see what I found earlier?” Marco said, suddenly brightening. He glanced at the clerks all around them to make sure no one was watching, then reached under a pile of invoices on his desk and pulled out a manuscript. Marco flipped it open to the first page. “I found it in the trophy room when I was putting away those books. I already read fifty pages. It’s a history of the Mongol Wars!”


Amelio’s face immediately grew pale.




Marco continued, oblivious. “I can’t believe this stuff actually happened! Entire Mongol armies—by all indications, coming straight from the Unknown Lands—crossing over the Insurmountable Mountains. They went on to kill hundreds of thousands of our finest knights, almost conquered all of Europe…until they were called home to elect a new leader, entirely disappeared, and were never heard from again.”


“And that’s all for the best, don’t you think?” Amelio interrupted, his voice growing high and nervous.


“It’s for the best that they left, sure. But where does that leave us now? No European has ever traveled past the Insurmountable Mountains. And we still don’t know where the Mongols went, which means we’ll be unprepared if they ever come back again. I mean, look at this!” Marco flipped to another page in the book, featuring the image of an old, wizened dragon looking down over a hand-drawn map. The map showed Europe and the regions immediately on the Mediterranean, including Constantinople and Bukhara to the east. But a mountainous barrier neighboring Bukhara was marked with the words THE INSURMOUNTABLE MOUNTAINS. And everything beyond it was colored a deep, charcoal black and marked THE UNKNOWN LANDS.


Amelio looked at the map and his eyes clouded over darkly. As a counter to Marco’s excitement, he exuded apprehension and fear.


“What’s wrong?”


“Nothing,” Amelio said.


“That expression on your face isn’t nothing.”


“Look, Marco, it’s one thing to play around in your house, all right?” Amelio began, his voice suddenly passionate. “But the Mongols are the most ferocious killers in the world. You said it yourself, they came out of nowhere and slaughtered hundreds of thousands of our finest knights. I’m glad that they left, and I don’t even like thinking about the possibility they could come back again.” Amelio shivered. “Never mind thinking about what it’s like in the Unknown Lands. Now I’m going to go finish handing out the mail. Maybe you should finish your inventories, all right? And put that book back where it belongs.”


Without saying another word, Amelio reached into his bag of letters and walked over to the next clerk’s desk.


Marco frowned, disappointed.


After a while, he turned back to the spread on his desk. To his left were his ledgers, still unfinished. To his right was the book with the hand-drawn map. Marco zeroed in on the map, focusing on the area marked THE INSURMOUNTABLE MOUNTAINS.


He gazed at it for several minutes, deep in thought. Amelio was his best friend, but he lacked a sense of adventure. With a desperate curiosity Marco wondered where the Mongols had gone, how one could cross those mountains, and what they might find in the Unknown Lands beyond….














Chapter 4






The following morning Marco rubbed the sleep from his eyes and made his way downstairs. His bedroom was on the third floor of his large and impressive house, next to his father’s, uncle’s, and grandfather’s. The second floor held the trophy room, and the first had a hallway, the armory, a parlor, a dining room, and a kitchen.


As Marco padded his way down each flight of steps, then walked past the row of framed paintings hanging along the first floor hallway, he imagined his grandfather already in the dining room, finishing his breakfast and preparing to lecture Marco for sleeping in. Luckily, Marco had an excuse on hand—the night before, he’d spent hours working in the clerk’s chambers. Sure, he spent most of that time finishing the book on the Mongols, but he spent some of it on his inventories, too, and before he went to bed he completed all of his leftover forms. If his grandfather scolded him, he was ready to use that fact like a shield, and he hoped it would deflect any further attacks.




Soon, Marco arrived at the dining room and peered inside. To his surprise no one was there, and the long oak table in the center of the room gleamed like it hadn’t been touched. He wrinkled his forehead in surprise.


Marco turned back to the hallway just in time to see Giuseppe Strauss, Amelio’s father, coming in the front door with a large stack of papers in his arms. Giuseppe and Amelio lived in the servants’ quarters only a quick jog away from the main house.


“Hey, Giuseppe!”


“Good morning, Marco.” Giuseppe offered Marco a tight smile. Giuseppe had the same pale skin and blond hair as Amelio, but he was much taller and his features were more stretched out.


“What’s Amelio doing today?”


“He’s in the clerk’s chambers—first and second shift. He’ll be busy the entire day.”


Marco immediately turned red, remembering Amelio was forced to take on more shifts because of what happened in the trophy room. “I’m really sorry about that—what happened yesterday, with the armor….”


Giuseppe shrugged as he always did when Marco apologized. “It’s nothing.” This only made Marco more embarrassed. It was usually his fault whenever Amelio got in trouble and everyone knew it. But Giuseppe would never say a harsh word to any of the Polos, so he let everything slide. It was impossible to know for sure, but Marco hoped, deep down, Giuseppe didn’t think too poorly of him….


“Either way, I swear it won’t happen again.”




“No matter. To be honest, I’m surprised you’re even here—I thought you’d be down by the docks with your grandfather for sure.”


“You know where my grandfather is? I was just looking for him in the—”


“Didn’t you hear?” Giuseppe interrupted.


“Hear?”


“Your uncle’s ship pulled into the harbor this morning! They sent a messenger, and your grandfather went down to the docks to meet him straightaway.”


Marcos eyes grew wide. “Is my father with him? Are they back?”


But before Giuseppe could get out an answer, Marco had already broken into a run and charged straight out the front door.














Chapter 5






Marco bolted down Venice’s streets, seagulls screaming overhead.


To a visitor Venice might seem like an endless maze of backstreets and alleyways, but Marco had been exploring since he was old enough to walk. When he was a boy, his father spent hours taking him down every path, telling him incredible stories about the imaginary creatures that lived and swam under the canals. It truly was an amazing city—which was why Marco hated being forced to spend even an hour of his day cooped up in that horrible accountant’s cave.


But today, right now, all of that was left behind. His uncle’s ship had come in! And his father along with it!


Charging forward and taking a shortcut, Marco turned a corner after a church and ran alongside a minor canal. A man in a gondola used his oar to briefly match Marco’s pace—until Marco pulled ahead, turned another corner, and was gone. The route took Marco zipping down a long strip of shantytowns, where the city’s poor lived in cramped apartments.


Finally, winded and chest heaving, Marco arrived at the harbor, the strong smell of saltwater pumping through his nose. The sheltered harbor of Venice was a gateway to the open sea, with galleys and cargo ships bobbing proudly up and down, enormous sails stretched out above them while dockmen loaded cargo down below.


Marco stopped in front of the nearest ship and yelled to a sailor prying open a massive crate with the help of a crowbar.


“Hey! Did you just arrive from Constantinople?”


“Our ship leaves for Constantinople in one week’s time—if you’re looking for new arrivals, they’re farther down.”


Marco continued running along the strip, yelling to any sailor he saw, but he was told to keep going by each one in turn.


Finally, Marco made his way to a ship with a sailor on deck who looked somewhat familiar. “Hello, sir! Did you just return from Constantinople? Were you sailing with the merchants Niccolo and Maffeo Polo?”


The sailor turned slowly to acknowledge Marco. “I did return from Constantinople,” he said, his voice flat. “Why do you care who I returned with?”


“My name’s Marco Polo—Niccolo and Maffeo are my father and uncle. Were they sailing with you? Are they still on board?”


The sailor gazed blankly at Marco. “Your uncle Maffeo sailed home with us, but he was alone. Niccolo Polo was never on this ship.”




Hearing this, the excitement rushed out of Marco’s body like a balloon that had been slit open. His knees felt suddenly weak. “My uncle came back alone? Why? Where…where is he now?”


“Your uncle met your grandfather here an hour ago. But they left straightaway for the Palazzo Ducale, to speak in front of the council.”


“The council? Why would they—”


“I’m not the one to say. If you want to know more, you’ll have to go to the council yourself.”


His excitement now entirely replaced by a dark and creeping dread, Marco turned on his heels and ran as fast as he could in the direction of the Palazzo Ducale.














Chapter 6






The Palazzo Ducale was another ten-minute run from the shipyard, and by the time Marco arrived he was entirely out of breath. This building was the center of the Venetian government, containing the Palace of the Doge, the law courts, bureaucratic offices, and the city jail.


Marco usually loved the square in front of the palazzo—the beauty of the architecture, the hustle of people charging inside and out, the street musicians who performed while passing around their hats for change. But today he felt only confusion, and his head was buzzing with questions. Why had his uncle returned alone? Where was his father? And why would his uncle and grandfather be addressing the council? He couldn’t just wait—he needed to find out what was happening.


Pushing forward by instinct, Marco headed for the palazzo’s closest entrance. It was early yet and there would be only one guard on watch at each entryway. There were conference rooms throughout the palazzo, but if Marco’s uncle and grandfather were there they could only be in the third floor council chamber—that’s where the most powerful trading families in Venice were met and entertained.


Without stopping to think, Marco stepped inside the palazzo’s closest entrance. He glanced over the room’s high ceilings and polished marble floors, taking in the enormous paintings covering every wall. A heavyset guard with a thick black mustache was in the center of the room, laughing and flirting with an attractive, dark-haired young woman, and behind the guard—in the room’s far right corner—a grand and twisting staircase led to the palazzo’s second and third floors.


Marco headed toward the guard. “Good morning,” Marco said.


The guard continued flirting, his concentration focused on the young woman.


“Good morning,” Marco repeated, louder this time.


The guard breathed in deeply, nodded apologetically to his companion, then cleared his throat before glaring at the boy in front of him with clear displeasure. “Good morning.”


“If I needed to meet with the council, what would I have to do?”


“The council is in an important session. They won’t be seeing anyone else for the rest of the day, boy—strict instructions. You’d best be on your way.”


“But I need to get up there and join my family. They may need me up there. Are you sure they won’t admit anyone else?” Marco persisted.


“The only people seeing the council today are in the room with them right now, and they’ll be in there for a good long time. Absolutely no exceptions, no matter who you are. Got that?” the guard barked. Seeing Marco’s disappointed expression, the guard continued. “These are my instructions from on high. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have business I need to attend to. You’d best be on your way.” With that, he turned away from Marco, put his hand back on the young woman’s shoulder, and gave it an affectionate squeeze.


On any other day Marco might have taken this for an answer, or tried his best to argue his way in, or come up with some clever strategy to sneak inside without being noticed. But after hearing what the guard said, his adrenaline was flowing, his heart was pounding furiously in his chest, and he could think of nothing other than his need to know what was being discussed and what had happened to his father.


As soon as the guard’s attention was again swallowed up by his companion, Marco bit his lip, counted to three, then ran as fast as he could, making a furious beeline for the winding marble stairs.


“What? I don’t believe it!” the guard shouted incredulously as Marco whipped by. He turned to his companion. “Don’t move.” Then he charged after Marco, his footsteps echoing throughout the chamber, heavier, slower, and several seconds behind. By the time the guard reached the base of the steps, Marco was already halfway to the second floor.


Marco pushed forward at top speed, his head throbbing, barely able to comprehend what he’d just done. He had no choice now but to think fast—if the guard was able to catch him, it would be a complete disaster. Marco had been up these stairs before, when he first came of age and was formally introduced to the doge. There would be a landing on the second floor and another on the third. After the third floor landing there would be a sturdy door, a small marble hallway, then the impressively ornate entrance to the council chamber. If Marco could make it to the small hallway in time, he might be able to turn back, bar the door and stop the guard in his tracks….


Without another thought Marco set his plan into motion. He arrived on the second floor landing, the guard just behind him, then started straight up toward the third without looking back. The guard was a bit quicker than he looked, but Marco was bursting with energy and barreled onto the third-floor landing with several seconds to spare.


With just enough time to understand what was about to happen—but not enough to stop it—the guard touched down on the third-floor landing, reached out his hand toward Marco, then felt the impact as the sturdy door slammed shut in front of him. By the time the guard tried the handle, Marco had already swung closed the latch.


Gulping for breath, Marco leaned against the marble hallway wall and tried to calm down. That wasn’t the smartest thing he’d ever done, but it worked. The guard’s fists rained furiously against the door but they both knew it was no use—Marco had done it, and, at least for the moment, he was safe.


Once he’d calmed down enough to regain some of his composure, Marco continued pushing himself, traded his previous recklessness for something resembling stealth, then moved toward the heavy double doors at the other end of the hallway. Just beyond, a meeting was already in session and Marco crept toward it. As carefully as he could, he looked through the crack between the doors to the council chamber and listened closely.














Chapter 7






The council chamber was among the most beautiful rooms in the Palazzo Ducale. The ceiling was impossibly high, painted gold and covered in intricate carvings. On every wall there were paintings of former doges in elegant attire, long gray beards hanging from their chins. An enormous marble table dominated the room, with ornate, high-backed chairs all around.


Through the crack in the door Marco saw the entire council had convened. Fifteen stern-faced nobles—representatives from each of Venice’s oldest and most powerful families—were spaced evenly around the marble table. One noble wore a dark green vest over a stiff, collared white shirt. Another wore a satin jacket with brass buttons bearing his family’s insignia. A third was still wearing his dark blue captain’s uniform, as though he’d just returned from a long journey at sea. The withered, ancient doge himself sat at the head of the table, a long purple cape draped around his shoulders and pooling at his feet.




And standing in front of them, addressing everyone gathered, was Marco’s grandfather, Lorenzo, and his uncle, Maffeo Polo. Maffeo had strong, proud features, a broad and muscular frame, and a head full of dark, unruly curls. As Maffeo spoke, Marco saw his face twist into a grimace, and the rest of the council looked on with expressions of shock and dismay. Growing nervous, Marco moved closer to the door and listened as hard as he could.


“Gentlemen,” Maffeo said, “you know our caravan to be made up of the strongest men. We only grew more formidable over the course of our cursed journey, facing many trials and growing stronger from each. If our attackers had been ordinary thieves, they never would have been able to surprise us.


“Instead, they proved themselves to be…anything but ordinary. We had been riding toward camp through the desert night, with nothing around us for miles, when we saw a pack of travelers holding their ground up ahead. They appeared to be men—average men—lost and confused in the dark. But after all that followed, I have no doubt they were something else entirely.”


Feeling increasingly uneasy, Marco tried to make out his grandfather’s face through the crack between the doors. Lorenzo was standing by Maffeo, his eyes full of sadness, his long hair hanging limply around his neck. Marco felt a twisting in his gut—something was terribly wrong.


“As soon as we noticed them standing there,” Maffeo said, his hands starting to tremble, “several of us called out in welcome. They did not reply, or even acknowledge they heard us. We continued toward them, still unafraid—as I said, they looked more than anything like lost and disoriented strangers.




“It was only once we were within striking distance that I noticed their eyes narrowing and their bodies growing tense. I am disgraced to say it, but at the time I did not feel concern. Then, without provocation, one of them leaped straight for the throat of the man next to me, with a speed and savagery unlike anything I have ever seen. Barely a moment later all of them were upon us, a flurry of deadly rage, each one faster and stronger than the next. These were not men, or men as we have known them. They snarled as they attacked, ripping into us with nails and teeth that were suddenly sharp as blades. Their eyes were deep and horrid, and they reveled as we bled.


“I wish I could report there was a lengthy battle. But in truth, even our bravest men were unprepared for the speed and savagery of their attack, and it was over quickly. In less time than I’ve taken to speak these words, not one of us remained standing.”


“For my part I found myself cast to the ground, badly injured. It was a struggle to stay conscious. And it was only then—after every one of our men had fallen—that our attackers spoke. With narrowed eyes, the largest of them looked to the others and said, ‘Find him, and take him on your back to Arghun at Mount Dragoian. They say this one has what we’ve been looking for.’


“Without hesitation they did as they were told. As I watched, they all gathered around a single one of us, his face covered in dirt and blood. It was my brother, Niccolo Polo, alive but unconscious. They went for him with purpose…. They surrounded him and lifted him up. Those of us still able tried to stop them, but with our injuries there was little we could do. I screamed as loud as I could, and I…”




Maffeo paused, lowering his head in defeat. “From that point until morning I remember little. Brief flashes of consciousness, mixed with fear and pain in the dark. My brother was gone.”


Crouching outside the council chamber, Marco found his entire body had gone numb. His breath came in short, sharp bursts as he heard his father’s fate, and the air felt unusually cold in his chest. He couldn’t move, he could only keep listening….


“In the daylight, we cleaned and bandaged our wounds and took stock of what had happened. Though we were desperate to go after my brother, we had heard terrible stories of Arghun and his growing army. If these beasts worked for Arghun and took Niccolo to him, we knew our numbers would not be sufficient. So we returned to Venice—to you, my dear council, to beg for assistance.”


“I submit to you now with humility. You were right to forbid travel past the Insurmountable Mountains to the Unknown Lands, to keep us away from that which we did not understand. We ignored your warnings, and in doing so, we sealed our own fate. My brother and I, with that map in our possession, were blinded by possibilities for adventure, the opportunity to open new and profitable routes of trade. We moved quickly into the Unknown Lands and kept our plans secret. But our actions now threaten to carry the highest price.”


Marco let the words flow past him. A map, a secret plan, his father and uncle in the Unknown Lands. It was all too much.


“If our misdeeds affected us alone, we would not be here before you today. But past the Insurmountable Mountains a new evil is spreading, something unlike anything even the Unknown Lands have known before. We heard of it in rumors and hushed whispers, in terrified cries in the night. And then we came across it ourselves, my brother taken hostage by the sorcerer Arghun and his band of dark soldiers. Arghun and his forces are unlike any we have ever faced; their numbers are monstrous and growing, even the Mongols cower at their sight. If we allow this evil to continue unchecked, it will not stay contained. It will grow past the Lands, across the Mountains, and one day force its way into Venice itself—and, by the time it does, we may find ourselves unable to stop it. It is for this reason, for the sake of Venetian and Mongol alike, that I request a small army.


“Our largest merchant ship is leaving for Constantinople in one week’s time, and I ask to be on it—accompanied by our bravest men, outfitted with our finest weapons and armor. Before this evil can strengthen and continue to spread, we will travel back to the Unknown Lands and strike. Together we will put an end to this sorcerer and his beasts, rescue my brother at Mount Dragoian, and show the world the might of the people of Venice. And through your wisdom, and our force, we will secure the safety of my brother and our citizens far into the future.”


With that, Maffeo stepped back and waited for the council’s reply. Lorenzo, just next to him, hung his head in despair, looking like he’d aged twenty years in a day.


The rest of the council began talking quietly among themselves. Marco could only make out some of what they were saying:


“—none have ever dared travel—”


“—they were warned—”


“—outrageous—”




“—who knows what horrors—”


“—the land of the Mongols—”


“—magic and beasts—”


“—when certain lines are crossed—”


“—they’d slaughter us all—”


Before they could continue, the council was interrupted by a series of loud and angry bangs—followed by a deafening crash—as the small hallway door across from Marco was slammed into again and again, then knocked completely from its frame by four furious palazzo guards.


Snapped out of his numbness by the sight of four guards heading straight toward him, Marco leaped up. He immediately started backing away in the only direction he could—through the double doors, and right into the council chamber.


Several council members stood up in shock, surprised to see a sixteen-year-old boy stumbling into the chamber, and even more surprised to see four guards drawing their blades in pursuit. Maffeo and Lorenzo’s eyes grew wide. “Marco?”


Marco looked around the room, almost everyone now on their feet, and froze. He was surrounded. There was nowhere to turn.


Marco’s brief hesitation proved enough for the guards to finally catch up with him, one grabbing him from the left, one from the right, and two from behind.


“We’ve got him!”


“Honorable Doge, this boy broke through our defenses—”


“We have no idea how it happened.”


“Get away from me! Get away!” Marco shouted, struggling as hard as he could.




“Enough!” The doge, who had remained seated, now rose from his chair. He pointed his long, grizzled finger at the group of guards standing next to Marco.


“I know this boy. He should not be here—but, like his father, he has always been reckless, and his presence does not surprise me. He has come in search of his loved ones, and he has reason to be upset. Release him.”


“But sir…the boy broke into the council chamber.”


“He’s been eavesdropping on your conversation.”


“He’s some kind of—”


“Release him!”


The guards let go of Marco, who was red-faced and breathing heavily.


Stepping away from the grand table, the doge moved slowly toward the Polos. He looked at Lorenzo, about to collapse, at Marco, growing more upset by the second, and at Maffeo, exhausted but determined. “We have all been given much to think of this day. And you Polos have issues of your own to discuss,” the doge said. “Please go home and try to heal, safe in the knowledge that we, the council, have heard your pleas, and will employ all of our wisdom to accomplish what is right. In two days’ time we will meet again, and the council will answer your request.”
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