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CHAPTER ONE


Three a.m.


It was five days into a fierce New England heat wave, the scattered trees lining Mass Avenue bowed and weeping, desolate sidewalks glistening, tar black asphalt leaking wisps of steam into the thick, humid air.


Fifty feet below, in a reverse-pressure, vacuum-sealed Level Four computer lab—two stairwells and one elevator ride beneath the famed, eight-hundred-and-twenty-five-foot-long Infinite Corridor that bisected the MIT campus in Cambridge, Massachusetts—Jeremy Grady’s world had just turned upside down.


Impossible.


Jeremy staggered back from the flat-screen monitor on the glass desk in front of him, nearly upending his chair. The rubber of his sneakers shrieked against the vinyl floor panels, but he didn’t take his eyes off the screen, didn’t even blink as the brightly colored pixels continued to dagger out across the cave-like lab.


This has to be a mistake.


His fingers trembling, Jeremy yanked off his thick, plastic-rimmed glasses, hoping the blur of his poor vision would somehow change the image in front of him to something that made sense. But no amount of myopia could defang the electronic packets of light emanating from the screen. He considered running the program again, but he had already run it twice, and he knew that the results would be the same.


A bug? A problem with the code?


Jeremy put his glasses back on and then exhaled, letting the sound of his own breath compete with the hiss of the lab’s high-powered ventilation system. Jeremy had written the code himself, had already combed through it a dozen times over the past two days. There was no bug. No mistake. The image on the screen, as impossible as it seemed, was as true and certain as math itself. After all, that’s all the program really was, a complicated mathematical equation. Numbers turned into pixels. And numbers didn’t lie. Numbers were safe and certain and sure.


At twenty-eight, Jeremy had built his entire life around numbers. Not by choice—it was simply the way he was wired. The various psychiatrists his mother had consulted over the years had always tried to couch it in the gentlest terms: a special child, with a special sort of mind. Anxious, socially awkward, and closed off, preternaturally obsessed with mathematical patterns, so wrapped up in his own internal compulsions that even the most normal, easy things in life often seemed like utter torture. A trip to the grocery store, a visit to a crowded park, an invite to a birthday party—from an early age, these were things that could leave Jeremy curled up in a corner of his bedroom, trembling and in tears.


There wasn’t any one particular moment in Jeremy’s past that he could point to when he’d realized that his faulty wiring was as much a boon as it was a disability. He’d hardly noticed when his middle school math teachers had stopped assigning him homework, because he was so far ahead of the class, they didn’t have anything left to teach him. He hadn’t felt left out when his twin brother Jack—his polar opposite, a thrill-seeking extrovert, a star in every sport he played—had headed off to the senior prom, because Jeremy was too busy putting the finishing touches on a handheld computer he’d built in their basement from scratch.


But somewhere along the way, things had changed. Now that he was seven years into a PhD in applied math/computer science at MIT, his proclivities seemed little more than a nuisance. Besides, he wasn’t the only doctoral candidate at the prestigious math-science mecca who chose to eat his meals in his studio apartment, meticulously stacking his silverware when he was done.


Nor, he assumed, was he the only programming guru to lock himself into his computer lab for two days crafting algorithms and running subroutines because of something he’d stumbled into that didn’t seem quite right.


Though to be accurate, the Level Four security lab wasn’t actually Jeremy’s; even though he’d effectively moved in over the past forty-eight hours. He didn’t actually have the proper clearance to be using such expensive and sensitive equipment. Especially on a project that had nothing to do with his PhD. But it had become evident that he didn’t have access to enough processing power at his own workstation in a shared cubicle halfway across campus. On top of that, Jeremy had needed the satellite data; and everyone at MIT knew where you went when you needed satellite data.


The warren of underground labs tucked beneath the Infinite Corridor were one of the university’s worst kept secrets—especially since some of the money the US Defense Department had set aside to fund the high-tech bunkers was earmarked to hire undergrads as lab techs and engineers. It was one of those undergrads who had loaned Jeremy his security ID to get past the guard manning the elevators that led down from the corridor. One geek with glasses looked much like the next, not that anyone treated this place like Area 51. MIT’s relationship with the defense department went all the way back to before World War II, when radar had been developed in secret campus labs much like this one. At MIT, working on the next generation of missile defense systems was like playing in the marching band, an extracurricular to fatten up your résumé.


The last thing Jeremy was afraid of, staring at the image on the giant screen, was getting caught in the lab without the proper clearance. It was the nature of a university full of introverts that nobody knew what anyone else was doing.


To be fair, bathed in the glare of the impossible image on the screen, Jeremy was no longer sure he could even explain it to himself. Dr. Berman, the psychiatrist he’d most relied on through high school and college, might have insisted that Jeremy was having another one of his episodes—plunging deeper and deeper down the rabbit’s hole of his mind, chasing patterns that only he could see. Even a perfectly normal human brain was built around a passion for patterns; it was part of the evolutionary process, a biological survival mechanism that had driven humanity to the top of the food chain. In Jeremy’s case, the slightest hint of a numerical association could lead to near mental paralysis, as his obsessive mind searched for connections that may or may not actually exist.


And maybe in the beginning, Dr. Berman’s diagnosis would have been correct. A normal person would not have turned what was essentially a stupid argument between brothers into a time-consuming diversion, employing enough computing power to launch a medium-size war. A disagreement so petty and bizarre, it wouldn’t even make sense beyond the confines of the twins’ dysfunctional relationship. Why his brother Jack even felt it necessary to return to Boston once a year, to mark the anniversary of their mother’s death, was unfathomable to Jeremy. The two of them had so little in common, without an argument, they’d have nothing to say to each other at all.


This one had been as pointless as ever. Jack had barely stepped off the plane when he’d started going on about his latest excursion, some sort of field research study at an archaeological dig site in Turkey. An anthropology fellow at Princeton who spent more time getting his passport stamped than in any classroom, Jack was always prattling on about his latest adventures. This time, he was particularly excited because the dig site was at one of the Ancient Seven Wonders of the World: the Temple of Artemis at Ephesus. Jeremy hadn’t even realized there were two sets of Seven Wonders—Ancient and Modern—and when he’d casually mentioned that the Ancient Wonders couldn’t have been all that impressive, since he doubted anyone could name three, let alone all seven, that was all Jack had needed to set him off on a lecture about the relative merits of the two lists that lasted until his flight back to Turkey.


Of course, that should have been the end of it. But the minute Jeremy had returned to campus, his mind started to spin. Subconsciously, he’d already begun trying to devise some sort of metric to compare modern and ancient architectural accomplishments. And just to get some sort of idea as to what he was even trying to compare, he’d pulled up maps of the various Wonders on his laptop. He wasn’t sure what had made him start toying with the latitudes and longitudes, or what he’d been looking for when he’d started superimposing the various maps on top of one another, charting out geographical centers, functioning out elevations and topography—but certainly nothing could have prepared him for what he had found.


A pattern.


Mathematical, precise, and impossible.


At first, he’d refused to believe what he was seeing. The human mind searched for patterns, begged for patterns, often invented patterns when they couldn’t be found in nature. He’d forced himself to approach it logically, treat what he was seeing as a mathematical anomaly he needed to disprove. When he’d realized his own facilities weren’t enough, he’d gained access to everything he needed—holing up in the underground lab. All he’d brought with him were a change of clothes and his laptop, which was sitting next to the lab’s supercomputer. Attached to his laptop was a small thumb drive hanging from a fairly unique keychain. He’d fashioned the keychain out of a souvenir his brother had given him years earlier. Maybe Jack had been going for something sentimental with the gift; Jeremy’s Egyptology was rusty, so he wasn’t sure what sort of message a gold-plated scarab was supposed to send. Hollowed out with a lathe from the mechanical engineering department, however, it made the perfect place to store a thumb drive.


There was no doubt now that Jeremy had uncovered something worth putting on that drive. Because based on the image on the screen, not only had he confirmed that the pattern wasn’t a figment of his special mind, he’d now used satellite data to correct for the curvature of the Earth and immensely powerful data processors to rule out any other possibilities.


At its core, it was the same simple mind experiment he’d performed two days ago—superimposing maps of the Modern Seven Wonders of the World against maps of the Ancient Wonders of the World. First, he’d created a map of the Ancients: the Temple of Artemis at Ephesus, the Statue of Zeus at Olympia, the Mausoleum at Halicarnassus, the Colossus of Rhodes, the Lighthouse at Alexandria, the Pyramids, and the Hanging Gardens of Babylon. He’d had to look most of them up, and was surprised to learn that all were now little more than ruins, except for the Pyramids. One, the Hanging Gardens of Babylon, was even less than that; nobody was even certain where it might have once stood, or even if it was more than just a myth. After precisely mapping the rest, he’d connected the geographic center of each Wonder, correcting for topography and the Earth’s curve. Then he’d created a similar map of the New Wonders of the World: Christ the Redeemer in Brazil, the Taj Mahal, Chichen Itza, Machu Picchu, the Colosseum, Petra, and the Great Wall of China. Together, they spanned a much larger distance, encompassing the entire globe rather than just the area surrounding the Mediterranean Sea. After functioning out the differences in scale, he’d over-laid the Modern Wonders over the Ancient Wonders, parsed the data into a visual image—and nearly knocked himself right out of his chair.


Most of the two images appeared to be enantiomers of each other—three-dimensional mirror images, matching up in the way someone’s left and right hand might match up. But they weren’t just near mirror images. They were perfect enantiomers. Six of the Ancient Seven Wonders matched six of the Modern Wonders, creating a swooping pattern that, if anything, resembled two interlocking snakes—a double helix, in mathematical terms—with one tail ending at the Great Wall of China, the other at the ancient Statue of Zeus at Olympia.


Jeremy knew that what he was seeing was impossible. According to Jack’s lecture, the original Seven Wonders of the Ancient World had been chosen by ancient Greek historians. But the new Seven Wonders of the World had been chosen by a popular vote. The only way for the new Seven Wonders of the World to have ended up in a pattern geographically linked to the ancient seven would have been if that vote had been manipulated; for some reason, someone had wanted those specific monuments chosen—monuments that had been built on the exact mirror image geographic locations as the Wonders from the ancient world.


Jeremy noticed, as his mind continued to whir forward, that his right hand was in the air, his finger tracing the pattern on the screen in the empty space in front of him. Objectively, the double helix was such a beautiful shape; the fact that it was also the easily recognizable form of DNA—the chemical building block of all life—added even more weight to its palpable splendor. As he traced the shape again, moving across the brightly colored pinpoints that marked the geographic center of each Wonder, Modern and Ancient, he found himself focusing on what wasn’t there: the two Wonders that didn’t match up. On the Ancient map, the Hanging Gardens of Babylon, which made sense, since the Gardens might very well have been myth. But the missing Modern Wonder—Christ the Redeemer, the magnificent Art Deco statue in Rio, and the most recently built of all the Wonders—why didn’t it fit the pattern?


Jeremy approached the desk again, this time turning to his laptop. Hitting keys with both hands, he quickly pulled up his satellite data on Christ the Redeemer, looking again through the topographical imagery, running through the equations that he’d used to calculate the Wonder’s geographic center. As the numbers blinked across his laptop’s screen, he paused, his fingers hanging above his keyboard.


He wasn’t surprised he had missed it before; it was so small, barely a rounding error in the scheme of things. But certainly, given the image on the bigger computer screen, it now seemed very intriguing.


There was something off about that Wonder of the World—an anomaly in its topography. Something that wouldn’t have been visible at all, without the sophisticated satellite equipment. The sort of thing that his brother, Jack, would want to check out in person; another adventure he could dive headlong into, halfway around the world. Jeremy would have to be content to study it via the safety of electronic packets of information, from a basement laboratory five thousand miles away.


He quickly transferred the information onto the thumb drive attached to the laptop. Then his eyes returned to the larger screen—to the vivid pair of snakes cavorting in the perfect shape of the double helix. And what would Jack make of this? he wondered. He grinned, thinking about his brother digging through the dirt in Turkey, probably looking for a couple of scuffed coins or rotting bones—while Jeremy, locked up in a basement lab, had just made the discovery of a lifetime. Hell, maybe the discovery of a thousand lifetimes.


He yanked the thumb drive out of the laptop—the gold-plated scarab keychain attached to the drive clinking with the motion—and snapped it into a USB port on the side of the enormous flat-screen. Three swipes of a mouse against the glass desk, and the packets of data were on their way from the security lab’s computer system onto the drive. As Jeremy waited for the transfer, he turned back to the glowing double helix, swooping up and down through the filtered air. He was so enrapt by the brightly colored pixels, he didn’t notice the figure closing in behind him—until a shadow flickered across the screen.


Jeremy turned just in time to see a flash of motion, and then something jagged and long was knifing through the air in front of him. There was a sickening sound, like a butcher’s blade going through a block of raw meat, and Jeremy looked down. His eyes went wide.


Something long and almost impossibly white was sticking out of the center of his chest.


Jeremy crashed back against the glass desk, sending his laptop clattering to the floor. The figure in front of him was moving forward now, closing the distance between them. Jeremy felt himself sliding to the floor. As his knees touched the vinyl panels, he realized there was something in the palm of his hand. The thumb drive, hanging from the scarab key ring. He must have yanked it from the flat-screen on his way down. He had no idea if the data transfer was complete, but it hardly seemed to matter, because now the pain was starting to work through the shock in searing, gut-wrenching waves, emanating from the thing embedded in his chest. And then he realized that the pain wasn’t the worst part. The worst part was that he could no longer breathe.


As his body crumpled forward, he used his last burst of strength to shove the thumb drive deep into the hollow scarab, hiding it inside the keychain. A second later, his cheek touched vinyl, his eyes rolled up, and all that remained was the afterglow on his dying retinas of a pair of glowing snakes, intertwining in a sea of black.




CHAPTER TWO


Okay, Jack. It’s not like this is the stupidest thing you’ve ever done. . . .


Jack Grady slid one gloved hand over the high-tensile aluminum rope, rechecking the iron clasps where it connected to his suspension harness. His other hand was straight out in front of him, his wrist working back and forth to steady his body in midair.


But hell, it’s got to be in the top five. . . .


He tried not to look straight down, where his work boots were dangling above a blackness that was both thick and palpable. Likewise, he did his best not to dwell on the fact that the only thing between him and a plunge that would end in certain death was that taut, seemingly floss-thin aluminum rope.


“Everything okay down there, Doc?”


The speaker in Jack’s fiberglass crash helmet was the size of a doll’s eye, and still the voice was like a gunshot in his ears, amplified by the sheer rock walls of the pit. Jack fought to keep his body still, but even the slightest tremble was enough to put him into a gentle spin, the yellow cone of light from the flashlight attached to his open visor dancing across the three-hundred-and-sixty-degree circle of stone that surrounded him.


“Like a piece of bait on a hook, kid,” he responded.


There was a laugh on the other end of the speaker. Then the aluminum rope gave a slight jerk, and Jack was inching downward again, into the soupy black.


He kept his breathing normal as he went, noting that the air had turned markedly cooler since he’d passed the hundred-foot depth marker they’d clipped to the rope. He also noticed that there was a new, musty scent, perhaps some sort of microscopic vegetation or bacteria living in the crags and seams of the nearly sheer rock walls. It didn’t seem likely that anything substantial could live down there, although the pit itself appeared to be naturally occurring—Jack’s best guess, the result of a meteor strike that, according to the local oral tradition and held up by the geological dating, had struck the area around thirteen thousand years ago.


About time someone came down here to kick the tires and check the oil. . . .


Jack gave it another ten minutes, inching downward, his body still revolving in a nearly silent spin, before he reached up and tapped the side of his helmet.


“Okay, hold up. I’m going to do a splat check.”


The rope jerked to a stop. He was a good hundred and fifty feet down now, and still the pit appeared exactly the same as it had when they first broke through the limestone mantle beneath the dig site and peered down into the black drop from above.


Just getting to that moment had been heroic enough. First the plane from Boston, then a connecting flight from Istanbul to Izmir, then a bus ride to the nearby village of Selçuk, where he’d been met by his two grad students for a middle of the night bike ride into the Greek-era ruins of Ephesus.


Andy, by far the more talkative of his two charges, had grumbled the whole ride over that they should have waited until daylight and that he felt like some sort of grave robber sneaking into an archaeological dig at two in the morning. Dashia, for her part, had pedaled along in silence, trying to stay right behind Jack as they wound beneath the arched Greek ruins and around the Doric columns.


Along the way, Jack hadn’t even bothered to try and respond to his lead student’s whines; Andy Chen was a wise-ass, but he was one of the smartest students Jack had ever met. He’d graduated at the top of his class at Princeton at sixteen, completed a Fulbright at Oxford before deciding to letter in anthropology, and since then, he’d become indispensable to Jack’s operation.


At the moment, Jack was certain Andy’s complaining was more for Dashia’s benefit than for his. Though his second grad student had proved over the past six months that she could hold her own in the brains department—a transplant from Harvard, a triple major in biology, anthropology, and computer science—Dashia Lynwood was surprisingly straight-laced.


To be sure, Andy knew full well why they couldn’t wait until morning, and it wasn’t just the oppressive heat that would swelter through the swampy field around the Temple of Artemis dig site, now a hundred and fifty feet directly above him. The truth was, Jack and his students were interlopers here. That they’d even managed to get permission from the Turkish Board of Antiquities for a late night survey of the area was a testament to Jack’s persuasiveness and his department’s prestige. This was an archaeological dig site; an anthropology fellow and his two precocious grad students shouldn’t have been let within a hundred yards of the place.


Of course, if the Antiquities Board or the team from the British Museum who were running the dig had realized what Jack was really up to, he might have been on his way to a stay in a Turkish prison rather than lowering himself into an ancient abyss.


“Ignition in three, two, one!” Jack said, yanking one of the chemical flares from a compartment in his harness.


He pulled the cord on the end of the flare, and a burst of bright orange flame cut through the blackness. Jack leaned forward until he was parallel with the empty drop beneath him, the aluminum rope stringing out above him like a spider’s web. He let the flare go, and counted quietly to himself as he watched the flame pinwheeling downward, spinning end over end.


He was still counting more than twenty seconds later, when the speaker croaked in his ears.


“Dashia wants to know why we call it the splat test.”


Jack grimaced, certain that Andy would find the most inelegant way to explain it to her. It was mildly unsettling to think they’d been in enough situations like this over the past couple of years to have come up with a term for the test. Basically, if Jack’s harness broke, they now had some idea how long it would take before Andy heard a splat. In this case, as far as Jack could tell, the torch was still spinning through the darkness.


But Jack wasn’t thinking about the bottom of the pit anymore; in that first few seconds after the flare had gone off, he’d noticed something extremely interesting about thirty yards down from where he was hanging, along one curve of the circular pit walls. It might have been nothing—a trick of shadows, a discoloration in the stone—but Jack thought he’d seen an opening, at least the size of a six-foot-tall anthropologist.


“Andy, bring me down another three clicks.”


Jack used his legs and arms to keep himself steady as Andy complied; he was still hanging parallel to the drop, a floating starfish, the flashlight on his helmet focused in the direction he’d seen the opening. The seconds passed in silence, broken only by the soft creak of the leather straps of the harness.


“Christ,” Jack whispered as the opening suddenly came into view. “Stop!”


The aluminum rope jerked tight. Jack trained the flashlight directly ahead of him.


He’d been right. There was an opening in the rock, and it was even bigger than he’d thought. Arched, taller than him at its peak, with a floor that looked like it was sloping downward. It appeared to be the entrance to some sort of cave. Even more fascinating, it looked man-made. Not only were the edges smooth and the dimensions precise and symmetrical, in each corner of the opening, standing about a foot and a half tall, was a matching carved statue.


“You’re not going to believe what I’m looking at,” Jack said.


“Is it Artemis?” Andy joked. “She down there waiting to take you up to Mt. Olympus, introduce you to the family?”


Not a bad guess, Jack thought to himself as he shined the flashlight over the twin statues. They were both decidedly female. But where the Greek goddess Artemis, the goddess of the hunt, was usually depicted holding a spear or bow and arrow, sometimes on a horse, these statues were thematically different. The two carved women were naked from the waist up and appeared to be covered in dozens of chiseled stone eggs. Furthermore, both of the statues had only a single breast; it appeared that on each one, the right breast had been removed.


“You’re off by about three thousand years,” Jack said, half to himself. His heart was beating hard, and there was a familiar feeling moving up through his spine.


It was the feeling he got when he was about to do something really stupid.


He began shifting his weight back and forth against the harness, causing his body to swing forward and back—inches at first, but steadily gaining in speed, his body arcing through the air like the metal weight at the end of a pendulum.


“It’s a natural assumption,” he said, reflexively shifting into teaching mode as he swung, rocking himself faster and faster, “that the Temple of Artemis at Ephesus was built by the Greeks to worship Artemis. And at least three of the iterations of the great Wonder—which was destroyed four times—were indeed built for the goddess of the hunt.”


Certainly the version of the Temple described in most textbooks was dedicated to Artemis. It had once been twice as long as the Parthenon, the first building ever constructed entirely of marble, and had taken a hundred and twenty years to build. If the Goths hadn’t burned most of it down in 268 AD, it might very well have remained one of the most impressive buildings in the world.


“The Temple before that was nearly as grand,” Jack continued, breathing hard now as he rocked through the air, tilting his body so that he was facing the opening dead on, “but was much better known for how it had been destroyed. A local narcissist named Herostratus wanted to be famous and figured the way to fame was to burn the building to the ground. For his efforts, he was tortured to death; then the town leaders made a law that anyone who even mentioned his name would also be put to death.”


It was that iteration of the Temple that the British Museum team had been studying when they had discovered the limestone mantle thirty feet beneath the base of the column that had been built from fragments of all four sets of ancient ruins—a memorial to the incredible feat of architecture that had once stood in this place.


“And even before that, the Temple was decidedly a Greek monument; there are writings from all over the Ionic empire lauding the people of Ephesus, who were diligent in their Artemis worship. But go back another few thousand years and that’s where this place gets really interesting.”


Jack took a deep breath of the cool, musty air that was now whipping against his cheeks. This seemingly bottomless pit, the dark opening in front of him—if he was right, the team from the British Museum had stumbled onto something much more ancient than the Greek monument they had been searching for.


“Uh, Doc,” Andy’s voice cracked through his helmet. ““What are you doing? The rope seems to be swinging kind of crazy.”


Jack focused on the opening as he swung through the darkness. He couldn’t be certain, but at the end of the arc on his pendulum path, he guessed he was about ten feet away. There seemed to be ample space between the two statues although he didn’t know how steep the pitch was on the other side.


Not that it mattered; Jack’s mind was already made up.


“Andy, that’s because I’m about to do something a little foolish.”


There was a pause on the other end of the speaker.


“Chief Jack foolish?”


Jack grinned. It was shorthand that Jack was sure Andy was proudly in the process of explaining to Dashia. It dated back three years before, when the two of them had spent four months living with the Yanomami, the legendary Fierce People who lived deep in the jungle on the Venezuelan-Brazilian border. During a hunting expedition, Jack had somehow insulted a minor chieftain, and the man had challenged him to a duel. Jack had foolishly accepted, and they had fought using ritual long spears tipped with scorpion stingers. Thankfully, the scorpions in that region weren’t deadly—but the sting was immensely painful and caused debilitating hallucinations that could last up to thirty-six hours.


Jack had lost the fight, but both men had been pricked in the process. When they’d finally come out of their delirium, everyone in the village was calling him Chief Jack. To this day, Jack wore a pouch filled with the scorpion stingers on a leather necklace beneath his shirt to remind him where his bravado had gotten him.


“At the very least. When I give the signal, I want you to give me slack. Ten yards should do it.”


“Doc—”


“Ten yards, kid. On my mark.”


Andy knew better than to argue. Over the past few years, he had accompanied Jack on field expeditions all over the world. Before the Yanomami, there had been the Swat Pukhtun, the sometimes-violent nomads of the remote valley of Northern Pakistan. Before that, a tribe of mountain people in Tibet who lived so high up the rear face of Everest, their skin had turned a permanent shade of blue.


In Jack’s mind, the best field anthropologists didn’t ply their trade sitting in stuffy classrooms; they went out and took risks, submerging themselves in cultures that often seemed utterly alien.


Jack tightened his jaw, making his body straight like an arrow as he approached the height of the pendulum arc, aiming his arms out toward the opening—


“Now!”


And he was sailing forward, the slack aluminum rope trailing out behind him. For a brief second he was weightless, his legs windmilling in the darkness, and then he was angling down, right between the two statues. His boots touched dirt and a plume of dust erupted around him, momentarily blinding him. Then he was skidding down a forty-five-degree angle, dirt and gravel sliding with him. He was about to topple forward when the rope behind him went taut and he gasped, the harness digging into his chest and shoulders. He coughed, hard, and the dust finally began to settle around him, the orange cone from his helmet light painting the scene in shifting, momentary glimpses.


As he’d suspected, he was now in some sort of chamber, carved right out of the limestone. The sloping ramp he was on led down to a semicircular cave that appeared to be about fifteen feet high at its peak and maybe ten feet deep. The walls and ceiling were smooth, but when he looked more carefully, he could see hair-thin seams between carefully chiseled segments of stone.


Nothing primitive about the craftsmanship here, Jack thought to himself. He turned carefully on his heels, trying not to dislodge too much gravel as he shifted back toward the two statues at the lip of the cavern.


Up close, the statues were even more incredible. The details on the women’s faces were precise, the features carefully crafted; both women were quite beautiful, with vaguely African features and braided hair. Looking at them—at the eggs that speckled their bodies, at the missing breast on each of their chests—Jack’s heart rate began to quicken.


“I’m not hearing any screaming,” Andy’s voice broke the silence. “So I’m gonna assume you made it.”


Jack turned away from the statues, back toward the descending slope. He was about to answer when his helmet light flashed on something directly across from him—something that seemed to flash right back.


“I’m going to need ten more yards,” he said.


He made his way down the slope carefully, not wanting to upset more of the gravel. The cavern felt stable, but he was pretty certain now that he was in a man-made place that was much, much older than the marshy ruins high above.


As he made it to the bottom of the slope, he found he was walking on more limestone, similar to the mantle the team from the British Museum had uncovered. The museum team had thought they were looking at a slab from a massive roof that had stood for nearly two hundred years before Herostratus burned it down. But Jack had suspected something much different, because of a single piece of pottery that had been sent to him by a colleague in the antiquities department at the University of London who had accompanied the original British Museum team.


The image on the pottery had been very similar to the statues behind Jack—women with vaguely African features, covered in symbols of fertility. They were evidence that fit Jack’s thesis: that the original Temple of Artemis predated the Greeks by thousands of years. And now, in front of him, was something even more definitive. Something quite incredible.


“It’s beautiful,” he whispered, his voice echoing through the chamber.


The painting took up most of the far wall of the cavern—five feet high, maybe twice as long, painted in lavish strokes of color with a true artist’s skill.


“It’s a mural,” Jack said as he took his digital camera out of a pocket in his harness and began taking photos. “A tribe of women warriors leaving what looks to be a lush forest paradise. The women are similar to the ones pictured on the pottery and the statues. Each of them is missing a right breast. But instead of eggs, they’re carrying what look to be war javelins. And the forest—it’s hard to describe. So many greens, it’s really quite amazing.”


Then his eyes shifted to the glow that had caught his attention from across the cavern. One of the female warriors in the mural was carrying a large, flat stone, on which was carved the image of a golden snake, cut into seven equal segments. The segments were plated in some sort of metallic material, flashing in the glare of his helmet light.


Jack wasn’t surprised to see a snake; he knew that the snake was one of the most common images in the ancient writings and drawings of nearly every culture on earth: from the Judeo-Christian Bible—in the very first chapter, a snake tricks Adam and Eve out of the Garden of Eden—to various Hindu texts dealing with Kundalini, the coiled Serpent, to the Egyptian Book of the Dead, where various spells dealt with snakes, to Chinese texts rife with snake demons, dragons, and gods. Jack himself had seen the snake carvings in the Pyramid at Giza that guarded the metaphoric entrance to the watery underworld.


The ancient Greeks seemed especially obsessed with snakes. In Greek mythology, nearly every Greek god had at one point turned into, killed, or had sex with some sort of serpent. It was no surprise that perhaps the most well-known symbol from ancient Greece in the modern world involved a snake. The Hippocratic symbol of health and life, used in hospitals and doctor’s offices worldwide, was a snake wrapped around the rod of Asclepius, the god of healing, although in America, the image was just as often—and erroneously—a Caduceus, the staff of the god Mercury, which had two snakes wrapped together in the shape of a double helix. The confusion dated back to 1902, when a US Army officer adopted the Caduceus instead of the rod of Asclepius as the symbol of the Army Medical Core because he thought it looked cooler as a patch on his uniform. Jack guessed that the officer hadn’t realized the irony of his act; the Caduceus was actually the symbol of the Greek and Roman god of thieves, deceivers, and murderers.


Still, no matter how popular the snake was as a symbol in the ancient world, the image in the mural was intriguing, like nothing Jack had ever seen before. Female warriors carrying a stone tablet with a seven-segmented golden snake out of a vibrant forest—it was the sort of picture that an archaeologist could spend years, perhaps a lifetime, studying.


Jack didn’t need a lifetime to know that the mural—as mysterious as its details may have been—was further evidence that the Temple of Artemis wasn’t built by Greeks to worship a goddess. And with that, he was one step closer to proving that the culture he had become obsessed with—the culture most historians, archaeologists, and anthropologists believed was more myth than real—had actually once existed.


“Amazons,” Jack said, shooting picture after picture with the digital camera. “The women in this mural are Amazons.”


The weight of what he was saying reverberated through his chest. The Amazons, a fierce tribe of women warriors dating all the way back to the beginnings of mythology and history, had been the subject of Jack’s research for nearly half a decade. He had written a dozen papers about various relics and ancient documents that pointed to an incredibly advanced culture. Though nobody was certain who the Amazons were, where they had come from, or why they had eventually disappeared, there was much evidence, in Jack’s opinion, that they had once built themselves into a powerful civilization. The individual warriors themselves were so fierce that, according to legend, each woman would cut off her own right breast to better enable her to throw a javelin. With a religion dedicated to serving an all-powerful female goddess—referred to as Diana, Artemis, and even Eve, the original first woman, borrowed by Judeo-Christian theology—Amazons featured in stories that crossed cultural and geographical boundaries. They seemed to be everywhere, from the Bronze Age to Alexander the Great through the Romans and Greeks all the way into Medieval times.


When Jack had learned of a possible connection to one of the Seven Wonders of the World and heard about the discovery of the mantle beneath the dig site, he had quickly used his connections at Princeton to insert his team into the archaeology project. All they’d needed was the help of three of the sites’ local workers to unload the equipment Jack had sent ahead of their arrival, assist in cutting through the mantle with a rock drill, and set up the winch and pulley for Jack’s harness.


Jack had known he was pushing the boundaries of academic ethics by taking advantage of the Brits, but he wasn’t going to wait for the archaeologists; archaeology moved at a snail’s pace, with brushes and combs. Field anthropologists dove in head first.


And now Jack had made what might very well be the discovery of his career. A mural depicting Amazons carrying some sort of golden snake out of a forest, painted deep within one of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World.


He was still taking photos, his head swimming with images of female warriors and war javelins, when he heard Dashia’s voice crackling over the speaker in his helmet.


“Dr. Grady.”


“What is it?” Jack responded, leaning closer to a spot on the mural to get a good picture of one of the warrior’s armor.


“It’s your cell phone. I wasn’t going to answer, but they kept calling.”


Jack could hear the sudden tremor in her voice.


“Your brother. He’s—Dr. Grady, you need to come back up here.”


Jack paused. His brother? He couldn’t imagine that anything involving Jeremy could be more important than what he was looking at, but he’d never heard Dashia sound so emotional before. He glanced at his watch—four a.m. With any luck, he’d still have a couple of hours before the Brits took over the site and kicked his group out. He could deal with whatever Dashia was so worked up about and still get back down for a second look.


“Okay, on my way.”


With enormous effort, he tore himself away from the warriors, the forest, and the gold, segmented snake, and started back up the gravely slope, dragging the aluminum rope behind him.




CHAPTER THREE


Sloane Costa dug her fingernails into the stone wall as she shuffled her feet a few steps forward along the six-inch ledge. Her calves felt like they were on fire from the effort, the heels of her field boots hanging out over the four-foot-deep ditch. An hour a day on the elliptical back in the gym at Michigan State had not prepared her for whatever the hell this was, but then again, nothing in her precise, organized life could have prepared her for what she had stumbled into over the past three hours.


She took a deep breath, then glanced down past her heels. It was hard to see clearly in the dim morning light seeping through the spiderweb of cracks in the curved tunnel’s ceiling, but she guessed she still had about five yards to go. The ditch appeared to end just as it had begun; a sudden, eight-yard gash in the cobbled floor of the tunnel, bordered on each side by just the tiniest of ledges.


When she’d first come upon the ditch, she’d considered climbing down instead of trying to shuffle across. Four feet wasn’t that far; she’d already clambered down a rotted-out stairwell to get into the tunnel in the first place.


But then she’d looked closer, using the light from her miniature flashlight to illuminate the tangle of vegetation that filled the bottom of the ditch like twisting rolls of barbed wire. It had taken her almost two minutes to identify the long, ovate leaves and the bell-shaped, dark brown flowers: Letalis belladonna, from the family Solanaceae, a distant cousin to the more well-known Atropa belladonna. Even though she couldn’t see the vine’s miniscule thorns hidden beneath its curled leaves, she knew what would happen if she took one step into that ditch. A single scratch, and her bloodstream would be coursing with the toxins scopolamine and hyoscyamine. A few minutes after that, she’d have the dubious distinction of being the first botanical geneticist to be killed by a plant.


She put her cheek flush with the stone wall and shuffled another few inches along the ledge. She considered herself in pretty good shape for a twenty-six-year-old scientist; she’d run two half marathons since completing her master’s and tried her best to get to the gym every morning before locking herself in the lab. On the two days a week she was forced to teach undergrads to maintain her assistant professorship at Michigan State, she jogged the entire five miles to campus from her studio apartment at the edge of East Lansing.


But she was learning that there was a big difference between sweating your way through a training session in a state-of-the-art gym and being out in the field, dragging yourself deep through the bowels of one of the greatest structures in Europe, if not the world.


She took another careful step, then paused to listen for any Italian voices that might signal that the pair of Polizia who had first escorted her through the locked front entrance to the Colosseum—one of the oldest amphitheaters on Earth, the pride of the city of Rome, and one of the Seven Wonders of the Modern World—had noticed she had disappeared. Just a few minutes past five in the morning on a hazy Saturday at the end of August, the middle-aged Italian officers had been easy to slip; once they’d led her down the refurbished stairway that led into the vast, two-level hypogeum—the underground labyrinth of narrow alleys, sloped tunnels, and dead-end cubbyholes that had once run underneath the arena floor—they had been content to sit next to one another on the bottom step, sharing a pack of cigarettes. The Polizia hadn’t spoken two words to her since she’d gotten Professor Lindhom, who’d spent three years as a visiting lecturer at the prestigious University of Roma, to call in a favor with the officer in charge of their garrison, getting them to bring her to the tourist attraction four hours before its opening time. Which was a good thing, since Sloane’s Italian was more than a little rusty, to the embarrassment of her grandmother, who still spoke with such a heavy accent she might as well have just stepped off the boat at Ellis Island.


Still, Sloane hadn’t expected to have been gone from her two irritated keepers for anywhere near this long. She gritted her teeth and took the last few steps along the ledge, then leaped back onto solid ground. She was relieved to hear the scrape of firm cobblestones against her boots. The tunnel was narrower here, the light from above even more obscured by the levels of hypogeum above. As she started forward again, carefully navigating along the cobblestones, she wished she’d packed a better flashlight along with the handful of tools she’d loaded into her backpack. She wasn’t experienced at fieldwork; she’d made her bones in the lab, analyzing botanical specimens collected by others. Of course, she’d had to accompany Professor Lindhom on a handful of expeditions during her training, but she’d always deferred the dirty work to the more eager doctoral students, the ones who seemed to get off on backpacking across the Sichuan-Hubei region of China, climbing a thirty-foot Metasequoia glyptostroboides to collect a single leaf, or scaling a three-hundred-foot cliff in Patagonia to find the seeds of a Fitzroya cupressoides.


Sloane had never been built that way. She’d always been a bit of a geek growing up, burying herself in books and computers in her suburban bedroom not ten miles from where she now lived in Michigan, while her two older sisters shuttled from field hockey practice to ballet lessons. She’d hardly even dated in high school and college, telling herself that true scientists didn’t have time for trivial distractions like men; she’d never even owned a television set, and she’d been to maybe three movies since she’d turned eighteen.


Her oldest sister, Christine, had often joked that Sloane had chosen to dedicate her life to the study of plants because she was basically a plant herself. Sloane didn’t take this entirely as an insult. There was something pure and logical about plant life, especially when you broke plants down to their internal elements. Not the pistols, stems, seeds, and leaves that kids learned about in grade school; deeper down, at the cellular level. Botanical DNA had a simplicity to it that filled Sloane with a sense of comfort and purpose. After receiving her master’s, she had done her best to carve out a place in what was an obscure science: tracing the evolution of certain plant species by way of their DNA. It was painstaking, boring science involving test tubes and microscopes, but hopefully, important enough to lock down funding to keep Sloane’s academic posting for enough years to earn herself a full professorship, and down the line, when Lindhom eventually retired, maybe even tenure.


Christine’s jibes aside, the idea that you could trace a plant back to its historical origins through its cellular chemistry spoke to the order Sloane had always looked for in the world around her. She knew that human DNA worked along the same sense of logic. In fact, during her master’s she was third author on an article outlining research that had led to the groundbreaking theory of Mitochondrial Eve—the evolutionary concept that all humanity could trace its origins to a single woman who lived around two hundred thousand years ago, somewhere in present-day Africa. Mitochondrial Eve was the Holy Grail of evolutionary science, one ancient woman whose DNA was the perfect, pure source of every generation that came after her.


Sloane wasn’t tunneling through the Colosseum, her boots kicking up dust older than Christianity, expecting to find the equivalent to Mitochondrial Eve in the plant world; but to her, the mystery she was trying to unravel felt just as important. Christine might never understand, but even the greatest accomplishments of mankind—let alone some field hockey championship or ballet performance—seemed no more impressive to Sloane than the glory of a single, perfect Leucobalanus leaf that represented tens of thousands of years of evolutionary struggle, surviving fires, storms, pestilence, the rise and fall of civilization after civilization. And all Christine would ever see was the leaf of a common oak.


Sloane felt her way down the cobblestones, running the flashlight over the stone walls to her right and left, moving much more cautiously since she’d narrowly avoided the ditch and the poisonous vines. It wasn’t oak leaves she’d ditched the two Polizia for, though she wouldn’t have been surprised to find an oak sapling or two poking out from one of the numerous creases and gashes that she’d seen all over the hypogeum. From the very moment she’d set foot in the Modern Wonder, she’d been awed by vastness of the place, the scale of something built so goddamn long ago. But unlike other tourists who found their way into the Colosseum, it wasn’t the architecture or the history that truly enthralled her. It was something that most tourists would hardly notice at all.


To Sloane, the subterranean tunnels were as fascinating as any imagined gladiator battle. Even without the help of a tour guide, she could make out the various notches and holes in the stone that were the remaining evidence of the machinery that had once functioned literally beneath the scenes: vertical shafts that had once held cages that could be lifted into the arena, depositing men, wild beasts, even scenery. Elevators, complex pulleys, hydraulics, most of it controlled by capstans—giant wheels pushed by slaves like enormous gears in the biggest watch ever constructed.
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