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In memory of Suzanne, my wonderful wife





We stopped looking for monsters under our bed when we realized that they were inside us.

—CHARLES DARWIN






PROLOGUE

Guayaquil, Ecuador

August 18, 1835

12:58 a.m.

Charles Darwin was late.

He had already kept the crew of the HMS Beagle in South America for an extra ten months, waiting for him to return from his mysterious journey—and now he had missed their appointed meeting time by three hours.

Robert FitzRoy, the captain of the Beagle, was furious. He paced the rickety pier of the port like a caged animal, thinking that he should simply leave and strand that fool Darwin in South America once and for all. In fact, he should have done that nearly a year ago, when they had first returned to this dock, expecting to meet Darwin but instead finding only a local boy with a letter from the young naturalist, saying it would be another three months until his return.

That had happened twice more, and each time the crew had wanted to abandon Darwin and continue on with their journey, but FitzRoy had fought his own instincts and refused. Charles Darwin was a member of the English upper class: His grandfather was a respected philosopher, his father was a wealthy physician, and his mother was the heiress to the Wedgwood pottery fortune. If it were discovered that FitzRoy had abandoned the son of such a family in a lawless territory like Ecuador out of spite… his head would roll.

And yet he was tempted to do so now.

Although Darwin had officially been brought on this voyage to help with geological surveys of South America, the true reason for his presence was to provide funding and friendship for FitzRoy, who wanted a fellow gentleman as company on the long voyage. (FitzRoy was a member of the aristocracy himself, whereas the entire crew were from the lower classes of society.) Although Darwin was only twenty-two years old at the time of departure, he had succeeded on both counts: He had plenty of money and was a very fine companion. However, the idea of doing scientific surveying had gone to his head. First he had collected so many specimens that the hold of the Beagle was already crammed full of them, and then he had undertaken this insane adventure to the interior of the continent: an expedition he claimed would take a month at most, but which had now dragged on for over ten times longer.

The Beagle’s journey had originally been planned for only two years, but they had been gone nearly twice that—and they still had half the world left to circumnavigate. The crew was on the verge of mutiny. FitzRoy himself desperately wanted to go home. He had spent most of the last year surveying the coast of Chile, which was harsh and unforgiving, but still better than Guayaquil, which sat almost directly on the equator and was surrounded by swampland. The humidity was brutal, even in the middle of the night, and the mosquitoes were relentless, hovering in thick, humming clouds. Plus, the inhabitants of Guayaquil were rogues, hucksters, and scoundrels. FitzRoy hated this place. If Darwin didn’t show this time, he would weigh anchor and head for home.…

There was a shout in the night. FitzRoy stopped his pacing and turned toward land.

He couldn’t see anything. Thick tendrils of fog had crept in from the ocean, and the feeble glow of the Beagle’s gas lamps barely made a dent in the gloom.

But the pier was suddenly alive with noise, its rotted planks creaking wildly, as though several people were moving along it toward the Beagle, and moving quickly, too.

“Hello?” FitzRoy called into the darkness.

“Robert?” came the response. The voice was familiar, and yet it had changed since the last time FitzRoy had heard it. Hearing it should have filled him with relief, but instead it gave him the sense that something was very wrong.

“Charles?” FitzRoy asked.

“Yes!” Charles Darwin raced out of the fog, looking like the devil itself was on his heels. “Wake the crew!” he ordered. “We must get the Beagle to sea at once!”

Despite the urgency in Darwin’s voice and manner, FitzRoy didn’t react right away. Instead, he stared at the young naturalist in astonishment. Darwin’s brusque attitude and failure to apologize for all the trouble he’d caused were disturbing, but what really unsettled FitzRoy was his friend’s appearance.

Darwin barely looked human anymore. His clothes were in tatters, his shirt so filthy it was more dirt than linen, his shoes bound together with twine. And as for his body… Darwin was almost emaciated, at least thirty pounds lighter than he had been before. His skin was baked brown as leather, and his arms, legs, and chest were covered with dozens of sores, many of which appeared to be infected. His once clean-shaven face was consumed by a ragged beard, while his eyes were wild with what looked like madness.

When Darwin had encountered the native tribes of Tierra del Fuego, he had been shocked that humans could live in such a primitive fashion, referring to them as savages and remarking that he could not believe the difference between them and civilized men. Now, he appeared even more wretched and feral than the natives he had disdained.

But while Darwin looked deranged, he still had his wits about him. He immediately grew annoyed at FitzRoy’s lack of action. “Robert!” he demanded. “Did you not hear me? We must set sail immediately!”

His tone startled FitzRoy into a response. “In the middle of the night? This bay is treacherous! It’s far too risky to negotiate its passage without light.…”

“It would be far riskier to remain here.” Darwin was nervously hopping from foot to foot, like a small boy who needed to go to the bathroom. “I have made some enemies during my travels. And I now have something in my possession that they do not wish the outside world to know of.”

“What?” FitzRoy asked.

“You’ll see soon enough,” Darwin replied. “Once we are underway.”

Before FitzRoy could press for more information, two other men emerged from the fog. They looked as though they were of Incan descent, shorter than Europeans, with squat, wide bodies that belied their physical strength; FitzRoy had heard tales of Incas running a hundred miles at a stretch through the mountains along the Pacific coast.

These Incas appeared to have embraced Western culture and even wore European clothes. To FitzRoy’s eyes, they looked far more civilized than Darwin now did. And yet FitzRoy still considered the natives inferior and he knew Darwin did as well. So there must have been something major at stake for Darwin to be relying on them.

The Incas carried something strange between them. It looked to FitzRoy like a large, handmade wooden chest, hacked from the trunk of a single large tree, although it was rough-hewn and unfinished.

Darwin shouted to the two men in a language FitzRoy did not understand—the language of the Incas, he presumed. The men dutifully nodded and hauled the chest up the gangplank to the Beagle. Darwin followed them.

FitzRoy remained rooted to the pier. “Where are the rest of my men who went with you?” he asked.

“Dead,” Darwin replied.

FitzRoy gasped, then pursued him up the gangplank. “There were eleven men! How could all of them be dead?”

“Many ways,” Darwin said quickly. “Disease, savages, vicious beasts. Robert, in the past months, I have seen things you could never even begin to imagine.” He shouted to the Incas in their own language once again, pointing toward the entrance to the hold.

FitzRoy arrived on the deck. The Beagle was not a particularly large vessel, only ninety feet from stem to stern and thirty feet at the widest. Living space was in such short supply that the seventy-four crew members rotated hammocks and slept in shifts. And yet the boat was finely built and sturdy and had well weathered the turbulent seas and vicious storms it had encountered.

The crewmen on the night shift had gathered around. FitzRoy knew they were angry to have been kept waiting for so many months and had expected them to greet the naturalist with taunts and jeers, if not outright derision. But Darwin’s wild looks and strange behavior had grabbed their attention. They watched his arrival with shock, rather than scorn.

Angry voices echoed in the distance, carrying across the water from shore.

FitzRoy turned that way and saw torches through the haze of fog. It seemed a mob might be coming their way.

Darwin wheeled on FitzRoy. “Robert! They’re coming for us! We need to leave now!”

FitzRoy shouted orders to his men, who quickly leapt into action, coiling the mooring lines and unfurling the sails.

While the ship came alive around him, FitzRoy approached Darwin, who was attending to the rough-hewn chest. It was so large, it would need to be lowered into the hold with a winch, but there was no time for that, so Darwin was having the Incas lash it tightly to the rail. “Where are the rest of your specimens?”

“This is it,” Darwin replied curtly.

“But you were gone nearly a year! You collected a hundred times this much in mere weeks in the Pampas.”

“This is what’s important.” Darwin knelt to help the Incas with the chest.

“But if you saw such incredible things, things I couldn’t even imagine, as you said…”

“I collected them. But I had to leave them behind… for this.” Darwin reverently ran a hand across the wooden chest.

FitzRoy felt his eyes drawn to it, wondering what could possibly be inside. Darwin cared more for his specimens than any naturalist FitzRoy had ever known. He was an expert at collecting, gathering, and preparing them. He had commissioned the construction of dozens of curio cabinets to hold them, and nearly filled them all. If Darwin had abandoned everything he had discovered on his adventure for this single item, then it must have been something incredible.

“Please,” he said. “I must know what’s in the chest.”

“Once we are underway,” Darwin repeated, and ran to retrieve a rifle from the small armory on deck.

“Charles!” FitzRoy shouted after him. “I am the captain of this ship and I have a right to know what is on board! I am ordering you to open this chest at once!”

Even as FitzRoy spoke, the Beagle was sliding away from the pier. After nearly four years at sea, his crew was quick and accomplished. The ship was already prepared for sea, the sails furled and the lines stowed.

The angry mob was now racing down the long pier from land, their torches glowing brighter as they came closer—and their voices growing more agitated as they realized the Beagle was getting away.

Darwin shouldered his rifle and stared down the barrel at the mob. He had grown up hunting for sport in the English countryside and was one of the finest shots FitzRoy had ever encountered. Now he took several moments to assess the threat on the pier—and ultimately decided the Beagle was well enough underway to be safe. He lowered the rifle and returned his attention to FitzRoy. “Very well, Robert. I’d be happy to oblige you.” His manner had changed dramatically. But it wasn’t merely the relief at having escaped the mob. He seemed to be brimming with excitement, as well. Now that they were out of danger, he was eager to share his discovery.

“I saw many incredible things on my journey,” he said, striding confidently across the deck. “But they all paled compared to this. Everything I have ever encountered in my life pales compared to this.”

On the pier behind them, the mob arrived in full. FitzRoy couldn’t see them through the fog and the night, save for their torches, but he could certainly hear them. They shouted in rage, using a language he did not know. Some threw their torches in desperation, as if hoping to set the Beagle ablaze, but they fell far short and harmlessly fizzled out in the bay.

With each second of distance between them and the dock, Darwin seemed to grow less panicked and more enthusiastic. The wild stare from his eyes was replaced by the thrill of discovery FitzRoy had seen many times before.

“Prepare yourself for the incredible,” he announced, and then shoved the lid of the chest aside. It thudded to the deck, revealing what Darwin had found.

FitzRoy gasped.

“Incredible, isn’t it?” Darwin asked.

FitzRoy nodded agreement, but he didn’t reply. He couldn’t bring himself to do so, as he wanted to conceal his true response. While he strained to show Darwin a facade of excitement, deep down, he was horrified. What lay within the chest was an affront to God.

Robert FitzRoy knew he must get rid of it—and then destroy any evidence that it had ever existed at all.






PART ONE THE EDGE OF THE EARTH



Nothing can be more improving to a young naturalist than a journey in distant countries.

—CHARLES DARWIN,

Voyage of the Beagle








ONE

Puerto Villamil

Isla Isabela

The Galápagos Islands, Ecuador

Present day

A hammerhead shark slid through the water beneath Charlie Thorne.

Charlie watched it glide below her feet as her surfboard bobbed in the ocean. It was a big shark, about nine feet long, capable of doing some serious damage. But Charlie’s reaction upon seeing it was excitement, rather than fear. Charlie had seen plenty of hammerheads while surfing in Puerto Villamil. Despite their threatening appearance, statistically, she had little reason for alarm as long as she didn’t do anything stupid around them—and Charlie Thorne was as far from stupid as you could get.

Even though she was only twelve, Charlie had an IQ that rivaled that of anyone who had ever lived. In a situation like this, she couldn’t help but analyze the numbers. She knew that out of the billions of people on earth, fewer than twenty died each year from shark attacks; far more humans were killed annually by falling coconuts. But then, few people actively went surfing in shark-infested waters, where the chances of getting attacked were much greater. Most shark attacks were thought to be mistakes; from underneath, a human on a surfboard had a silhouette similar to that of a sea lion, the preferred food of many sharks. So Charlie was always careful; she didn’t surf while she was bleeding, or wear shiny jewelry that a shark might mistake for the flash of fish scales, or thrash around in the water like a wounded animal. Now, watching the hammerhead, she stayed calm and still.

The shark didn’t seem to care about her at all. It certainly knew she was there, but it continued onward as though the thought of consuming her had never even entered its mind. It was paralleling the coastline of Isla Isabela, heading toward a rocky outcropping where the sea lion rookeries were. Why sharks would pass up an easy meal like a human in favor of harder-to-catch prey like a sea lion was unexplained, but most scientists presumed that sharks simply thought humans didn’t taste very good.

Another hammerhead passed beneath Charlie, and another after that. They were both smaller than the first, but not by much.

This didn’t surprise Charlie: Hammerheads often swam in schools, sometimes numbering up to a hundred. She turned on her board to look behind her. Sure enough, more sharks were coming, their large dorsal fins poking above the surface.

Charlie figured it was time to get out of the water. The odds of an accidental attack were rising by the second.

Fortunately, a good-size wave was coming her way, a bulge in the ocean building as it approached the shore. Charlie watched it—and the numbers came to her.

They simply appeared in her mind, as usual: instant calculations of the speed of the wave, the most likely cresting point, and how fast she would need to paddle to put herself there. Puerto Villamil wasn’t home to many other surfers—or many other people, period—but Charlie had already become legendary among the few who lived there. Even surfers with decades of experience mistimed a wave on occasion, but Charlie never did. Somehow, she was always exactly where she needed to be.

Whenever anyone tried to talk to Charlie about how she read the waves so well, she dodged the question. “Tuve suerte” was all she would say. “I was lucky.”

The others surfers knew that no one could be that lucky, but Charlie wouldn’t say anything else. Charlie had barely spoken to anyone in Puerto Villamil since arriving four weeks earlier. No one knew where she was from or why she had come to such a far-flung place—and they certainly didn’t know her age. Since Charlie looked and behaved much older than her years, everyone assumed she was at least eighteen. The only information she had volunteered was that her name was “Mariposa Espina,” which wasn’t true.

Charlie could pass herself off as a native of almost any place on earth, because ethnically, she was a mix of different races—although she didn’t look like one more than any other. Plus, she spoke over a dozen languages and could understand many more. In a single day, while en route to the Galápagos, she had told different people that she was Thai, Greek, Kenyan, Guatemalan, and aboriginal Australian, and no one had questioned her at all.

Fewer than two thousand people lived in Puerto Villamil, so the arrival of one more was of interest to the locals. There were many rumors as to who Charlie really was and why she had ended up there. Many of them were bizarre and outlandish. Although none were anywhere near as bizarre and outlandish as the truth.

Now Charlie lay flat on the board and paddled with her arms, taking care to do so with smooth, strong strokes that wouldn’t startle the hammerheads below her. She headed directly to the spot where she had calculated the wave would break. Sure enough, the swell rose behind her, exactly as she had predicted, and grew into a ten-foot wall of water. Charlie quickly leapt to her feet upon the board, caught the front slope of the wave, and expertly rode down it. As the wave broke, she surfed right through the curl. She stayed upright all the way to shore, even as the wave collapsed upon itself behind her, then slid into the shallow water and calmly stepped off the board and onto the beach as casually as though she were stepping off a bus onto the curb.

The locals gathered on the shore watched with amazement. Charlie had been a novice surfer when she had arrived in Puerto Villamil. Even though she had been able to spot where the waves would break, she hadn’t been able to ride them. But within a few weeks, using her natural athleticism and her unnatural skill at reading the waves, she was surfing better than most people could after years of practice. The people watching her now shook their heads and uttered the name they all called her behind her back. “Perfecta.”

It was warm on the beach, as usual. Since Isla Isabela sat directly on the equator, the temperature didn’t vary much. Charlie peeled off the neoprene suit she had used to stay warm in the water, revealing the bathing suit she wore underneath, then picked up her board and started home barefoot through town.

There wasn’t much to Puerto Villamil, which made sense, given that it was one of the most remote towns on earth. It sat on the southern fringe of Isla Isabela in the Galápagos Islands, which were well off the coast of mainland South America. Isla Isabela was actually the largest of the Galápagos, but most of it was uninhabitable, as it was quite volcanic and almost devoid of fresh water. The Sierra Negra volcano constituted much of the island; its crater was the second largest on earth, after Ngorongoro in Africa.

Therefore Puerto Villamil, set at the base of Sierra Negra, was about as far from civilization as one could get. Should a riptide have snapped Charlie away from shore, it was nearly nine thousand miles until she’d see land again. For this reason, it sometimes felt as though the little town was on the very edge of the earth.

That was one of the reasons that Charlie had chosen to come here. She wanted isolation. She wanted to be as far from other people as possible. It was safer that way.

There were more marine iguanas in Puerto Villamil than people. The lizards were quite large, growing up to five feet long, and they were everywhere: lazing on the beach, walking along the dusty streets, lounging on porches, and wandering into the stores. They were just as fearless of humans as they had been back when Charles Darwin had arrived, as was the case with most of the wildlife in the Galápagos. Animals often needed a long time to evolve a healthy fear of humans—and here, there hadn’t been enough. As Charlie headed through town, two sea lions were sleeping directly in the middle of the street, while three penguins waddled toward the small marina. Many people were surprised to learn there were penguins in the Galápagos, as opposed to Antarctica, but this species was endemic to the islands. It was endangered, with only 1,500 left, although they were relatively common on Isla Isabela. One of the things that Charlie liked the best about the Galápagos, in addition to its remoteness, was that it was the only place on earth where you could snorkel with an iguana, a sea lion, and a penguin all at once.

The roar of outboard motors suddenly cut through the town. They were loud enough to startle the penguins, which scurried away frantically, although the sea lions continued snoring loudly. Charlie paused in the street and looked back toward the dock at the eastern edge of Puerto Villamil.

A speedboat had rounded the southern tip of the island and was headed toward town. It was big for a speedboat, with two enormous engines attached to the stern, and it skimmed across the water like a skipped stone.

In the four weeks that Charlie had been in Puerto Villamil, she had never seen a boat like this. Every day, a few boats bringing ecotourists would arrive, but those were all small cruise ships, built for comfort rather than speed. Some of the local fishermen had boats as well, but those were all old, battered, and weather-beaten. This boat was very different; It was expensive and built to go at very high speeds, the sort of craft you’d see millionaires racing along the coast in Miami or the Côte D’Azur in France.

That didn’t necessarily mean anything was wrong, but Charlie was always on the lookout for things that were out of the ordinary. When you lived your life on the run, you had to stay attuned to your surroundings at all times.

Charlie resumed walking toward her home. She didn’t run, because that would draw attention. But she did pick up her pace, striding briskly through the town.

The house Charlie rented was small and ramshackle—there really wasn’t anything big or well built in Puerto Villamil—but she didn’t need much. It sat beside the marsh that marked the western boundary of town. Just behind the house, a path snaked through the wetlands to the Tupiza Tortoise Breeding Center, where Charlie volunteered her time, helping to keep the celebrated Galápagos tortoises from going extinct.

A woman she had never met before was on her porch.

Charlie noticed her from two blocks away. It wasn’t hard, as the woman apparently wanted to be seen. She was sitting in the rocking chair on the porch, reading a book.

She wasn’t from Puerto Villamil. Charlie could recognize every one of the town’s residents. The woman had unusually slim features: her face, nose, and lips were all narrow lines, although her eyes were wide and round. She reminded Charlie of a Modigliani sculpture. She was dressed in the same outfit that the volunteers at Tupiza wore: khaki shirt and shorts, although instead of dusty, thick-soled work boots, she wore running shoes. Despite the workmanlike clothing, she was strikingly beautiful.

A visitor was also an unusual occurrence; Charlie had never had one since arriving in Puerto Villamil. None of her friends or family knew she was here—and ideally, her enemies didn’t either. Combined with the arrival of the speedboat, the visitor’s presence set Charlie’s brain humming, analyzing the probabilities of all that was happening. She didn’t like what she came up with.

Still, Charlie didn’t run. She had nowhere to run to. And the woman didn’t seem to be a threat. Threatening people tended to ambush you. They didn’t sit on your front porch in broad daylight.

As Charlie got closer, she noticed that the woman was wearing makeup. Not much, just a bit of eyeshadow and lipstick, but most people around here didn’t bother with makeup at all. The woman had also spent time doing her hair, and her clothes were spotless and expertly pressed. All of it indicated that this was a woman who cared about how she presented herself.

She looked up as Charlie approached, dog-eared a page of her book, and smiled pleasantly. “Hello, Mariposa. My name is Esmerelda Castle.” There was a slight accent to her words, as if English was not her first language.

Charlie’s immediate response was to pretend as though she couldn’t speak English at all. Any time a tourist had approached her over the past few weeks, she had quickly said “No hablo inglés” and walked away. But Esmerelda seemed very well aware that Charlie understood English, so Charlie figured there was no point in acting like she didn’t. “Hi,” she said, propping her surfboard against the wall of her house.

“I work at the Darwin Research Station on Isla Santa Cruz,” Esmerelda said. “We’ve found something of great interest there, and my friends at Tupiza suggested you might be able to help us with it.”

“Who at Tupiza?” Charlie asked suspiciously.

Esmerelda smiled again, as though she found Charlie’s suspicions amusing. “Everyone, really. Raoul Cabazon. Stacy Devillers. Arturo and Fred and Johnny. They all say that you have a gift for codes and puzzles and that sort of thing.”

Charlie nodded. There didn’t seem to be any point in denying this. The names Esmerelda had mentioned were all people who worked at Tupiza, and Charlie often solved puzzles during her breaks there. Crosswords, cryptics, acrostics, and that sort of thing. She was addicted to them. And what Esmerelda was talking about struck her as strange but intriguing. “You found a puzzle at the research station?”

“Yes. A code of some sort, we believe. It was etched into the shell of a tortoise.”

Charlie’s eyes widened in surprise. “Who would etch a code into the shell of a tortoise?”

“That’s where this gets really interesting,” Esmerelda replied. “It appears the code was left by Charles Darwin himself. And we could use your help figuring it out.”






TWO

Langley, Virginia

CIA Director Jamilla Carter was in a bad mood.

A cold front had slammed into northern Virginia, and she was outside in the middle of it. It was early April, and it should have been spring, but instead the temperature had plummeted into the single digits. The snow was coming down in sheets. And yet Carter was trudging around in it in a park along the Potomac, looking for a stupid dead drop.

A dead drop was a covert location where agents could leave information for one another without having to meet. It was common to use one in the intelligence game… if you were a field agent. The director of the CIA wasn’t supposed to use dead drops, though. She was supposed to order other people to use them. She was supposed to sit in her nice, warm office and wait for her agents to bring information to her. But Agent Dante Garcia didn’t trust anyone at CIA headquarters besides Jamilla Carter, and Carter had to admit, there was good reason for that. Garcia’s last mission had gone sideways because of a traitorous CIA agent, so now he was exercising extreme caution.

And Carter was willing to put up with that, willing to come out here and stomp around in the freezing cold on her own, because Pandora was at stake. Pandora was an equation that Einstein himself had discovered, a corollary to his famous E = MC2. While E = MC2 explained that there was a tremendous amount of energy locked away inside every single atom in the universe, Pandora revealed how to access that energy. In the right hands, it could solve the world’s energy problems. But in the wrong hands, it was incredibly dangerous. It would allow governments—or even small groups of zealots—to build weapons of mass destruction. That was why the US government wanted it—and more importantly, they wanted to make sure no one else had it.

However, Einstein had also realized how dangerous Pandora could be, so he had hidden it. With his great wisdom, he had made it extremely hard to find. Over the next few decades, the CIA had failed to locate the equation—as had every other intelligence agency on earth—until Garcia, a young and innovative agent, had suggested a radical idea: If you wanted to find something Einstein had hidden, then maybe you needed someone as smart as Einstein to do it. And the closest person to Einstein, at least intellectually, was Charlie Thorne.

Thorne was a wild card, but she had come through—in a way. She had successfully tracked down Pandora, but she hadn’t turned it over to the CIA. During a final battle between the CIA and their enemies, a fire had broken out, and Charlie appeared to have been killed in it—at first. Afterward, Agent Garcia had discovered that she had actually committed the equation to memory, destroyed the original, and escaped. So now the only remaining copy of Pandora in existence was inside Charlie’s mind.

Therefore, finding Charlie Thorne was of paramount importance to the CIA. And they needed to find her before anyone else did. Because there were lots of dangerous people out there who would do whatever it took to get Charlie to cough up the equation. Carter had assigned Garcia to the operation, but because they knew the CIA had been compromised, the mission was off the books. The only people who knew what Garcia was tasked with—or that Charlie Thorne was alive at all—were Carter, Garcia himself, and Garcia’s fellow agent Milana Moon.

As a further security measure, Garcia refused to use any direct electronic correspondence with Carter, even with encryption. He didn’t trust it. So there were no emails or phone calls. There was only the dead drop. Like it was 1950 and they were fighting the Cold War.

Carter had no idea where on earth Garcia and Moon even were. That was secret too.

The way the dead drop worked was, Garcia had a friend he trusted in Virginia. Carter didn’t know who, but chances were, they weren’t even in intelligence. It might have been Garcia’s best friend from grade school, or his neighbor, or his podiatrist. Garcia would mail his friend an encrypted message in a specially sealed envelope that they wouldn’t open. Instead, they would deliver it to the dead drop at the park near CIA headquarters. Once it was in place, they would let Garcia know, and then Garcia would send Carter an innocuous message from a fake email account. Every time Carter got spam from WorldWide Travel, it was a signal that there was something in the dead drop for her. Today, just before noon, she had received a message from WorldWide Travel offering her incredibly low deals on a weekend in Vegas.

So Carter had canceled her lunch and headed out into the cold.

There was one advantage of the crummy weather; no one else was in the park. On a nice spring day, there would have been hikers or picnickers or families out with their kids. But today there hadn’t been a single other car in the parking lot when Carter arrived.

Since the storm had come late in the year, many of the trees had already sprouted spring leaves, and the snow weighed heavily on the branches. Carter picked her way along a trail through the snow-shrouded forest until she came to a medium-size oak tree, then turned off through the underbrush until she came to a small brook. The brook carved a narrow gully, and when Carter clambered down into it, it was deep enough to hide her from the sight of anyone on the trail—not that anyone else was dumb enough to be out in this weather. Twenty paces upstream, there was an ancient tree stump with a hollow underneath it. The dead drop.

Carter reached into the hollow and found an envelope wrapped in a plastic baggie to protect it from the elements. She broke the seal on the envelope and removed the small piece of paper inside.

As if it weren’t enough to have all this other secrecy, the message was encoded, using a cipher that Carter and Garcia had worked out beforehand. Carter sat on the stump in the snow and decrypted the message, too eager now to even return to the warmth of her car. She quickly came up with the translation:

Tracked down the item you were looking for. Hoping to procure it for you soon.

Despite the cold and the snow, Director Carter’s mood instantly lifted and a smile spread across her face.

Dante Garcia had found Charlie Thorne.






THREE

Puerto Villamil

Charlie wanted to hear all about the code on the tortoise, but she also desperately wanted to take a shower. Her body was sticky and briny from the ocean, and she considered the speedboat a bad omen. There was a good chance that she would soon have to be on the move, and she wanted to at least be clean when that happened.

So she decided to multitask. She got right in the shower and had Esmerelda explain everything at the same time.

The house Charlie was renting was only three rooms: tiny bedroom, even tinier bathroom, and a combination living room/kitchen/dining room. It was small enough, and the walls were thin enough, that Esmerelda could sit at the dining table and easily converse with Charlie in the bathroom, even with the water running. The shower wasn’t loud because there was no water pressure; only a meager stream of water trickled from the showerhead.

The house had come furnished. The only personal effects Charlie had were books, most of which she had gotten from tourists; when people finished reading something on vacation, they often didn’t feel like lugging it back home again. There were quite a few books of puzzles as well, which Charlie had bummed off visitors who couldn’t solve the hardest ones. The books were piled everywhere: on the bed, the kitchen counters, the floor. Esmerelda had to remove a stack from the single chair at the dining table before she could sit down.

She said, “The tortoise died a few days ago, and it was only when we brought it in to autopsy it that we found the words carved into its plastron.”

In her time volunteering at the breeding facility, Charlie had learned all the parts of a tortoise. The plastron was the lower part of the shell, the flat piece that covered the animal’s belly. “And how do you know it was Darwin who carved them?”

“Because he signed his name. And though carving isn’t exactly the same as handwriting, there are some similarities. We know what Darwin’s writing looked like. This seems to be a match.”

Charlie furiously shampooed the salt water from her hair. “Darwin visited these islands in 1835. You think this tortoise was almost two hundred years old?”

“It’s certainly possible. Our estimates for how old these animals can get are really just guesses. Although we’ve known about them for two centuries, we’ve only been studying them scientifically for a few decades. Some of our researchers think they could live as long as four hundred or five hundred years. We really won’t know for sure until we can observe one for its entire life—which would require several generations of scientists to document.”

“I guess that makes sense.” Charlie knew there were other species of animal that lived exceptionally long lives. Recently, a Greenland shark had been determined to be at least four hundred by carbon-dating the lenses of its eyes. “And in all those years, no one ever noticed there was something written on this tortoise’s plastron?”

“Well, it’s not really our policy to go around flipping all the tortoises over. And it’s not easy to do. The big tortoises can weigh nearly half a ton. Plus, the plastron is usually flat on the ground, and the tortoises are often wallowing in mud or half-submerged in ponds, so the carving was hidden from view. If we hadn’t done the autopsy, no one might have ever seen it.”

“Why did you autopsy it?”

“We autopsy all the tortoises when they die. It helps us estimate how old they were—and may give us clues to the secrets of their longevity. If we can learn why a creature like a Galápagos tortoise lives so long, that might have ramifications for helping humans live longer too.”

Charlie finished rinsing herself, turned off the water, and grabbed a towel. “So what did Darwin carve into this shell?”

“It’s probably better if I show you,” Esmerelda said. “I brought some photographs of what he wrote.”

“Cool. Give me a few moments.” Charlie toweled herself off—although, it was so humid, she didn’t feel much drier. She quickly pulled on shorts, a T-shirt, and sneakers and emerged from the bedroom to find Esmerelda scrolling through photos on a laptop computer.

The first photos Charlie saw were of the dead tortoise in what looked like a laboratory. It lay on the floor, with four people standing around it. The tortoise was enormous, about the size of a bumper car. Its carapace—the upper shell—was big enough that several small children could have hidden under it.

Charlie had known, even before coming to the Galápagos, that tortoises on different islands had evolved radically different shells. Some carapaces were domed, while others were shaped more like saddles; some had large openings behind the neck, while others had smaller ones. And of course, the tortoises themselves varied greatly in size. According to history, this was one of the things that had intrigued Darwin upon visiting the Galápagos; he had wondered why each island had a completely different type of tortoise living on it.

While questions like this had led Darwin to develop his theory of evolution, scientists who visited the islands later had determined that the ecology of each island had driven the evolutionary change in the shells. For example, on some islands, the tortoises grazed on grass, while on others they ate taller plants. A taller-plant-eating tortoise would evolve a carapace with a larger opening around the neck, which would allow the tortoise to lift its head higher, while a tortoise that ate grass had a lower opening behind the neck, since the tortoise was always looking down.

Since her arrival, Charlie had learned to differentiate the species of tortoise by island. The one in the photos had a domed shell with a lower space for the neck. She asked, “That’s a tortoise from Santa Cruz island?”

“Yes. From the highlands above where the research station is located.”

Charlie nodded acceptance, although something struck her as odd about this. Darwin had visited four of the Galápagos islands: San Cristóbal, Floreana, Santiago, and Isabela—the island on which they now stood. But Darwin hadn’t visited Santa Cruz. So how had a tortoise that lived there wound up with his name scratched into its shell?

Charlie didn’t bring this up, however, because Esmerelda had moved on to the next photos, the ones with the carving in question.

In the photos, both pieces of the shell—the carapace and the plastron—had been removed from the tortoise. Esmerelda clicked past a few that showed some researchers holding the plastron to give an idea of how big it was. It was twice the size of a manhole cover.

Esmerelda was one of the people in the photos. Charlie noted, once again, that she had taken care with her appearance and was smiling brightly for the camera, while the others were somewhat unkempt, while trying to present themselves as stoic and serious.

The next photos showed the carving more closely. The letters were messy and ragged, as one might have expected, given that they had been etched into the shell of a living animal. The tortoise would have been much smaller in 1835, Charlie figured, so perhaps Darwin wouldn’t have had much trouble flipping it over, but it still wouldn’t have been an easy surface to carve on—and the tortoise probably wouldn’t have been happy about it. A considerable amount of time and energy must have been spent on the effort: The carvings were deep enough to last for the next nearly two hundred years. The letters had grown as the shell had, the same way that letters carved into a tree would grow larger as the tree expanded, but they had also been worn down over the decades of being dragged across the ground, so that they were quite faint now.

The message was in two parts. One set of words curved around the perimeter of the plastron:


The Greatest Treasure in Human History.



The others were a block of text in the center of the plastron:


If in death, Eros

and evil shall rest on earth.

Minds quit obeying.

—C. Darwin



“You can see why we think it’s a coded message,” Esmerelda said. “It doesn’t make any sense.”

“Gotcha,” Charlie said. “But what’s more intriguing to me is the part that’s not coded. What’s all this about a treasure?”

Esmerelda shrugged. “At this point, you know as much about it as I do. Given those words, it seems that Darwin must have discovered one. And we’re assuming that the next part is the clue to finding it.”

“The Greatest Treasure in Human History,” Charlie read aloud. As she did, she caught a glimpse of something beyond the computer screen, in the distance through the windows of her house.

A man was walking down the main street of Puerto Villamil. He looked like the locals, with dark hair and skin bronzed by the sun, and he was dressed in shorts, a short-sleeved button-down shirt, sunglasses, and a well-worn baseball cap. But he wasn’t a local. Charlie assumed he was one of the people who had arrived on the speedboat.

The man was chatting amiably with Russell and Benita, who were fellow surfers. They were still in their wet suits, looking like they had bailed after seeing the hammerheads arrive. As Charlie watched, the man showed Russell and Benita what might have been a photograph. Russell and Benita both nodded, then pointed toward Charlie’s house.

The strange man smiled pleasantly, like they had just done him a favor.

Meanwhile, Esmerelda was still fixated on the photo of the tortoise plastron, zooming in with her laptop to show the etching better. “I do have some theories about this treasure…,” she was saying.

“Why don’t you explain them to me on the plane?” Charlie asked.

Esmerelda looked at her, surprised. “What plane?”

“The one you came here on,” Charlie explained calmly. “You didn’t come by boat. I’ve been surfing near the marina all morning. And you can’t drive anywhere from Puerto Villamil. There aren’t any roads. But there is an old seaplane float dock on the far side of the rescue station.” It surprised Charlie that she had missed the arrival of a plane, as planes were loud and Puerto Villamil was very quiet. But there were times when the surf had been noisy and distracting, and a plane that had come in from the north would have its approach mostly hidden by the volcano.

Out in the street, two blocks away, the strange man whistled in the way you did to get the attention of other people. In response, two other men who looked kind of like him appeared from around the corner and joined him in heading toward Charlie’s house.

A large male marine iguana lazed in the middle of the street in their path. The first man could have easily gone around it, but instead he kicked it roughly, then laughed as it scuttled away.

“I do have a plane at that dock,” Esmerelda was saying. “But…”

“To decrypt this code, I need to see the actual plastron,” Charlie told her. “It’s possible there are additional clues that I can’t see in this photo. Can we go there now?”

“Well… sure,” Esmerelda replied, slightly thrown. “How long will it take you to pack?”

“Already done.” A large backpack sat by the bedroom door, stuffed with everything Charlie needed to leave in a hurry. Because Charlie was always ready to go, just in case trouble showed up. Which seemed to be happening now.

Out in the street, the three men were two blocks away from Charlie’s house. Not running, because that would have grabbed attention. But walking with purpose.

Charlie grabbed the backpack, then opened a cabinet under the kitchen sink and turned a valve on something hidden there. Esmerelda didn’t notice what that was, because the next thing Charlie did was head to her bedroom window, which faced the opposite side of the house from the men in the street. She opened the window, tossed the backpack out, then started through after it.

“Why are you going out the window?” Esmerelda asked.

“It’s faster to get to the plane this way,” Charlie said casually, then jumped out onto the sandy ground behind the house.

Esmerelda had heard rumors that the girl from Puerto Villamil was a bit strange. Brilliant, but strange. Like her brain was functioning on a level that other people couldn’t quite grasp. Therefore, Esmerelda had expected some eccentricities. And she desperately wanted any help the girl could give. So she quickly closed her computer, stuffed it into her backpack, and followed Charlie out the window.

Charlie was already heading down the path that led through the marsh, walking briskly in the direction of the floating dock where the plane would have been, casually stepping over the marine iguanas that were lying in her way.

Esmerelda hurried after her. “It’s only about a ten-minute flight to Santa Cruz.”

“Cool,” Charlie said, although the truth was, she didn’t really care about Santa Cruz at all. Everything she had said about needing to see the plastron was a lie. Charlie had already cracked Darwin’s code.

She just needed an excuse to get out of Puerto Villamil fast.
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