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Archaeologist
“And how much longer do you expect the excavations to take, Professor Frankston?”
I smiled modestly, knowing my rivals back on campus would be swearing at the television screen “Oh, it’s really very difficult to say. Each time we’ve opened a new trench, we’ve discovered another development which is older than the last! It’s truly the gift that keeps on giving.”
I cringed at the words. Why had I said that?
The reporter smiled dutifully “But if you had to put a number to it, Professor?”
“At least another few weeks.”
Absolute tosh, of course. I’d spend the rest of my career excavating this site, so long as I kept playing the delicate game of appeasing the government and not totally alienating the faculty back in England all the while maintaining enough public interest to keep the funding coming in. I watched as the cameraman panned his device over the two dozen dusty holes in the ground that my students and volunteers had painstakingly uncovered.
“Well, what an exciting development here in Anatolia! Professor Frankston is clearly the twenty first century’s answer to Indiana Jones, maybe we should find him a whip and a hat to wear?”
I beamed at the joke, the only option she’d given me with the cameras rolling back to the studio in London. Christ, but Spielberg had a lot to answer for. If I’d had a quid for every Indy joke in the thirty years I’d been pursuing archaeology…
“Cut!” the director called and the reporter handed back her mic and immediately began staring at her iPhone screen. I raised an eyebrow, waiting until she remembered there wasn’t a signal for about forty miles. She grimaced, then remembered I was there.
“Oh… well done.”
“Didn’t embarrass you too much?”
She flushed slightly, aware perhaps that she’d been rude before the cameras started rolling and hastened to cover the moment “Can you show me anything valuable?”
I fought the urge to roll my eyes at her. It wasn’t her fault that she’d been shipped all the way out here to cover the dig site she’d never heard of “In terms of silver and gold, no. As far as we can see this civilisation never worked on fine jewellery. But the technology required to build such a site…”
She’d already lost interest. I could hardly blame her but still, she waved the cameraman forward and he dutifully shot the length of the giant pillars thrust deep into the earth.
“How far down do they go?”
“We haven’t fully excavated them yet but our ground penetrating radar suggests another ten metres.”
“Is there something below them that we can’t see?”
“I –“
But she’d already lost interest, giving the ornately carved pillars a careless glance, heedless of the thousands of painstaking man hours it would have taken to decorate the stone, not to mention the sheer impossibility of its existence. Fifteen metres of perfectly cut stone, two thirds of its length shoved underground where no-one could see it? What was the point of it all? What had it meant to the builders and what should it mean to us now?
She was talking to Chad. Of course she was. All the female volunteers wanted to dig with Chad. The lad was almost as exquisite as the pillars themselves, his natural good looks heightened by the deep tan from hours working in the sun. It helped that he’d ripped the sleeves from his red check shirt too. I suspected that was what had drawn the reporter like a moth to candle flame. I rolled my eyes as Chad stood, offering a dirty hand to shake.
“Why does so much of it go underground?”
To my surprise it was the director speaking. He was young too, clearly out of his depth being on the ground but I’d been impressed by his calmness in the face of the overbearing reporter who clearly thought of herself as the ‘talent’ in the small crew.
“We don’t know until we dig it out.”
“Isn’t that the priority?” the words came out with a sting and he flushed “Sorry. I didn’t mean to be rude.”
I smiled to cover the moment and held out my hand “No offence. I’m Josh, by the way.”
“Karl.”
“Yes, in answer to your question the pillars are the priority but in archaeology we have to take things layer by layer – literally.” I turned and pointed to the dozen or so trenches “These are exploring the layer we’re currently standing in. Once that’s been cleared, we can excavate another stage.”
Karl frowned “That’ll take more than six months, surely?”
I made a show of looking surreptitiously left and right before leaning close and dropping an obvious wink. Karl grinned.
“I expect this dig site will be my wife and children and I’ll be here for the rest of my career.”
“At least the weather’s good.”
“Hah! Yes, perks of the job I suppose.”
Karl was leaning closer to examine the carved figures on the pillar “Animals?”
I felt that flutter of mixed excitement and anxiety that always came when I thought about the images. I nodded, moving to stand beside him.
“That one’s a… wolf? Dog?”
“We think a dog because its stood next to the man.”
“Ah, so its domesticated? Or maybe that’s a wolf and this is depicting the domestication process – like how they became dogs.”
“It’s as good a theory as any.”
“Giraffe – were there giraffes here?”
“We’ve never found any bones.” I was deliberately being brief, letting the younger man explore the mystery.
“Strange. Maybe the builders travelled a lot?”
“They were hunter-gatherers, as far as we can tell.”
Karl shot me a grin “And therein lies the mystery, huh?” seeing my surprise he laughed “I thought at least one of us should do some background reading on what we were being sent to report on and she wasn’t going to.”
We both looked over to where his reporter colleague was laughing prettily at Chad, twirling a strand of hair around her finger.
“I actually read your book on the Fertile Crescent – well, I listened to the audiobook.”
I was surprised “Wow. Thank you for that. You’re one of about six people who took the time.”
He chuckled “If it helps, I left a five star review.”
“That’s quite the commitment to research, Karl.”
He gave a shrug “It’s interesting. I’ve always been interested in history just… only when there’s a really good mystery.”
“Such as how hunter-gatherers with no knowledge of technology were able to construct something of this scale, given the technology to achieve it didn’t yet exist?”
Karl had been looking for something on the pillar, proof that he had indeed done his homework and he found it, turning to me in triumph “Mystery solved!”
I gave an exaggerated sigh “Aliens. The key to all archaeological mysteries. Actually, they left a few notes here saying this was a practice run for the pyramids. I didn’t think it was important enough to put in the book though.”
Karl snorted and I moved to stand closer, looking at the odd drawing which in fairness to the modern mind did rather closely resemble a classic UFO with a round body and small people emerging from the chassis.
“It could be a flower.” he allowed although he didn’t sound convinced “Like a depiction of mother nature perhaps? We emerge from the womb of nature and live in symbiosis with it?”
It wasn’t anything new. At this point I’d heard all the theories. I’d even come up with a few myself but I allowed Karl his musings. After all, it was the same reason I was here, dedicating my life to the project. I let my mind wander, spiralling down through the layers that stood between me and the base of the pillars. Would I even live long enough to dig that far? It wasn’t as though I were a young man anymore. Part of me cursed the decades I’d wasted back in England, time that could have been spent scraping the earth away from the heart of the secrets here…
“Do you see how they stand close to the wolves?”
“What’s that now?” Karl had stepped over to the next pillar and my mind had wandered. I followed him and peered at where he pointed “Oh… Yes, they come out of the spaceship and then turn into werewolves.”
He looked disappointed “Oh. I thought I’d got you there.”
“Actually, that was the first carving that was exposed. The locals were the ones to find it, years ago. See how the top of this pillar is more weathered than the rest? If I had a pound for every legend here about shapeshifters and Lycans… They actually call it ‘Wolf Hill’ in the local dialect. There’s a tenuous link to some ancient writings that describe a pre-Islamic cult worshipping some sort of monster God that terrorised the land here. There’s nothing to back it up though.”
Karl traced a finger down the pillar, following a vertical line to a space below “Surely this is describing an underground chamber? This is some sort of air vent and then… could that be under the pillar?”
“We’ve not found anything like that with the radar.”
“Still…”
I sighed “All I expect to find at the bottom of the pillars is the bottom of the pillars.”
“But that does look like an underground chamber, no?”
I allowed that it did “But there’s nothing to tie it to this specific location.”
Karl looked crestfallen and stepped backwards “Shame.”
I laughed, clapping him on the shoulder “You aren’t the first to be disappointed! Who knows, maybe we’ll uncover a UFO.”
“You’ll give me a ring if you do?”
We shared a conspiratorial grin.
The sound of a car door slamming wiped my good mood as surely as if someone had tossed a bucket of icy water over me. Automatically, I turned in the direction of the steps leading down to the dig site and let out a long, low groan.
“Friends of yours?”
“More like ‘the reason that I’m poor’.” I began walking between the trenches, heading
