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“Heed these words, you who wish to probe the depths of nature: If you do not find within yourself that which you seek, neither will you find it outside. In you is hidden the treasure of treasures. Know Thyself and you will know the Universe and the Gods.”

Oracle of Delphi

––––––––
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THIN SNOW CLUNG LIKE dust to the rocks and a raw wind swept over the mountainous landscape, barren -but for a few vehicles, a mobile lab, and some digging equipment- of human incursion. Cassandra Roberts stuck her head out of the tent and peered into the frigid, six a.m. darkness, squinting against the eye-burning cold. The sun’s mantle had begun to catch fire in the east, over the Iranian border, but the slate gray of snow clouds dulled any glow on the horizon. Any curious observer might have thought Cassandra looked like a Prairie Dog poking its head warily from its burrow, testing the air for which way to jump.  She zipped up her heavy coat and pulled on her gloves before stepping outside the tent.

They were going in today.

It wasn’t the cold or the remoteness that bothered Cassandra so much as the flash and boom of artillery fire, not that distant, rumbling across the south-central border of Turkey from both Iraq and Syria. Units of the Turkish military tried to remain unobtrusive, as well as their US and NATO counterparts, but cross-border incursions of insurgents from both Iraq and Syria were common and skirmishes, though not widely reported, were a near daily occurrence. Cassandra’s team camped at five thousand feet, in the middle of an inhospitable, unnamed no-man’s land. Thirty miles to the west bustled the city of Sirnak, thirty miles to the east, Hakkari. All in between was mainly nomadic herders, a few struggling farms, and bleak mountains. Though the mercury in this part of Turkey sometimes spurted up to more than a hundred degrees in the summer, the wintertime temperatures right now trembled at just below freezing.

The dig site itself had no name, but what they sought did: Kirinjiru, a name dropped from the lips of cultural anthropologists with almost mythical reverence. Most believed it to be only legend and the few who dared claim it was more had, at best, spent a couple of years in scholarly time-out, or, at worst, been hooted out of the cobwebby, staid and stuffy corridors of Academe.

The first enticing hints had come from anomalous, ground penetrating radar reports from military surveillance flights monitoring the Iranian border and the ongoing conflicts in Iraq and Syria. They outlined a massive, underground complex, far more sophisticated and extensive than needed for any kind of para-military staging area. Cavernous chambers and connecting tunnels radiated in all directions and at several levels over the course of fifty square miles, a monumental undertaking from a time and by persons yet unknown. A boots on the ground investigation was ordered up and that’s where Cassandra came in.

Just a few days before, Cassandra had hastened across the campus of King University, wearing only her fuzzy, bunny slippers, blue sleep pants, and a loose T-shirt. The icy, January wind blew her red hair out behind her and coaxed chapped roses to her milky cheeks. The previous day had been warm and Cassandra hadn’t bothered to check the weather. Now that she was out in it, and already late, she sucked it up and plodded on. Her tired eyes brimmed with red from her unhappily disturbed slumber. In her right hand she held a steaming, travel mug of black coffee which she gulped while on the run, with her left, she held her t-shirt down. Her poor choices had been between having her high-beams piercing through the thin fog of her shirt, or letting the wind billow the whole thing up where her unbound breasts would be revealed for God and the whole world to see.

Cass was no sleep-through-the-alarm virgin, and this wasn’t the first time she had been late for lab. She’d nuked a cup of day old coffee and hurried out, not even thinking to grab a robe or brush her teeth. She’d stayed up late, grading papers from the Bio-165 class she taught at the local technical college. Uncle Sam had financed most of her post-grad work in cultural anthropology as part of the GI Bill, but she needed the little extra income to push her over the hump during her final year. 

She took the concrete steps of the Weigert building two at a time and hurried inside. Most of the milling students took little notice of her. They’d seen this show before. She climbed yet another flight of stairs to her second floor lab. As she careened into the hallway leading to the lab, she was brought up abruptly by a pair of uniformed men.

She nearly dropped her coffee as she recognized her old unit Sargent, Dan Crane. Standing next to him was her brigade CO, Colonel Price, a man she had met only once. Both wore full dress greens, starched and creased and very competent. Compared to them, Cassandra felt like a dented and sputtering used car at the end of a demolition derby. She quickly set her coffee down and sketched a quick salute to the colonel, still holding her shirt down.

“Sir,” she said, looking at Colonel Price.

Sargent Crane, always fond of Cassandra’s quirkiness, couldn’t resist.

“That uniform isn’t standard issue, soldier.”

“Sorry, Sargent. If I’d known you were coming I would have capped the cans.”

“At ease, Private,” he said.

Cassandra quickly crossed her arms across her chest and shivered. What puzzled her most was the presence of the colonel. Cassandra owed two years of active reserve so she was still technically the Army’s property. But whatever they wanted from her, it didn’t take a full bird colonel to make it happen.

“You’re being redeployed, Private,” the colonel said. “Get your gear together and report to the downtown recruiting center at 0900 two days from now. You’re flying commercial to Northwest Florida Regional Airport on Eglin Air Force base, then on military transport to Turkey. Sargent Crane will get you up to speed.”

“Turkey, sir?”

“The country, not the bird,” the colonel clarified. “You are familiar with the difference?”

“Yes, sir. I spent three years as a desk jockey at Iskenderun. Spent most of my down time at Derinkuyu and Gobekli Tepe. Could never quite catch on to the lingo, though.”

“It would seem that you’re the woman I’m looking for, then.”

“It’s kind of short notice,” Cassandra said. She held her hands at her sides, palms forward, and swept her gaze down her unquestionably unmilitary rig. “And I’m mostly a civilian now.”

“You’ve been highly recommended,” the colonel said, glancing at Sargent Crane. “It might not seem like it now, having this sprung on you like this, but you’ll be glad to be part of this mission. We’re doing you a solid.” He said no more, leaving the statement hanging cryptically in the air. Had it been only Sargent Crane, Cassandra might have kicked a little more, but she dared not throw up any chaff to the brigade commander.

Three days later she had been dropped in this moon-like mountainscape. It was unlike any dig she had ever worked. She was the team leader, there on Uncle Sam’s dime, but the army’s main interest was, ostensibly, security. Cassandra thought their presence more sinister. Kurdish separatists, the PKK, still operated in this area. Publicly, a cease fire had been brokered in 2013, dutifully puppy-dogged by the press to give local politicians the appearance of having actually done something. The reality was that the fighting had never ended. 

Even more than the danger of roaming militia, if what Cassandra thought was out there really was there, she knew the findings would be clamped down tighter than the lid on a pressure cooker and there wouldn’t be a damned thing she could do about it. Her rag-tag group of undergrads and pointy headed academics probably hadn’t tipped to it, but she knew the Signals Intelligence van parked at the periphery of the camp -not the mountainous terrain-  blocked their cell phone signals. If Kirinjiru turned out to be real it would mean that the entire human race had been snowed under in enough bullshit to turn the Sonora Desert into a mushroom farm.

The fashionable thinking among her peers was that the Mount Toba explosion of some 70000 years ago had wiped out humanity except for five to fifteen thousand individuals. So, in the 2.5 million years of evolution before the extinction level event, the human beast had developed stone tools and rudimentary art, language, and communications skills. In the seventy thousand years since the eruption of Mount Toba they had formulated agriculture, written and spoken language, advanced mathematics, thousands of different cultures and customs. They’d built the Hoover Dam, the Taj Mahal, and super computers, sent probes to distant planets, landed humans on the moon, and edged ever closer to the quantum secrets of the universe itself.

The question had to be asked: How did the surviving hominids, without agriculture and in a climate of volcanic winter for the better part of a decade after the eruption -and on the cusp of a new ice age-, reduced to a few thousand widely scattered individuals -not even breeding pairs-, with death from disease and accident at every turn, survive? How did they share this desolate world with tens of thousands of large, hungry predators -well-armed with tooth and claw and looking to make an easy meal of these hairless monkeys- and not only survive but take an extraordinary leap forward? As a science, Anthropology could never lean on a deus ex machina, but, to Cassandra, the never-to-be-uttered conclusion was unavoidable. We’d had some help.

Cassandra had served up the question to a statistics and probability wonk at the university, given him all the pertinent data on hominid population numbers and distribution, climate effects of the eruption, and whatever else she could think of, and asked him to grind the data.

The cold numbers had disturbed Cassandra. With a breeding population of fifteen thousand individuals, the chances of the species’ survival sank to a paltry 1.728%. At a breeding population of ten thousand, the probability of survival further dropped to a dismal 0.8%. At a breeding population of five thousand, the probability of species survival plummeted to, effectively, zero. With the data at hand, the hard numbers didn’t lie. Yet here we were, alive and kicking and seven billion strong seventy thousand years later. She tried to comfort herself with the idea that any probability above zero was sufficient to satisfy the equation, but that seemed almost as far-fetched as the idea that outside help had saved us. 

Within the first three days at the site she knew things were not as met the eye. Sargent Crane, dressed in civvies and sporting stubble, was presented as a member of her team -a logistics and supply person-, meaning he didn’t need to actually know anything about archeology or anthropology, only how to get this thing from here to there. Strangely enough, the other eggheads and doe-eyed grad students just assumed his name was Sargent, as Cassandra always referred to him as such. It was a bit of a private joke between them.

Another false note was the presence of Geiger counters amongst the group’s equipment. For an archaeological dig, particularly one funded by the military with their reliance on strict, Teutonic regimentation and order, the radiation detectors certainly weren’t a part of the basic table of organization and equipment. Cassandra wasn’t so naïve as to think the area hadn’t been scouted in advance and the presence
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