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        “They have gone to the daughters of men upon the earth, and have slept with the women, and have defiled themselves, and revealed to them all kinds of sins. And the women have borne giants, and the whole earth has thereby been filled with blood and unrighteousness.”

        —The Book of Enoch, Apocrypha, 4:6

      

        

      
        “We have the DNA, the technology and the leading experts in the field. Next, we will have the woolly mammoth. Alive again.”

        —Colossal Laboratories & Biosciences, colossal.com/mammoth
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      As the first light of dawn crept over the horizon, Dr Emilia Kaya emerged from her tent at the edge of the Göbekli Tepe archaeological site in the grasslands of south-eastern Turkey. The air was still cool, but the promise of another scorching day lay ahead. She could only hope that this day would be different because her funding was near to running out, and so was this dig season.

      She inhaled deeply, savoring the scent of dry earth and wild herbs as she listened to the distant chirping of birds and the soft rustle of wind through the sparse vegetation. A rare moment of stillness before the excavation day began.

      Emilia stretched her arms up and cricked her neck, suppressing a groan at the familiar ache of muscles stretched taut from long hours of digging and crouching over ancient remains.

      As Director of Border Excavations, she really should delegate the physical labor to the keen students and the more junior archaeologists, but even after all her years in the field, she still loved to feel dirt beneath her fingernails. Even on such a developed site as Göbekli Tepe, there were still mysteries to be uncovered.

      The night sky faded to a lighter blue, and Emilia turned to look out over the main excavation site. Ancient ruins rose from the earth with massive T-shaped pillars that predated the pyramids of Egypt and the standing stones of Stonehenge. The carvings on the limestone — depictions of animals, symbols, and anthropomorphic figures — caught the morning light, casting long, shifting shadows that danced across the ground in a semblance of life.

      Despite the years of excavation and study, much about Göbekli Tepe remained a mystery. Who were the people who built it, and what was its purpose? Was it a temple, a burial ground, or something else entirely?

      She looked at her watch. Her second in command, Dr Mehmet Ali, would be on his way from the nearby town of Şanlıurfa, hopefully with a bag of delicious savory poğaça pastries.

      Mehmet preferred the more comfortable off-site lodgings, but Emilia had worked late last night on the final plans for the chamber entrance and hadn’t wanted to leave the site. Besides, there was something special about spending the night here, watching the stars that people had gazed up at eleven thousand years ago when this site had been built. Perhaps this morning they would discover an answer to at least one of the mysteries that lay beneath her feet.

      Emilia and Mehmet had worked together on many digs, and his expertise in geophysical surveying had helped identify an anomaly on ground-penetrating radar scans. While the main site of Göbekli Tepe was a major tourist attraction these days, with its primary buildings fully excavated, Emilia led a small team expanding the borders of the original dig.

      She had always been fascinated by puzzles — she could never leave a crossword unfinished — and the markings on one particular pillar had intrigued her enough to request funding for this summer project. But it was only enough for one season. In order to continue, they had to find something that would justify future support.

      After months of careful excavation, their patience had been rewarded, and today she and Mehmet would enter the chamber they’d discovered yesterday.

      It had lain undisturbed for centuries, perhaps even millennia, and they wanted to go in early, alone, before the site grew busy. Yesterday, they had finally been ready to enter the portal of the complex they’d uncovered but, after traversing a short passageway, they’d found a huge stone door blocking further progress. After cutting an exploratory hole, they had done an initial safety assessment, testing the atmosphere inside with a miniature drone and getting some first film of what lay within. There must be vents to the surface, as the air was breathable with no measurable pathogens, but the images of the interior were too blurry to make out anything in particular. Emilia itched to get inside.

      The sound of footsteps crunching on gravel made her turn.

      Mehmet climbed the path toward her, a cloth bag in one hand and a large thermos in the other. He waved.

      “Günaydın, Emilia. I come bearing gifts.”

      “You’re a lifesaver. I’m famished.” The warm, buttery aroma of the cheesy poğaça pastry reached her as he approached, and Emilia’s stomach rumbled in anticipation. “Let’s eat them at the entrance.”

      Together they walked to the edge of the main site, and through the security barriers set up to keep curious tourists away from the active dig.

      They sat down at the entrance to the newly excavated passageway, settling themselves on the worn stone steps. Mehmet unscrewed the top of the thermos and poured out two small cups of thick Turkish coffee, pungent with cardamom.

      Emilia cradled hers in both hands, letting the heat seep into her fingers as she gazed down at the archway before them.

      The massive stone portal was carved with intricate symbols — whorls and eddies that suggested surging flood waters, as well as what looked like heavy linked chains. There were columns of text in a language reminiscent of cuneiform, yet no one had been able to decipher it, despite the many experts she’d consulted. A warning perhaps, or the tale of this ancient site. The carvings on the arch hinted at dark myths, at angry gods and towering giants. What if some element of truth lay behind those legends? The only way to find out was to get inside.

      They sipped their coffee in companionable silence as the sun climbed higher. After a few minutes, a shaft of light hit the top of the archway, illuminating the carvings in sharp relief.

      It was time.

      They gathered their gear, slinging on backpacks filled with water, flashlights, and excavation tools. Emilia nodded to Mehmet and together they walked down the steps and pulled back the heavy tarpaulin covering the entrance, folding it carefully to one side.

      Emilia clicked on her flashlight and ducked her head to step through the archway, Mehmet a few steps behind.

      The passageway sloped downward at a gentle angle, the walls just far enough apart that they could walk without brushing the sides. The floor beneath their feet was cut directly into bedrock, worn into channels by the passage of dripping water.

      Emilia ran her fingertips along the wall, tracing the chisel marks left by ancient masons. She felt as though she walked back in time with every step, shedding the modern world like a second skin, and her sense of anticipation began to rise. She had kept it in check for the long months of careful excavation, but now, with just days left in the season, she was determined to find something. These tunnels alone were not enough to get renewed funding.

      She needed more.

      Beside her, Mehmet’s breath quickened. “I’m trying not to get excited,” he said, his voice unnaturally loud in the narrow tunnel. “But I can’t help feeling that we will be the first in decades to discover something new here. Your grandfather would have been proud.”

      Emilia nodded. “I wish he could have been here to see it.”

      Her grandfather had been an uneducated man who worked his whole life as a laborer on Turkish archaeological digs. He had brought home stories of wonders he had helped uncover at Ephesus and Hattusa, and little Emilia had imagined discovering new places that would make his eyes shine once more. Her family had worked incredibly hard to fund her education and, although her grandfather had died before she made her own discoveries, she was still determined to make him proud.

      The air grew colder as they descended, and Emilia felt goosebumps prickle along her arms despite the layers she wore. The passage narrowed, and the ceiling lowered until they were forced to stoop. Finally, it opened up into an antechamber.

      Emilia played her flashlight over the walls, the beam illuminating more of the unusual script, with the same swirling flood waters and heavy chains carved in spiraling patterns that seemed to lead toward a stone door.

      It was thick and solid, with no visible handle or hinges. They couldn’t blast down here, so they had decided to cut through the stone. Mehmet had already supervised the initial excavation and safety tests, and now he bent to the hole in the corner of the door.

      “It won’t take much to enlarge it enough so we can wriggle through.”

      They unslung their packs and pulled out chisels and hammers. Emilia selected a chisel and placed the tip against the stone near the edge of the hole, angling it carefully. The first strike of the hammer sent a jolt up her arm and a spray of dust into the air.

      They worked steadily, taking turns at chipping away the stone, and soon, the small antechamber filled with the sound of metal on rock and their labored breathing. They peeled off layers as they worked up a sweat, and Emilia reveled in the simple act of excavation, her sense of expectation growing with every minute.

      Finally, Mehmet took a step back to survey the gap. “I think that’s as much as we dare remove. Any more and we risk destabilizing the entire structure.” He raised an eyebrow and grinned. “Besides, even with the pastries, I think we’ll both fit through.”

      Emilia shone her flashlight into the hole, angling it to see into the chamber beyond. The beam played over a stone floor, thick with dust and debris. There were visible pillars and something beyond, just out of reach of the light.

      She took a deep breath. “Let’s do it.”

      She got down on hands and knees and eased herself into the gap, trying not to think about the tons of rock over her head and how they might have weakened the heavy door. The rough stone scraped against her palms as she rotated to allow for the slight curve of her hips.

      Her hands touched the ground on the other side, the first human contact for possibly millennia.

      Suddenly desperate to get through, Emilia pushed with her feet, and emerged into the chamber.

      She crawled forward a few meters, and Mehmet soon emerged behind her, coughing a little from the dust. He tugged the packs through after him and pulled out his phone, filming as Emilia shone her flashlight around.

      A towering stone pillar rose out of the gloom, and beyond it another, and another, disappearing into darkness in two parallel rows. More of the strange script flowed across every surface, wrapping around the pillars and spiraling up to a ceiling lost in shadow.

      Emilia played her torch over the nearest pillar, carved with a larger, more detailed version of the giant in chains depicted above the surface. It had fierce features and huge outstretched wings, and before it cowered a group of tiny figures on their knees. Were they worshipping or begging for mercy? It was hard to tell.

      Her light flickered across the sharp edges of something between the pillars up ahead. “This way.”

      Emilia’s heart pounded as they walked beyond the pillars, the thrill of discovery rising within her as the shape emerged from the gloom.

      It was a sarcophagus, much larger than anything she had seen at other dig sites. Maybe three or four times the size of the largest sarcophagi she’d seen in Egypt.

      The stone was a dark, mottled grey, carved with the same intricate patterns as the pillars. And in the center, picked out in bold relief, was the image of the winged giant in chains.

      Emilia reached out a trembling hand to touch the stone, half expecting it to be warm, or to pulse with some ancient, unknowable energy. But it was just rock, cool and unyielding beneath her fingertips. Whatever had once lain within was
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