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1: Near Wroxeter, Shropshire, UK
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September, 2011

My name is Aaron Shepherd. I am the current leader of the archaeological dig at Wroxeter, United Kingdom, the site of a Roman settlement in what was known to the Romans as Brittania. The latest digs at Wroxeter had been going on for over a decade and its leadership passed to post-doctoral researchers on fully funded fellowships from Cambridge University. 

As a post-doctoral researcher in archaeology, I moved frequently from one dig to another. The mobility had made me an opportunist in all things romantic, and I had never married. It just didn’t seem to be in the cards for me and I was not one to go down the same paths as some of my academic colleagues, leaving a trail of discarded wives and alimony checks in my wake. I was more of a “love the one you’re with” kind of guy and made sure the objects of my temporary affection understood that from the start.

I hailed from Michigan Technical University and was a tenured professor of archaeology there. I won the Cambridge fellowship with a proposal to bring modern technology, namely ground penetrating radar, or GPR, to bear on the Wroxeter excavation. Armed with GPR technology, it was my intent to “work smarter, not harder” and focus our efforts where the GPR showed a higher likelihood of retrieving large (and intact) artifacts. 

I have always been interested in history and archaeology as I am descended from one of the first groups of English emigrants to the New World, arriving on board the Hector in the 1630s. My father, too, was an archaeologist – so it seemed as if I were in the family business, so to speak.

My predecessors at the digs had successfully mapped the remnants of the Roman city known as Viroconium Cornoviorum, adjacent to the modern English village of Wroxeter. In its heyday, Viroconium was believed to have had a population of over 15,000 citizens – making it the fourth-largest Roman settlement in Britain.

I had been in charge for a little over six months when our GPR technician, James Hudson, discovered an unusual metallic object roughly six feet below the surface. Circular in shape, we deduced that it could be a parma (round shield) from the Third Century. The only way to be sure, as the GPR was only capable of presenting a two-dimensional image relative to the surface of the ground, was to extricate the object from its earthly confines. A careful dig would be necessary.

I would personally supervise the tedious dig, which was in a previously undisturbed area of the Roman settlement outside the known wall boundaries. It was to be my first dig of a Roman site, and I had been studying the Roman occupation of Britain for several months. I was now intimately familiar with Hadrian’s Wall, the garrison at Eboracum (known in modern times as York), and had studied the theories surrounding the disappearance of the mysterious Ninth Legion. 

For safety reasons and to completely document the site, the size of the hole to be dug would be approximately twice the size of the buried object, or six feet by six feet square; the suspected parma was roughly three feet in diameter. A total of 8 cubic yards of earth and buried detritus would have to be loosened, sifted for other smaller artifacts, catalogued and moved. 

If this were a simple “dig a hole” operation, it would take approximately eight man-days to dig. Archaeology, however, requires significant attention to detail and a whole lot of paperwork. That generally multiplies the time and effort required by a factor of three. In other words, it could take about 24 man-days to reach the buried artifact, English weather permitting, of course.

To prepare for the dig, I convened a meeting of my technicians, fellow archaeologists, students, and laborers at 4 p.m. on the afternoon the artifact was discovered. 

“Mr. Hudson, I want a daily GPR scan of the excavation at noon. Can you do that?” I asked.

“Of course, sir. I will make sure to be here at noon every day until we reach the artifact,” Hudson replied. 

“What a sanctimonious ass,” I thought to myself.

Michelle Whitcomb, a PhD candidate at Western Michigan University, was my second-in-charge and leading field archaeologist. I turned to her and gave more instructions. 

“Miss Whitcomb, you are in charge whenever I am not at the dig.” Please set up a rotational schedule for the others to ensure that no one is digging for more than two hours at a time. I’ve found that two hours is about the maximum attention span before errors in judgment start to affect how the person works, especially in the close confines of a dig.” My tone made it clear that there would be no usurpation of her authority, especially not by James Hudson.

“Yes, Aaron. That’s an easy assignment. At the moment, we have plenty of staff on hand,” Whitcomb replied.

My mind wandered more than a little bit as I took in her voice and smile – and a teasing wink that gave me a moment’s pause and a brief detour into the realm of possibilities with the comely Michelle Whitcomb.

“Tonight, we can relax and let our hair down a little bit,” I said with a smile, “but tomorrow morning, it will be noses to the grindstone until we unearth whatever it is that Hudson found with his GPR.”

“What do you propose for the evening, Aaron?” Michelle Whitcomb asked with another almost seductive wink. 

“I think a few pints at the pub are in order. The first round’s on me,” I replied, knowing that a round of drinks would go a long way to cementing working relationships for the next few days. I called ahead to the pub to be sure that the snug would be available for our use; its intimate privacy would provide an environment for more relaxed and candid conversations.

As the group drank, speculation on what we were going to find ran rampant. Was it a full-size parma as I suggested, or was it something else even more valuable? We had no way of knowing until it was unearthed. It could just as easily be a piece of junk.

“I think it is just a large serving platter, the kind they would use for a whole suckling pig,” one laborer suggested, trying to make it sound like such discoveries were everyday things. The food provided by our canteen was acceptable, but not remarkable, and the vision of a roast suckling pig had everyone salivating.

Other team members’ speculations ranged from my own assessment to more sinister or ribald suggestions. One person suggested it was for transporting human or animal sacrifices. Another mumbled that it had to have some sort of erotic connection. We wouldn’t know until the item was retrieved from its resting place.

When the proprietor called for last orders, the entire team was well on its way to inebriation, me included. There was no way we were going to begin work at the crack of dawn. It would be copious amounts of hot coffee and at least an attempt at eating breakfast before any work would get done. 

We returned... staggered is probably more accurate... back to our quarters adjacent to the site. Michelle Whitcomb’s accommodation was directly across the hall from my own and I escorted her there. I don’t remember much about the hallway encounter other than that she slapped me quite firmly, bid me a gruff “Good night, Doctor Shepherd!” and slammed the door in my face. My face was still stinging from that slap as I fumbled to open my own door.

By noon the following day, my hungover team had assembled at the dig site. Despite the hangovers, the excitement in the air was palpable as it had been a very long time since an artifact of this size had been retrieved from its subterranean repose at a dig anywhere in the known Roman Empire. Most of what we had discovered in recent months was shards of broken pottery or metal fragments so disfigured by oxidation that they were unrecognizable as to their form or function.

The dig to uncover the suspected parma was painstakingly slow. There were times that I could not hide my own impatience. I lashed out at Michelle Whitcomb in particular. 

“Miss Whitcomb, can’t we move this along any faster?” I pushed. The irritation in my voice was obvious. Perhaps it was my own pounding hangover talking.

“Doctor Shepherd,” she began in a contemptuous tone, “you yourself laid down the guidelines we have been following for site documentation. I shall not... I will not... deviate from those guidelines and compromise the integrity of our work under any circumstances.” Her continued frosty tone stopped me cold, and the memory of last night’s slap suddenly reared its head. “What had I done?” I wondered almost aloud. My memory of the previous evening stopped when we left the pub.

“Of course, Michelle... Miss Whitcomb... you are absolutely correct. I am sorry for letting my own impatience get the best of me,” I said apologetically, almost meekly. She remained in high dudgeon for the rest of that day, never offering an explanation for her foul mood.

The dig continued for approximately twelve hours every day. Each discovered artifact from the layers above the object was sketched and photographed in situ and its precise position according to GPS was catalogued before it was moved. Only then was it carefully and reverently extracted from the surrounding soil.

Surprisingly, the excavation was two or three days ahead of expectations at the end of the first week. Michelle Whitcomb, who was now back to her normal self, assured me that no corners were being cut and that my own rigorous standards for documentation were being followed. I don’t know if my constant fidgeting was a subconscious response to the tedium or in anticipation of making a significant discovery when we got down to the final layer above the suspected parma. 

It was noon on Day 14 of the dig and Hudson was making yet another of his daily GPR scans. 

“Aaron, I think you are about a foot above the artifact, and I recommend that the diggers be even more careful than they already have been. Remember, we still haven’t confirmed what the buried object is – but my scans have remained consistent for its size and position,” Hudson explained. I nodded my acknowledgement and approval.

Within minutes after Hudson stepped away from the hole, the digging technician summoned me to the rim.

Pointing to a partially uncovered fragment, he explained, “Dr. Shepherd, I think what we have here is a human bone fragment.”

Carefully, I climbed down into the hole with my bristle brush and magnifying glass to examine what the technician was talking about. It took only a matter of seconds for me to confirm that it was indeed a human bone fragment, likely the lower portion of a femur. 

The dig was now being slowed by the discovery of human remains. Though the bone was at least 1700 years old, we still had a standing policy of treating all human remains with reverence until we determined without a doubt that it was not an intentional burial site. This apparent femur was no different.

Taking over from the technician, I carefully eased the dirt away from the bone. About three inches below the surface, I breathed a sigh of relief: I could clearly see that the partial femur was the result of an intentional amputation. The end of the bone was more or less clean cut; it was likely that its owner had been seriously injured in some way. I did wonder, though, what had become of the rest of the leg and perhaps the person attached to it.

Cataloguing and photographing was completed, and I removed myself from the hole, allowing Michelle and the on-duty team to resume their digging. I knew from Hudson’s earlier GPR scan that we were less than a day away from revealing the buried whatever-it-was.

Once again, I faced another sleepless night of anticipation. Never in my time as an archaeologist had I been given the opportunity to recover a full artifact. Sure, I had unearthed more than my share of broken pottery, disintegrating weapons, partial skeletons, and even preserved clothing – but nothing of the magnitude of the disc that Hudson said lay buried beneath our feet. Cambridge was certainly getting their money’s worth from me!

Returning to my quarters and logging the events of the day into my electronic journal, I began to feel the exhaustion of field work. I knew that after a hot shower, I would be ready for bed. Sleep, I assured myself, would come easily.

*     *     *     *     *
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AROUND 2 A.M., I AWOKE with a start. It must have been a nightmare – something that happened to me when I was on active digs, albeit infrequently. The nightmares usually took over when we were close to making a significant recovery. As I lay in my bunk staring at the ceiling, I tried to reconstruct the nightmare.

The frantic screams of the wounded man pierced the afternoon calm as I watched the physician do his work. From my bird’s eye perspective, I realized that I was not an active participant in the operation; rather, I was an invisible observer sympathetic to the poor man’s plight. 

Through the primal screams, I heard the physician explain to his assistant that the poor man’s leg had been crushed under an ox cart and that the only way to save his life was... abscindere... cut it off. The assistant blanched at the suggestion and did his best to control the urge to vomit.

The man’s wife was more stoic than the assistant as she offered her husband to drink freely from a goatskin of wine. In due time, he would become inebriated and pass out, even with the pain he was experiencing. It was then – and only then – that the physician would begin the amputation. 

I noticed that the techniques for amputation had not changed significantly in centuries, perhaps even millennia. Overall, it was a quick procedure: cut the skin, cut the muscle, saw the bone, tie off the bleeders, and suture the flap to close the stump. A skilled surgeon could complete the procedure in just a few minutes and it was no different in Roman times.

With the nightmare deconstructed in my subconscious, it didn’t take me too long to fall back asleep. My slumber from that point forward was deep and uninterrupted. It wasn’t until approximately 6:30 a.m. when Michelle Whitcomb knocked on my door that I awoke.

“Aaron, it’s time to get up. You need to eat before we start work today. Once we get close to the object, you will forget to eat. I know you too well,” she said playfully. 

When I opened the door to confirm that I was indeed upright, I was greeted with an electric, captivating smile.

“Thank you, Michelle, for your concern. I shall be along shortly.” I was now beginning to wonder if she was interested in more than just a platonic work relationship. She was definitely mothering me more than she ever did the rest of our team and whatever had happened after the night at the pub seemed to have been forgotten.

After that the battell was so absolutely lost as to be beyond hope of recovery, I began to think of the best way of saveing myself: and the first thought that came into my head was that (if I could possibly) I would get to London, as soone (if not sooner) than the newes of our defeate could gett there; and it being neere dark, I talked with some (espetially with my Lord Rochester, who was then Willmott) about their opinions which might be the best way for me to escape...” 

As told to Samuel Pepys by Charles II, October 1680, twenty-nine years after the battle of Worcester. From the Trent University Library collection.
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2: Out the Back Door

[image: ]




September 3, 1651

“Your Majesty,” Colonel Charles Giffard whispered, “we need to depart now. Cromwell’s Roundheads are almost at the front door.”

“Charles is dead! Charles is dead!” the mob of battle-weary and very thirsty soldiers outside were shouting. The unison chant was getting louder and louder and Charles wisely chose not to make as hasty an exit as Giffard was stridently insisting upon. 

“To depart in fearful haste and clamor,” Charles admonished, “would draw undue attention to ourselves and our plight.”

“What do you suggest, Your Majesty?” Giffard asked, his voice barely above a whisper.

“Discretion. I will depart first for the necessary and meet you in the woods immediately adjacent, where the rest of our men are in hiding,” Charles instructed, “and it is time to stop calling me ‘Your Majesty’. I am certain that the Parliamentarians would like to separate us from our heads, just to claim the £1000 reward. I think it best if everyone would just call me either ‘sir’ or ‘Charles’.”

Slowly and singly, the royal entourage slipped out the back door, meeting the rest of their meager band in the woods as Charles had instructed. None of the arriving Parliamentarians suspected anything; they were preoccupied with the freely-flowing ale and the complement of wenches coming quickly to their sides, insistent on offering pleasures of the flesh – for a reasonable fee, of course.

Before the Battle of Worcester and their defeat, the band of more than sixty mounted Royalist soldiers would have made a lot of noise as they moved. The metal of their weapons and armor would have clanked and clanged annoyingly – giving away their position. Colonel Giffard recognized this and insisted that all armor be removed and weapons concealed as much as possible. 

Now able to move more stealthily, but still not in silence, the Royalists headed north for White Ladies Priory. It was a dangerous 50-mile trek that would take the entourage through territories controlled by Cromwell’s New Model Army and its agile cavalry. Any misstep by one individual could compromise the entire group.

Charles and his attendants arrived at White Ladies in the early morning hours of September 4. There, Charles had to stifle a chuckle when one of the unusually tall ‘female’ servants dropped ‘her’ frock and removed ‘her’ wig to reveal the cassock and tonsure of an outlawed Catholic priest. Despite the comedy of the situation, Charles, now disguised as a common woodsman himself, knelt with his men in reverence as the priest began a recitation of the Mass and celebration of the royal party’s safe arrival.

“In nomine Patris, et Filii, et Spiritus Sancti, Amen,” the priest intoned, making the sign of the Cross over his clandestine royal congregation. Because the Catholic liturgy had been outlawed since the reign of Elizabeth I, only the spoken missa privata, or Low Mass, was said, in a further effort to conceal the practice of their Catholic faith. 

Within a couple hours of daybreak and just after the final “Deo gratias” was said by the congregants, the estate’s watchmen observed a small red banner being waved from the top of a pollarded oak tree at the entrance to the estate. The red banner, unseen by those passing below the tree, meant that a force of Roundheads was approaching.

“Sir, we haven’t a moment to waste,” said Richard Penderel, a tenant farmer loyal to the Giffard family.

“Then we shall be on our way,” Charles II replied, in a manner that did not show his internal panic.

Within minutes, the entire entourage had spirited itself out through the kitchen garden and into the dense woodland adjacent to the priory. They were undetected by the small Roundhead force and turned southeast towards the Severn River, where a crossing had been arranged at Madeley. 

Penderel’s knowledge of the area made him a logical choice to put in the vanguard position well ahead of the main party. He reached Madeley first and determined that the town was no longer safe; in fact, the river crossing was controlled by a detachment of heavily armed Roundheads. 

Before he could be noticed by the Roundhead sentries, Penderel turned back to the main group, where he made his breathless report, “Colonel Giffard, we must return to Boscobel at once. The Roundheads have ransacked Madeley, and likenesses of His Majesty are posted all over the town – along with the offer of a reward of £1000, dead or alive.”

Turning to Charles II, Giffard said, “Sir, my man Penderel would not give bad advice. I recommend that we proceed with great haste back to the relative safety of my estate.”

Charles II thought for a moment, then nodded as he spoke, “Agreed. Let us be on our way!”

Penderel was now exhausted and could no longer lead the group. It thus fell to Colonel Giffard. Initially, the king insisted on riding next to Giffard, but was quickly relegated to the more defensible main body of the entourage out of concern for his safety. 

Charles II was a difficult man to disguise. He was over six feet tall and had very distinctive facial features, especially his larger-than-life nose. It was a face that, once seen, was never forgotten. Their best hope was to continue the ruse of Charles as a woodsman or gamekeeper, complete with the associated odors of his profession. 

The king’s entourage reached Boscobel on the morning of September 6 without incident. Regardless, Colonel Giffard remained vigilant for another Roundhead visit to his estate, once again posting sentries in the row of pollarded oak trees on either side of the lane leading to the manor house. 

Posting the sentries was as serendipitous as it was wise. Within hours of the return to Boscobel House, a sentry signaled that a Roundhead unit was approaching. Giffard dispatched his man, Penderel, to escort Charles II to a suitable hiding place. 

Richard Penderel knew just the place. It had been his idea to place the signal sentries in the tops of the pollarded oak trees. Their placement had successfully warned the royal party of approaching Roundheads on two occasions. Perhaps he could use that success to hide the fugitive king.

“Sir, would you please follow me quickly?” Penderel said to Charles II, handing him a green cape to use as camouflage.

At the edge of Boscobel Wood was a separate large pollarded oak tree probably more than a century old. With only minutes to spare, Penderel helped Charles II and another accomplice, William Careless, up into the tree and into hiding among the dense foliage and thick branches. It was a good thing that Charles was in excellent physical condition as the quick climb required both strength and agility. 

Charles and Careless remained silent and undetected as Roundhead soldiers passed beneath them. The pair would remain in the tree for the next several hours as the Roundheads diligently searched Boscobel House and the surrounding grounds. Inside, the search was so thorough that one of the two priest’s holes was discovered, leading to a lengthy but unsuccessful interrogation of the senior servants. By nightfall, with no evidence of Charles’s presence, the Roundheads abandoned their futile search.

Though the Roundheads had departed the Boscobel estate, both Giffard and Penderel felt it best for the fugitive king to stay hidden overnight. At first, they considered sleeping rough in the woodlands. 

“That will never do,” Giffard said succinctly and deferentially as his glance caught Charles’s eye, “the king deserves to be sheltered indoors for the night.”

“The only place that is safe is the second priest’s hole,” Penderel offered, “but I doubt the king’s size would make for a very restful experience.”

“Your Maj... Sir...” Giffard started his explanation to the rapidly tiring king, “we shall hide you away in the undiscovered  priest’s holes here in Boscobel House. It won’t be the most accommodating of spaces, but you will at least be indoors.”

“Whatever you suggest, Colonel Giffard,” the king replied.

Giffard continued with his security plan, “First, sir, we need to work out a system of communication. One of the three of us – myself, Penderel, or Careless – will be armed and outside your hiding place at all times.”

“Will I be forced to use a chamber pot, or will I be given the opportunity to visit the necessary overnight?” the king asked.

“A Roundhead patrol could return at any moment throughout the night, so it will be at our discretion,” Penderel said, jumping in on the conversation. Giffard, his superior, frowned at the unintentional affront to the established protocols of position.

“Of course,” the king agreed, with a twinkle in his eye, “but I would prefer not to use the pot in the hole. By morning, it will certainly be quite ripe and ready for emptying.”
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3: What the Hell is That?
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Wroxeter Digs, September 2011

As we anticipated yesterday, we were within inches of the artifact when James Hudson did his GPR scan at noon. It was at this point I took over complete control of the dig, relegating Michelle to sketch artist and photographer. She was none too pleased that she had been removed from the active part of the dig, even though I was her superior and responsible for any results we produced. Archaeology is a competitive field and any archaeologist worth his salt was always clamoring to be first at something other than relegation to obscurity. We all felt tensions rising as our implied success approached.

We had already assumed the object was metallic and probably magnetic. If that was indeed the case, it should also conduct electricity. To confirm that assumption, I used a microbore, similar to a gardener’s plugging tool, to create two holes approximately two feet apart but well within the projected circumference of the buried object. Into those holes, I inserted conductivity probes and made sure I heard a muffled clank of metal against metal at the bottom of each hole. Once the probes were in place, I connected them to the voltmeter. 

Turning the device to its lowest voltage, the meter registered almost immediately: our artifact was indeed metallic and conductive. The reading also suggested that the material was not badly corroded and oxidized. 

I looked up at Michelle and smiled. She was beaming. All we had to do now was to carefully uncover the artifact and remove it from its resting place. 

Working outwards from the center of the hole, I slowly and carefully uncovered the artifact. At first, it did look like it might be a full parma, preserved since Roman times. It had all the right characteristics, at least on the surface. It was the right diameter, somewhat convex, and embossed with some sort of emblem – as any soldier’s shield from that period would have been. It likely pre-dated the Roman Empire’s full acceptance of Christianity in AD 380 as there was no cross embossed on its surface.

I carefully brushed away the dirt and expanded the exposure of the item. As the day presented with a nearly cloudless sky, I asked that a shade tarp be erected over the hole to protect the item from direct sunlight. 

Under the protection of the tarp, I worked slowly and deliberately, using my brush and can of compressed air to enlarge the exposed surface even more, stopping at fifteen-minute intervals to allow sketching and photography. 

As more and more of the artifact was uncovered, I sensed something vaguely familiar about the emblem. I just couldn’t put my finger on it. I had seen it before, but where?

By dinner time, I had uncovered the entire surface of the object. Because the convex shape of the object was causing some adhesion to the compacted dirt beneath it, I decided that it would be best to leave the final extraction until the next morning. Michelle wholeheartedly agreed with my recommendation.

“Michelle, do you have any idea what the symbol is on the object?” I asked.

“Like you, I’ve seen it before,” she replied, “and like you, I don’t think it has any military significance. Outwardly, it does look like a shield, but we won’t be certain of that until we see the underside. There should be places – or even straps – for a soldier to grab... otherwise, what good would it be?”

“After dinner, maybe we should do some research against the photographs and sketches to see if we can come up with a theory,” I suggested.

Normally a consummate professional, Michelle blushed at the suggestion of us spending time alone doing research. It would be the first time since our arrival at the site that we had been without the watchful eyes of the rest of our crew. Her blush finally confirmed that she had more than a professional interest in me. 

“What the hell is this thing?” I asked after a couple hours of searching through Michigan Tech’s archaeological databases. From there, we moved on to Michelle’s undergraduate school, William and Mary, whose database was more extensive. As an alumna, she retained access. It was there that we found what we were looking for.

It turned out that the symbol on the object had mystical and religious significance. It was a symbol known to the Romans and Greeks alike as “Hecate’s Wheel.” In ancient Greek deism, Hecate was the goddess of magic and witchcraft and the guardian of crossroads and entryways. In Roman times, she was known as Trivia and associated with Diana, among other Roman deities. 

Michelle and I spent the next several hours reading everything we could find about Hecate/Trivia. The more we read, the more confused her legends became. It seemed that her followers were just as confused as we were. What was consistent throughout our research was the symbol itself. In fact, Hecate’s Wheel had connections to neopaganism and Wiccan rituals in modern times.

One of the interesting tidbits we uncovered was that a representation of Hecate’s Wheel was often hung on the exterior wall of a Roman fortification near an entrance, usually to mark the location of a concealed postern gate. We wondered if the one we had discovered buried several feet down had at one time been affixed to the wall encircling the settlement.

We became so engrossed in our research that we lost track of time, even neglecting to look at the tiny digital clock in the corner of the computer screen. 

I looked at Michelle and asked, “Do you realize it is after 2 a.m.?” 

“Oh, my God... I didn’t. We need our rest. Tomorrow is going to be busy once we remove the object from the pit,” she replied. “I think I will turn in.” I was disappointed when she nonchalantly got up and left for her own room without so much as saying “good night.”

Now alone, I tried to decipher as many of the myths associated with Hecate/Trivia as I could. Before long, I felt myself being drawn back to the pit for a closer examination of the object. We normally enforced a strict buddy system when working on a dig site; normally, I would have been accompanied by either Michelle Whitcomb or James Hudson – but I was the man in charge and could do as I pleased.

Taking a flashlight fitted with a red lens to preserve my night vision, I walked towards the dig. About halfway there, I sensed a force of some kind propelling me onward and closer to the artifact. As I walked zombie-like through the Roman ruins towards the pit, I no longer had control of my own movements. “What is happening?” I thought to myself, “I’ve read about mystical phenomena at dig sites, but in all my years have never experienced anything like this.”

Reaching the edge of the pit, I could see the object literally glowing in the light of the nearly full Harvest Moon. An irresistible and unseen force was compelling me to climb down into the pit. My heart raced.

Down the ladder I went, being careful not to disturb anything as I descended. As part of our dig, we made sure there was a working rim of about two feet all the way around the object; it was on that rim that I knelt, facing Polaris, the North Star. 

I reached out to touch the object and as I did, I was aware of a deep hum surrounding me. Touching the object at the northern opening to the interior labyrinth, my fingertip seemed to be stuck to it with cyanoacrylate but at the same time still mobile around the circumference. I tried to pull my hand away – but couldn’t.

My hand was forced in a counterclockwise direction around the perimeter. I had no control over my hand as it moved around the circle. With each ninety degrees of arc, the volume and intensity of the humming increased.

I began to panic as my hand passed through the compass points of west, then south, then east – when the humming became almost too painful to endure. 

My finger touched top dead center, the point of origin, once again. There was a loud crack, a blinding flash of blue light, and I was plunged into the darkness of unconsciousness.

*     *     *     *     *
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BACK IN THE SLEEPING quarters, Michelle Whitcomb was jostled awake by the blue flash and loud crack. She assumed that it was a passing thunderstorm like the ones she remembered from her childhood in Michigan. Not hearing the sounds of high winds or the freight train roar of a possible tornado, she promptly turned over and returned to her fitful slumber. 

Little did Michelle know at the time that no one else quartered at the dig site had heard or felt the disturbance. She was the only one, but would not find out about that until the next morning. 
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4: Strange Things In Boscobel Wood
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September 4-5, 1651

The light of the nearly full Harvest Moon illuminated Boscobel Wood to a twilight-like brightness. Sentries loyal to the Giffard family and King Charles II had been stationed throughout the forest with orders to sound an alarm if anyone without the password tried to approach. 

Despite their best efforts to the contrary, the four sentries eventually fell asleep at their posts. Around 3 a.m., they were awakened by a low rumbling followed by an intense blue flash and what would have been termed a sonic boom in later centuries. Stunned, the four men thought the end of the world was near and trembled in panic, crossing themselves in prayer. One of them involuntarily voided his bladder.

“William, are you okay?” Philip Thatcher whispered sotto voce to the sentry approximately 50 yards to his right.

“Yes, Philip. I am not harmed,” William Throckmorton replied.

The other two sentries, James MacBride and Seumas Fraser, both Catholic Scots loyal to the king, engaged in the same confirmation of their condition. 

Thatcher, the sentry in charge, gathered the men together to determine what they had just experienced. There was stifled laughter as they all realized Fraser had wet himself.

“Did you see the blue flash?” Thatcher asked; the other men all nodded their heads. 

“What about the rumbling under our feet?” Again, the men agreed.

It was at that point the quartet heard a noise in front of them in the underbrush. It sounded like a large animal, but wolves and bears had not been seen in England for many, many years. Maybe it was a badger?

After slowly drawing his sword, Thatcher decided to call out. “You there, in the woods, show yourself with your hands above your head and you will not be harmed.”

*     *     *     *     *
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I DON’T KNOW HOW LONG I had been unconscious. As my disorientation faded, the last thing I could recall was a blinding blue flash and a ground tremor like a low-intensity earthquake. My red-lensed flashlight was nowhere to be seen and... wait a minute... I was completely naked. Had I fallen asleep in the pit and was this a dream? 

The night air was cool and damp around me. I began to shiver – which confirmed I was awake and not dreaming. I also desperately needed to relieve myself. A few yards away, I heard male voices with distinct British accents – not the educated accents to which I had become accustomed during my time as an academic, but more rural and clipped. Finally, I was able to understand that one of the men was calling me to remove myself from the underbrush. I decided it would be best to comply – after voiding my bladder, of course.

“Bloody ‘ell, mate, it sounds like ‘e’s takin’ a piss!” Thatcher said to no one in particular.

Raising my hands above my head, modesty be damned, I slowly stepped out into a clearing illuminated by the moonlight. I was puzzled by what I could see in the moonlight. The men before me were dressed in battle garb of the mid-17th Century. They were armed with swords and daggers and only one carried a pistol; I assumed he was the man in charge.

Seeing my nakedness and obvious lack of weapons, the four sentries lowered their swords, stifling laughter.

“Are you alone, sir?” Thatcher asked.

“Yes,” I responded.

Looking around one last time in anticipation of a Roundhead ambush, Thatcher sheathed his sword; the other three men followed suit. Then it dawned on me: Hecate was the guardian of gateways and crossroads. The labyrinthine symbol on the artifact must have been a gateway... a portal across time. 
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