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Diane Fallon studied the Neanderthal child staring at her from his perch. His chubby face didn’t look all that different from his modern Homo sapiens cousins. He was smiling shyly at her from atop a boulder outside the rock shelter, his plump little fingers grasping the surface of the rock.

“Will you lookee here …”

For a fraction of a second Diane was startled, as if the resin figure of the Neanderthal had suddenly come to life. She smiled to herself and turned to see a lanky kid, she guessed about thirteen years old, looking wide-eyed at the Neanderthal exhibit. Behind him stood Sheriff Bruce Canfield of Rose County and an older man she did not know.

The sheriff was holding a cardboard file box, the kind with a lid and handholds on the sides. His wide-brimmed sheriff’s hat sat on top of the box. Canfield was a large man in his late fifties with a full head of dyed brown hair. He was wearing his khaki sheriff’s uniform and Diane thought he looked a little sheepish.

She hadn’t heard them come in, with all the noise created by the staff working on the dioramas for the new human-evolution exhibits.

“Hello, Diane,” said the sheriff. “Sorry to barge in here like this.” He set the box on a nearby table. “This here’s Arlen Wilson and his grandson Henry. Arlen has a farm out in the county.” The sheriff’s booming voice echoed across the room, and several exhibit preparers glanced their way, then back at their work.

Arlen Wilson, the grandfather, was a man who looked to be in his sixties. He was taller than the sheriff by an inch or two. He had a ruddy complexion, white thinning hair, and the beginnings of a beer belly hanging over his belt. He and his grandson both were dressed in worn jeans, short-sleeved plaid shirts, and baseball caps.

“Nice meeting you,” Arlen said. He took off his cap and grinned broadly as he shook her hand.

The teen, Henry, was not as tall as his grandfather. He was close to Diane’s five nine and about as lean as she was. From the broad grin on his boyish face, Diane surmised he was happy to be here in the museum.

“I heard you was doing something to the primate room.” Henry turned to his grandfather. “Lookit how real they are.”

Diane was afraid Henry was going to reach out and touch them, as she was often tempted to. He looked at each small scene in turn—the child on the boulder, a man making stone tools, a Neanderthal burial. On another pass, his gaze finally saw the little girl in the back of the cave hiding behind a rock, peering out at the other child. Henry grinned.

“She playing hide-and-seek?” he asked.

“Maybe,” said Diane. “That’s for you to decide. We’re trying to make each exhibit tell small stories, but you have to supply some of the plot from what you see.”

“Wouldja look at the way he’s staring right at us,” the kid said, pointing to the child on the boulder.

“Each scene has one figure making eye contact with the visitor,” said Diane.

“I like that,” said Henry. “It makes them look so alive, like they’re watching you.”

“The artists have just finished a Cro-Magnon,” said Diane, “one of the oldest modern humans. He looks at you out of the corner of his eye as he stands sideways to you. It’s an odd sensation, but fun.” Diane smiled at Henry before she turned back to the sheriff, glad to see that the new exhibit was getting a good review.

“What can I do for you?” She eyed the box sitting on the table.

Henry, who was leaning rather far into the diorama, spoke up before the sheriff had a chance to answer.

“Tell me, what do you think happened to them? Did we kill them off, or did they marry with us and disappear, or did the weather get them?”

“I didn’t know you’re interested in Neanderthals, Henry.” The sheriff chuckled.

“We watch a lot of those shows,” said his grandfather. “The ones on PBS and the Discovery Channel.”

“I don’t know what caused their extinction,” said Diane. “Right now it looks like they did not interbreed with us. So far, scientists haven’t found any Neanderthal DNA in our gene pool.”

“Those scientists need to come to my jailhouse on a Saturday night,” said the sheriff.

They laughed, and Diane made a move to address the box.

She reached out to touch the lid.

“What’s in the box?” she asked the sheriff.

“It’s probably nothing, just pieces of animal bone … but you never know. Henry may have a point,” said the sheriff.

Diane raised her eyebrows, looked at Henry, and started to open her mouth. Arlen Wilson spoke first.

“The land next to mine is owned by a man from Detroit. He sometimes asks me to tend it for him. He got the idea he wanted to plant ryegrass and put some cattle on it this winter. I guess he was gonna ask me to tend to them too. I’ll have to tell him to hire somebody else. I’m not a cattleman.” Arlen shook his head. “Anyways, I was plowing it before planting the rye-grass, and my grandson Henry likes to look over fresh-plowed ground.”

“I find the neatest stuff,” said Henry. “I’ve got a whole collection of arrowheads. I once found an Indian-head penny.”

“This time he found some bones—pieces of bones. I thought it was nothing, just the bones of some animal. But Henry thought we should call the sheriff.”

“I figured it like this,” said Henry. “The pieces are all about the same size. Mostly. And they look chopped up. Well, you don’t get rid of animals that way. If an animal dies, you either bury it or haul it out into the woods for the buzzards and coyotes—you don’t chop it up in small pieces.”

“He thought they might have gone through a wood chipper,” said Arlen. He and the sheriff chuckled.

“We just thought it was worth a look,” said the sheriff, still appearing a little embarrassed. “You know, just in case.”

“Then, let’s have a look. We’ll use the lab through here,” said Diane.

She led them through double doors into a room with cabinets and counter space, sinks, and work islands—all metal and shiny. One end was stacked with materials that had overflowed from the exhibit preparations.

Diane donned a pair of gloves she pulled from a box on the wall, tore a sheet of brown paper from a roll mounted on the wall, and spread it out on one of the shiny tables. She set the box down and opened it to find wadded-up newspaper. She gently removed the paper. The box was filled with pieces of bone with moist dirt clinging to their surface.

“We didn’t want to wash them up,” said Henry. “I don’t think you’re supposed to do that, are you?”

“You did right,” said Diane.

She picked out several pieces of bone, put them on the table, teased the dirt away from them with her fingers, and set them aside. The pieces were all of similar size, but not so small that she couldn’t recognize them.

“I’m afraid that Henry is right,” said Diane. “They are human, they’re fairly fresh, and they show definite tool markings as a result of being chopped up, probably in a wood chipper.”

“I knew it,” said Henry. “I knew it.”
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“Well, damn. Well, damn. Are you sure? Of course you’re sure. Well, damn.” The sheriff slapped his hat against his thigh and looked up at the ceiling. “All I need is a maniac running loose in the county. You’re sure, aren’t you?” he asked again. “Could it be a pig? I understand pigs are like humans.”

Both Arlen and Henry looked at Sheriff Canfield with identical bewildered expressions.

Diane grinned at him. “The tissue is similar. That’s why pig valves can be used in heart surgery and why pigs are sometimes used in forensic research. But the shapes of the bones are very different.” She picked up several pieces of the broken bone. “This is the distal end of a phalange, this is a piece sliced off a greater trochanter, this is the petrous portion of the temporal bone, this is a piece of occipital—all of it is human.”

“Okay, I was just hoping that you were having an off day,” he said. “I don’t suppose you can ID the victim?”

Diane cocked an eyebrow at him. “Right now I can’t even tell you if it’s one individual or more than one. If we get lucky—”

“You mean there may be more than one body? Well, hell,” said the sheriff.

“I don’t know,” said Diane. She looked from Henry to Arlen. “Are these all the bones you found?”

Henry nodded. “We just looked in that one spot where they turned up in the plowed ground,” said Henry. “We didn’t go digging around.”

“How big a field are we talking about?” asked the sheriff.

“Well,” said Arlen. “The part we was plowing’s a three-acre bit that’s circled by trees. It’s connected to a bigger, fifteen-acre field by a path just about wide enough for me to get the tractor through. A creek runs along the far edge in the woods. That’s why the owner wanted it seeded. It’s where the cows would go to get water. Not that he’s really going to put cows there. He’ll change his mind.”

“So we have eighteen acres to search?” interrupted the sheriff. “That’s just great.”

“Well, I don’t know if you’d need to look at the fifteen,” said Arlen. “See, the owner had me plow the three-acre field a couple of years ago. So it’s easier digging if you’re of a mind to bury something. The fifteen-acre parcel’s rock hard. Two years ago the owner got it into his head he wanted to plant sunflowers on the small piece and grow peanuts on the larger field. He changed his mind—he’s always doing that, doesn’t really know anything about farming—and ended up not doing anything with either field. So, I’m thinking that maybe whoever did it used the small field only, being as it’s kind of off by itself and the dirt was already roughed up from the earlier plowing.”

“Did you hear anything like a wood chipper?” asked the sheriff.

“No. And might not have. Our house is about five miles away,” said Arlen. “Sometimes you can hear things through the woods—depends on the weather.”

“How long do you think they’ve been in the ground?” the sheriff asked Diane.

She picked up one of the fragments and examined it, felt it. She put it to her nose and sniffed it. She did the same thing to another one.

“I’d say not more than a few months—could be a few weeks,” she said. “This is fairly new bone. Chopped up like this, the flesh would decompose very quickly.”

The sheriff sighed. “I suppose I can get those archaeology students at the university, like we did before, to grid and sift,” said the sheriff, more to himself than to Diane and the other two.

Diane looked at the box of bone fragments. She had successfully reconstructed bones from an explosion and from plane crashes. She should be able to do something with these.

“If you can find the right pieces …,” she began and picked up the petrosal. “This is the auditory canal.” She pointed to an opening in the bone. “I can make a mold of the canal, measure the angle, and estimate the sex of the person who owns this piece, with a little over eighty percent accuracy.”

“Well, that’ll be a good start,” said the sheriff. “What about DNA? Can Jin give us a profile?”

Diane smiled to herself. No matter what fascinating thing she could do with bones, DNA was always going to be king.

“If any DNA survived,” she said. “And that’s a big if.”

“Why?” asked Henry. He hovered over the box like it was his stuff inside. His grandfather gently pulled him back.

“DNA is very fragile,” said Diane. “It degrades quickly.”

“Then how can they find DNA in Neanderthals— they’re something like thirty thousand years old—and not these bones?” asked Henry.

“That’s a good question,” said the sheriff. “Those Neanderthals have tougher DNA?”

The three of them looked at Diane as if demanding an explanation for what looked to them to be a contradiction.

“No,” said Diane. She put down the bone fragment and stepped back from the table so she could look at the three of them.

“For DNA to be preserved, it has to be protected from the elements. The Neanderthal skeletons that have survived to modern times were buried deep in the ground or inside caves. That gave them enough protection. Even then, scientists had to look for DNA in inner protected places like the roots of teeth and deep in the long bones.”

Diane gestured toward the box of bones. “I doubt these remains were covered with more than a thin layer of soil. Chopping them up caused them to decompose quickly and destroyed most of the places that DNA could be preserved.”

It was written on their faces that they weren’t convinced—after all, she could just see them thinking, thirty thousand years verses a few weeks. Diane took a deep breath. “Okay. Until fairly recently the problem was that even when there was DNA present, there was simply not enough to do anything with. We now have better methods of copying the DNA, duplicating it to make more of it.”

Diane stepped to the table and began putting the bones back in the box. She kept the petrosal out, got a smaller box from a cabinet, and dropped the bone inside.

“Well, just how does that work, exactly?” asked the sheriff. “I hear all the time about copying DNA, PCR tests, and this and that, but I don’t understand how you can copy something like DNA. They always talk about it as if they were making a Xerox copy.”

“I don’t understand it either,” said Henry.

Jin would be better at this, thought Diane.

“Every living thing has a mechanism to copy its DNA— if we didn’t, we couldn’t grow or make new cells. And there is not a lot of variation across the animal and plant kingdoms in the way the copying is done. One of the big breakthroughs came when people working with DNA figured out how to make that copying process happen in a test tube.”

For a fraction of a moment Diane thought she could stop there with her explanation, but no. The three of them were looking at her again, demanding an explanation of how one goes about copying DNA. Jin wanted to do a computer teaching program for the museum. It was a good idea. Diane wished she had one now. She smiled at the three of them, actually glad they were curious. Curiosity was good for museum business.

“It’s an enzyme—polymerase—that makes the copies of DNA when a cell divides. We can use polymerase from certain organisms, such as the bacteria Thermus aquaticus, in a test tube to mimic the natural procedure. Polymerase and some other chemicals unzip the DNA helix, use both sides of the helix as templates, copy them, and zip them back up, re-forming the helix.” Diane whorled her finger around for emphasis. “Millions of copies can be made.”

She knew they were going to ask how, and she regretted that she wasn’t a better teacher. Occasionally she taught classes in physical anthropology at the museum for Bartram University, but they were mainly hands-on courses about the very basics of bones and the human skeleton.

But Henry didn’t ask for details. He wanted to know about mistakes.

“I remember somebody saying you get errors when you make a lot of copies from a little bit of DNA. Is that true?” he asked.

“That was a problem with some of the earlier processes,” said Diane. “But the Thermus aquaticus polymerase compares each duplicate with the original and corrects errors as it copies.”

Henry grinned. “Now, see, that’s just plain amazing. That’s just like science fiction.”

“It is that,” said the sheriff. “Kind of hard to wrap your brain around.” He paused a moment as if studying what she had told them. “Is there any possibility you can get some DNA from these bones?” he asked again.

“Yes,” Diane reluctantly agreed, “there is a small possibility that there may be something we can use, particularly if we are lucky enough to find some intact teeth or bone marrow.”

The sheriff grinned broadly. That was what he wanted to hear. Diane sighed inwardly; she might have been able to avoid the whole explanation if she had just said yes in the first place. She put the smaller box containing the petrosal in with the other bones and put the lid back on the box.

“If you and your grandfather like, you can tour the museum before you leave. I’ll call for a docent if you want a guided tour,” said Diane.

“Thank you. We might just look around some,” said Arlen Wilson. “But Henry here knows this place pretty good.”

Diane picked up the box and escorted the three of them out of the lab, through the unfinished human-evolution exhibit, and out into the main hallway. Diane and the sheriff stood off to the side, away from the flow of people visiting the museum. The sheriff watched Arlen and his grandson as they disappeared past the museum store toward the dinosaur exhibit.

“Arlen and his wife, Mary, are good people,” he said. “They raised Henry and his brother, Caleb Miller, since they were just little fellas.” He looked back at Diane. “Arlen’s daughter and son-in-law were kind of wild. Not in a real bad way. They didn’t do drugs or anything. Just liked having fun. Got in a boating accident on the lake— going too fast, as usual. Killed the daughter, Arlene, and left Caleb Senior in a coma for a couple of years before he died too. Real sad. Arlen and his wife did a good job raising the boys, though. Caleb will be finishing up at Bartram this year. And you see how Henry is. Bright kid. Both of them are.”

He shook his head. “Henry was excited about finding the bones. He doesn’t quite see the tragedy behind it. It’s adventure to him. But I’m afraid folks are going to be pretty upset finding out somebody’s been put through a wood chipper.”

Diane remembered when she had thought of forensics as an adventure. One mass grave ended the romance for her. She paused and waved at one of the visitors who was waving at her, trying to remember his name. She turned back to the sheriff.

“As the archaeology students are sifting for the bone, they need to look for bug parts too—carapaces and the like. David …,” began Diane.

The sheriff was shaking his head before she could finish. “I’ve got nothing against David, and I know he’s good with bugs. But the crime lab is different than when you were running it.”

“Get an entomologist at the university then,” said Diane.

The sheriff nodded and leaned his shoulder against the wall, rolling the brim of his hat as he spoke.

“I wasn’t real fond of the last police chief in Rosewood; you know that; but we worked things out. But this new mayor and the people he put in, they’re arrogant and pushy. Why did you guys vote them in?”

I didn’t, thought Diane, but she didn’t say it. She shrugged. “There was a lot of petty crime, and Jefferies promised that as mayor he would do something about it. I think a lot of voters responded to that. The last administration concentrated on drugs and violent crimes and less on burglaries, but more people are actually affected by break-ins. Plus, Jefferies is fairly young. Rosewood tends to see itself as Atlanta and wants young blood.”

“Don’t I know it. Rosewood’s always been too big for its britches. We didn’t need a crime lab in the first place. No offense intended, but the GBI lab was just fine.” He sighed. “You know, it’s awfully hard sometimes to get burglars. Even if you know who it is—proving it’s another matter. Have these new guys done any better than the old bunch?”

“I don’t know,” said Diane. “I don’t keep up with local politics or the police blotter.” Diane shifted the box to rest on a hip.

The sheriff shook his head and rolled the brim of his hat again. Diane wondered why it didn’t have a permanent roll in it.

“The new head of the crime lab, now, Bryce … he’s a piece of work,” said the sheriff. “You know what he did?”

Diane shook her head.

“Early on, when we had that killing at the tavern near the county line, Bryce showed up to work the crime scene. I hadn’t called him and didn’t intend to. We had the GBI coming. I told him I wasn’t using the Rosewood crime scene unit. He got all huffy. I thought me and my deputies were going to have to escort him back to the city limits. Felt sorry for Neva. I like her, and I know she must have been embarrassed.”

He shook his head. “And now Mayor Jefferies is talking about incorporating Rosewood and Rose County. Hell, if we wanted to have Rosewood politics, we’d move into the city. He’s not going to get anyone in the county to vote for that, I can tell you.”

The sheriff stopped, finally, it seemed, running out of wind. He stood up straight.

“Well, I guess I need to let us both get back to work,” he said. “I’ll go directly to the Bartram Archaeology Department and ask about some students to do the sifting. We’ll bring any more bones we find straight to you, if that’s all right.”

Diane nodded. “That’s fine. Take care, Sheriff. Good to see you again.”

“You too,” he said and took his leave, weaving his way through a crowd of schoolkids getting on the elevators to the second-floor exhibits.

Diane’s cell rang. It was Jin calling from the DNA lab in the basement of the museum.

“Boss, you got to help me. I’ve had to lock down my lab,” said Jin.
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“Locked down?” said Diane. “What do you mean?”

“I mean that Lloyd Bryce sent this guy, Curtis Crabgrass, from the crime lab to apply for a job—”

“His name is Crabgrass?” said Diane.

“Maybe it’s Crabtree,” Jin conceded. “Curtis Crabtree. Anyway, I told him the DNA lab is not hiring right now. But the guy won’t take no for an answer. He tried to bully me into giving him a job. I finally got him out the door, but he tried to come back. I had to lock him out.”

“Is he violent?” asked Diane.

“Not exactly violent, yet, but he did some shoving. Now he’s hanging out at the door talking on his phone.”

“You say Bryce sent him?”

“Yeah, like it was an order to me from Bryce that I should give Crabtree a job in the DNA lab.”

“I’ll be right down.”

Diane shoved her phone in her pocket, picked up the box of bones, and headed for the DNA lab.

“What on earth does Bryce think he’s up to?” she muttered.

Visitors were gathered in front of the bank of elevators, waiting to go up to the second-floor exhibits. She worked her way past them and balanced the box of bones on her knee as she unlocked the private elevator, the one that went all the way from the subbasement to the attic. It was quiet inside the elevator, and she tried to clear her thoughts as she rode down to the recently renovated basement that housed the brand-new DNA lab.

The elevator door opened and Diane saw Curtis Crabtree in front of the glass doors to the DNA lab. She had glimpsed him in the parking lot but had not known his name. She remembered David telling her that Bryce had hired two new people—a young woman whom David and Neva called Lollipop because she always had one in her mouth, and a man who David was sure was some kind of thug. This must be him, she thought.

Curtis Crabtree had dark curly hair and a fair complexion that made his day-old beard look dark on his thin face. He was wearing corduroy bell-bottoms, a white shirt open at the neck, and a gold chain hanging among wisps of black chest hairs.

Jin saw her through the glass door and came out, locking the door behind him. His jet-black hair was cut short. He had on jeans and a white lab coat and wore a decidedly irritated expression on his face.

Deven Jin was formerly one of Diane’s crime scene crew. He was now head of the new DNA lab run under the auspices of the museum. DNA labs all over the country were backed up with work, and Jin was getting just about more samples to analyze than he could handle himself. The lab was proving to be a lucrative addition to the museum. He had not advertised yet, but he was planning to hire another technician. But Jin was picky. He had to be. Diane could imagine that Curtis Crabtree in no way met Jin’s criteria.

“This is Curtis Crab … tree,” said Jin, waving a hand in the direction of Mr Bell-bottoms and Gold Chain.

Crabtree stood with his arms folded, frowning at Jin.

“Look,” Crabtree said, “Lloyd Bryce appointed me as the link between the Rosewood Crime Lab and the DNA lab. He wants me to run all the samples that come from our unit. What’s the problem?”

Diane set her box down on a nearby coffee table. “Lloyd Bryce has no authority to appoint anyone to the DNA lab,” said Diane. “All DNA personnel decisions are made by Jin and reviewed by me. We have strict protocols for access to our laboratory services. Those protocols do not allow for an agency submitting DNA samples to use our equipment to analyze it themselves.”

Crabtree had a staccato laugh that she imagined would become annoying very quickly.

“Funny,” he said. “This is different. We aren’t just any agency. If you want the business of the Rosewood crime scene unit, this is how it’s going to be done. This is our policy.” He stood with his chin jutting out, his body rigid as his eyes shifted from Diane to Jin.

Jin rolled his eyes.

“Then we will have to forgo doing your DNA testing,” said Diane. “The Georgia Bureau of Investigation has an excellent DNA lab. You can take your proposal to them— or to any of the other labs across the country.”

Crabtree hesitated a moment, as if he had expected her to give in and now didn’t know quite how to proceed. He didn’t laugh.

“You better rethink this. You don’t know what you are getting into,” he said.

“Mr Crabtree,” said Diane, “I think you had better go. Even if we were hiring right now, you’ve disqualified yourself by your aggressive behavior.”

“What? You’re kidding. I was just defending myself. He started it.” Crabtree pointed to Jin.

“Jin started it,” Diane repeated. “Are you in the third grade?” She pointed to the stairs. “Please leave. This area is off-limits to you.”

Crabtree narrowed his eyes to slits. “You’re a foolish woman,” he said. “A very foolish woman.”

He stood there in front of them for several moments as if deciding whether or not to dig his heels in. Suddenly he turned and headed for the stairs. Diane and Jin watched him leave.

“Cheeky bastards,” said Jin.

“Aren’t they,” said Diane. She took her cell from her jacket pocket and called the crime lab and asked for Lloyd Bryce.

“I think there has been a misunderstanding,” said Bryce when Diane had briefed him on the encounter. “Curtis is enthusiastic in everything he does. He was probably just being an assertive applicant. Your guy is just overly sensitive.”

Diane sat down on one of the leather chairs in the small sitting area near the entrance to the lab. She put her feet up on the oak coffee table and rubbed the middle of her forehead with the tips of her fingers. Jin sat in a chair opposite her and leaned forward, his elbows on his knees.

“Enthusiasm aside, Mr Crabtree’s behavior was inappropriate,” said Diane. “I explained that we cannot accommodate your DNA requirements. Our protocols don’t allow it.”

“I believe we can come to some compromise on this,” Bryce said.

“What kind of compromise?” said Diane. “Certification standards require that we use only highly trained technicians who function under our direct supervision and authority.”

“I have another employee whom I can recommend,” he began.

“Neva would be acceptable, if you wish to transfer her to us. But she would need extensive training and, as I said, she would function one hundred percent under our authority.”

Jin grinned. He would like to have Neva. They were a team when he worked in the crime scene unit. Neva was a former police officer given to Diane by the Rosewood Police Department when Diane started the crime scene unit. Now that Diane was no longer head of the unit, Neva worked for Bryce.

“I’d rather keep Neva working crime scenes,” said Bryce. “I was thinking of Rikki Gillinick. She’s very bright.”

“Rikki Gillinick?” repeated Diane.

Jin jumped out of the chair and came at Diane shaking his head. Diane waved him back.

David had told Diane about Rikki, also known as Lollipop, and her inability to understand the difference between what she knew and what she believed, and how she carried her preconceptions with her to crime scenes.

David was another of Diane’s former crime scene crew. He was a friend she had worked with doing human rights investigations. David took the news that Diane was being replaced hard and more than once had said he was going to quit. He and Neva frequently joked about the unit over their weekly dinners with Diane, their way of debriefing, Diane supposed. Their biggest complaints were Bryce’s assigning David to do only lab work, taking him out of the field, and putting the inexperienced Rikki on the larger cases—like the murder of Judge Karen McNevin. Neva was sent to process a downtown break-in while Bryce and Rikki worked the judge’s scene. David analyzed the evidence collected by Bryce and Rikki, and the police arrested the brother of a man the judge had put away. It was a slam dunk according to Bryce, but Diane had sensed that David was not satisfied with the way it was handled.

Rikki as a DNA tech was out of the question.

“We are committed to the protocols that regulate us and ensure the quality of our work,” said Diane. “I’ll tell you what I told Mr Crabtree. The GBI has a fine DNA lab. Perhaps you can work out something with them.”

“Look, Diane, I know you are ticked at being replaced as the crime lab director, but don’t let your emotions cause you to overlook the merits of working with us.”

That did pique Diane’s ire. She straightened up and put her feet on the floor.

“Lloyd,” she said, “the DNA lab tests and analyzes samples. There is no working with’ anyone in the way that you are suggesting. And Crabtree is off-limits here. That’s the end of the discussion.”

“You’re being foolish,” he said.

That word again. “I don’t think there is much point in continuing this conversation.” Diane flipped her cell shut.

Diane called security and made arrangements with Chanell Napier, her head of security, to post a guard in the museum basement at Jin’s lab until further notice.

“That’s a hell of a note, isn’t it?” said Jin. “We have to post a guard to keep out the crime scene people.”

“It’s a peculiar turn of events,” agreed Diane, standing up. “Call me if there are any more problems.”

Diane took her box of bones and rode the elevator up to her osteology lab—adjacent to the Rosewood Crime Lab. She entered, locking the door behind her. Like the DNA lab, the osteology lab was part of the museum— and her domain. She liked being in the quiet room. Its shiny tables, white cabinets, and sterile atmosphere were calming to her.

She set the box down on one of the metal tables and donned her lab coat and a pair of gloves. Then she tore a piece of white paper from a roll, spread it on the table, and began taking the broken bones from the box. She examined each piece as she laid them out, looking for anything of note that might be clinging to them, examining them for tool marks. All of them had deep cuts. Diane tried to keep the image out of her mind of someone feeding body parts into a wood chipper.

She picked up a fragment cut from the left zygomatic arch—the cheekbone. Muscles anchored to the head for chewing pass through the zygomatic arch and attach to the lower mandible. She noted that the piece she held in her hand was small compared to the early hominid replicas she had been working with for the Neanderthal exhibit. Small zygomatic arches meant smaller jaw muscles and were thought to be indicators of the introduction of tool use in early hominids. Before tools were developed for slicing and dicing food, the jaw was the power tool, and a big muscle gave a significant advantage for survival. After tools came into use, just any old size of zygomatic arch had survivability. At least that was one hypothesis.

She had a brief unbidden mental image of a head going through a chipper. She pushed it from her mind.

Diane took the bones to one of the sinks, put them on a screen, and gently sprayed the dirt and detritus off them, passing the runoff over a finer-meshed screen to filter out smaller items, and from there catching the wash water in a plastic tub. She placed the cleaned bones on a drying screen and the screen onto a rack. Returning to the finer-meshed screen, she collected the fragments that had dropped through the holes of the first screen.

A small object caught her eye, and she picked it up. She recognized it as a piece sliced from the greater horn of the hyoid bone—the small bone in the throat critical to speech that anchors the tongue and is connected to the muscles of the jaw and larynx.

Higher apes don’t have hyoid bones, but Neanderthals did—ones very much like human hyoids—which led to the hypothesis that Neanderthals had the same higher-order speech capability that humans have.

The hyoid bone, the zygomatic arch—tiny clues to human evolution. The pelvis, bones of the hand, shape of the skull, cranial capacity, shape of the spine and the long bones—bigger clues. And then there was context—stone tools, hearths, graves, and grave goods—more big clues. All the tiny clues and big clues together provided an idea of what early ancestors of man were like. These were the things she was incorporating into the exhibit. Diane hoped that the bone fragments she had of this unknown skeleton held as many clues to who the individual was and why he or she was now in bits and pieces.

Something metallic, partly covered by the detritus in the dirt on the small screen, reflected a glint of light. She picked it up and swished it in the water. It was a piece of thick wire, iridescent blue-green in color. She turned it over in her palm and examined it before she took it to the dissecting microscope—one that allowed her to view three-dimensional objects. The microscope confirmed that the mashed piece of metal had been round or oval. Was it from a piece of jewelry? Earring? From a body piercing? She labeled it and bagged it. A tiny clue.

Diane looked at the bones on the drying rack again. They were a mixture of fragments from the skull, pieces of rib, sections of long bone. When they dried she would start laying them out in anatomical position on the table. Who knew, maybe she could put Humpty Dumpty back together again—after a fashion—provided it was one individual. So far she hadn’t seen any indication that there was more than one.

She picked up the petrosal and examined it. It should produce a good cast of the ear canal. Determining the sex would be another good clue.

As she put the petrosal back on the drying screen, she noticed something on one of the occipital bones. On the corner of the piece was some beveling. The fragment was not big, and the beveling could be an artifact of the chipper—probably was—but it was something worth looking at, especially if she could find the adjacent bones. There was a possibility it was a gunshot or projectile wound. That would be a big clue.

A half-inch piece of metal, a petrosal, a possible bullet hole—not even a handful of clues, but she had just begun, and who knew what else the sifters would find in the field.

Diane doffed her lab coat and gloves, washed her hands, and was ready to lock up her lab. As she was hanging her coat on its hook, she heard voices.

The wall she stood next to separated her office from the crime lab. She knew that on the crime lab side of the wall was a large walk-in supply closet. The voices seemed to be coming from there. The wall wasn’t thick. There had been no reason to make it sound-proof when they constructed the closet as part of the crime lab. Odd. The closet was not a place one usually held conversations.

Though slightly muffled, the voices were loud enough for her to hear some of the words. She stopped and listened when she heard Bryce’s high-pitched speech pattern and another voice that sounded like Curtis Crabtree’s.

“… apply for … job, not beat him up.”

“I didn’t… wasn’t taking applications …”

“… you’ve screwed … up now …”

“Easy to fix …”

There was the sound of a door opening.

“What the hell do you want?” Bryce’s voice was no longer in hushed tones.

“Oh, sorry.” The new baritone voice was David’s. “I need some evidence envelopes. The four-by-nine-inch size. And a resupply of phenolphthalein for my blood test kit— here we go.”

She heard some rattling of supplies.

“We have more supplies in the cabinets if you can’t find what you’re looking for,” David said.

“If you have what you need, go,” said Bryce.

“Sure thing,” she heard David say, and the door closed again.

Diane smiled. She didn’t have any doubt that David interrupted them on purpose just to make Bryce uncomfortable. She immediately frowned. She hoped David wasn’t getting reckless in his dealings with Bryce. It wasn’t like David to be reckless, but lately he’d been so moody. She let the thought slide.

Diane stood there, reluctant to move, not wanting to be heard near the wall. For several moments they said nothing. Then Curtis spoke.

“I have to go … later.”

She heard the door open and close—presumably leaving Bryce in the closet by himself. The oddity of it brought another half smile to her lips. Strange. After a moment she heard the door open and close again. After another moment, she stepped back from the wall quietly.
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Diane was disturbed by Bryce and his employees, but it was nothing she could put her finger on. There was just something not right about the way Bryce was trying to encroach on the DNA lab. David said Bryce was a control freak. It was probably nothing, just his aggressive, slimy personality.

If she was honest, she thought to herself, there was a tiny speck of truth to Bryce’s accusation. She had been angry when the new chief of police, Edgar Peeks, showed up with no warning and introduced Bryce as her replacement as director of the crime lab. But that was three months ago and had nothing to do with Curtis Crabtree coming down to the DNA lab insisting on a job. Diane shook the nagging feelings as she left for home.

Home. That was another change in Diane’s life of late. Her neighbors had asked her to move out of her apartment because, through no fault of her own, too many unsettling and sometimes horrific things had happened there. The neighbors had been awakened by the arrival of the police just one too many times, and they were frightened. Diane understood that. Everyone needs peace in their lives.

She was staying with Frank Duncan temporarily until she found herself a new place. Frank was a detective in the Metro-Atlanta Fraud and Computer Forensics Unit. Atlanta wasn’t far from Rosewood, and Frank drove into the city daily to work. He wanted her to move in with him permanently. She was thinking about it, but she was also thinking that she wanted her own house. Despite Frank’s terrific hospitality, she still felt like a guest. Somehow, coming into someone’s house and using it as her own didn’t seem right to her.

However, for the moment, the arrangement was working out better than she had expected. She had gained a measure of peace in her own life by moving in with Frank. And if the truth be known, no longer being director of the crime lab gave her time—a priceless commodity. She had time to design the new primate exhibit, she had more time to spend with Frank, she was learning to play the piano, and she’d been caving three times this month alone. And she was even considering getting a dog, maybe an Irish wolfhound or a Lab. Life was good. She was thinking about her good life as she turned into the driveway.

Frank’s house was a Queen Anne set back from the road. It was a house much like Frank—traditional, reliable, solid. It had polished hardwood floors, sand-colored walls, and oak and walnut furniture as substantial as the house itself. It always smelled like furniture polish and always shined.

Frank wasn’t there when Diane arrived. He’d left a message on his answering machine saying he wouldn’t be back until the following day. It wasn’t uncommon—Frank traveled a lot in his job—but it was a shame; it was nice when they both got home early. Diane spent the evening watching the Sci Fi channel—that was also nice. Frank wasn’t the science fiction fan she was, and Diane would not subject him to a Star Trek marathon if he was home.

Frank called just before Diane got into bed.

“How was your day?” she asked as she snuggled into the softness of the down mattress.

“Good. Love putting the white-collar guys away. They never expect it. I’ve been chasing a spate of identity theft complaints. Those are always fun to track down. And I got an Atlanta mortgage embezzler who’s been on the run with a few million of his company’s money. They picked him up in Hawaii.”

“Wonder why he didn’t go outside of U.S. jurisdiction if he went that far,” said Diane.

Frank started laughing. “He thought he had.”

“You’re kidding?” Diane grinned as much at Frank’s mirth as at the humor of the failed escape. She could just see his eyes crinkle and sparkle as he laughed.

“I kid you not. It made my day. Another good answer for all those kids who ask, ‘Why do I have to learn this? I’ll never use it.’ So, tell me about your day.”

Diane told him about the progress on the exhibits, but not about the bones found in the farmer’s field. Sliced-up bones weren’t a conversation topic she wanted to have before she went to sleep. They talked for almost an hour. A good end to the day.

* * *

The morning brought sunshine and sparkling frost on the ground. It was a great day to be outside and a great day to take the scenic route to work. It was a little longer, but it was her favorite route, especially in the morning when there was little traffic. The narrow road went through a short patch of woods that were beautiful even in winter when most of the trees were bare of leaves. The trees had shades of bark that ranged from dark brown to tan to almost white, interspersed with the greenery of spruce, cedar, and magnolia trees. And you never knew when a doe and her fawn might be grazing along the roadway or dashing for the woods.

As she drove, Diane listened to classical music on the radio. On the hour, the news came on, and she started to change stations but stopped when she heard that the first item of local news was about the bones. She frowned as the anchor described it as the wood-chipper murder and told of the crushed bones of an unknown victim found by Rose County farmer Arlen Wilson and his grandson. Sheriff Canfield explained to a persistent reporter that the bones were only recently found and he didn’t yet know whom they belonged to but that a forensic anthropologist had the bones and it was hoped she would be able to shed light on the identity of the victim. Diane noticed that he was careful not to say victims. Rumors of more than one wood-chipper murder would become a nightmare. The reporter asked if the forensic anthropologist was Diane Fallon of the RiverTrail Museum of Natural History. Canfield said yes. Diane frowned again. The last thing she wanted was the reporter calling her.

The interviewer asked the sheriff about possible DNA, and he went into a lengthy explanation of DNA and why they might not be able to find any in the bones. Diane had to smile, listening to the lecture she had given him just yesterday. He must be having fun.

She was about halfway to the museum and in the deepest part of the wooded area when she saw blue flashes of light behind her and the intermittent siren that meant to pull over. She found a wide place on the side of the road, pulled her SUV onto the shoulder, and waited with her hands on the steering wheel. She looked in her rearview mirror at the approaching officer. She knew him. Not good. It was Harve Delamore, and he was grinning like he’d just caught his biggest fish ever.

Last year Douglas Garnett, the chief of detectives for the city of Rosewood and Diane’s former boss when she was head of the crime scene unit, had put a reprimand in Delamore’s file for overly aggressive behavior with a suspect. Diane had given a sworn statement as a witness to the incident. Diane was not Delamore’s favorite person.

He looked different than last time she’d seen him—a little leaner, and he’d shaved his head the way a lot of men do these days when they are going bald. Delamore was in a patrolman’s uniform. It was a summer uniform even though the temperature had been near freezing overnight. The term hot-blooded fit him, she thought as he approached. The uniform meant he had been demoted from his rank of detective for some reason. Probably some additional offense. Harve didn’t strike her as a man who learned very quickly.

Damn, he’s probably going to be in a mood, she thought. Probably write me up for everything he can think of. Well, damn.

Diane rolled down her window as he approached. She decided not to say anything until he spoke, asking for her driver’s license, probably her insurance papers, probably the deed to the museum. She really didn’t have time for this. She knew her brake lights were in working order; she hadn’t been speeding; there had been no stop signs or red lights to run. He just wanted to jerk her around.

She turned her head toward Officer Delamore as he bent down to the open window. Before she realized what was happening, he’d reached through the window and grabbed her arm with one hand and opened the door with the other. He held her tight through the window as the door swung open. Diane reached behind her, feeling for her cell phone in the center console. She got her fingers on it, but he jerked her hard toward the open door and she dropped it.

“Well, if it’s not the bitch who messed up my life.” His voice was a snarl and his face was twisted in some kind of weird satisfied rage.

She was pissed herself. “What the hell are you doing?” Diane screamed at him. “Have you gone nuts?” That reprimand was a year ago. What had set him off now? she wondered.

“Shut up, bitch.”

Harve reached inside the open door and dragged her out of the vehicle. Her cell phone clattered to the pavement. He looked down at it, smirked, and ground his foot onto the top of it.

“Uh-oh, no signal,” he said.

Diane loved this road because she was usually the only one on it. Now she prayed for someone to drive by. But no one did. She was alone.

“Harve, think about what you’re doing. This will ruin you,” said Diane.

“I told you to shut up, you damn stupid bitch. You’re going to get what’s coming to you.”

He had her by her left arm, which meant she had one arm and two legs free. She put them to good use. She kicked his shin hard, kneed him in the groin, and rammed the palm of her right hand into his nose with all the strength she could summon. He didn’t see it coming. He was stunned and let go, and she jerked away. She had been lucky. She’d caught him off guard. It wouldn’t happen again. She had to get away from him.

He was blocking access back into her SUV, so she had to run. She sprinted for the woods, thinking maybe it was a mistake even as she did it. On the one hand, someone might drive by and see her if she ran down the road. On the other hand, he would just run her down with his car.

Harve Delamore was a big guy, but he was all show muscle and not much real working muscle. That would be helpful if she were male. But show muscle or not, testosterone in the male gives muscles a spectacular advantage. Harve was stronger by far than she was. But she had stamina, and she could run. Which she did—as fast as she could. Diane could run long distances, and she had another advantage. She knew these woods.

There was one big problem in all that optimism. Harve had a gun. She thought he would be reluctant to shoot her, though; he wanted to hit her. She saw it in his eyes when he held her. He wanted to pound his meaty fist into her face. So maybe he wouldn’t use his gun.

She was in the air, jumping over a fallen tree, when the gunshot roared in her ears. In the same instant, pieces of bark flew off a tree to her right. He was trying to scare her. Or else he was a really bad shot. Right now, either one would do, as long as she could keep running.

It was hard to shoot a moving target in these woods— lots of trees to get in the way. But she had a serious problem. Males run fast for short distances, and she didn’t have enough of a head start. Diane ran faster. She heard the sound of him gaining on her: heavy footfalls, limbs breaking, grunts and curses. She pushed herself to the limit.

He was close behind her. His breathing was heavy. He was getting out of breath. Good. She tried a sharp turn to throw him off balance, slow him down. It didn’t work. He knocked her to the ground, then pulled her up by her arm, breathing hard. He had his gun in his hand. He laid the barrel against her temple.

“I’ve got you now, bitch, and there’s no help. This is a dead end for you.”

Diane kicked and hit at him as he dragged her through the woods. He turned abruptly and hit the side of her head with the barrel of his gun. Diane literally saw stars. Disoriented, she felt herself dragged deeper into the woods, away from the highway. She tried to keep her bearings. She heard rock crunching under foot and felt her pants snagging. She tried to right herself, but he jerked on her arm and she fell again. He was enjoying dragging her over the rough terrain.

She tried to calm her fear, clear her head, think of a plan. She didn’t fight. If he knocked her out, she was done for. If he jerked her arm out of the socket, she was done for. She thought she knew where she was, and that could be either good or bad. Harve came to an abrupt stop. Chances were, he knew where he was too, and apparently he thought it was good for his purposes.

They were at Chulagee Gorge. It was a gouged-out drop of more than five hundred feet formed by a river that had dried up eons ago. Mike, Diane’s geology curator and caving partner, used the cliff face to teach rock climbing to members of the caving club. He said that a half billion years ago, the quartzite rock here was a sandy beach on the coast of Laurentia in the Iapetus Ocean, which sounded to Diane like a place of fantasy or science fiction. She’d liked it.

Mike insisted that if you climb a rock face or explore a cave you should know what it’s made of and where it came from. Sometimes the caving club members’ eyes glazed over as they listened to the petrogenesis of the rocks they were waiting to climb. But one thing Diane remembered from his lectures was that quartzite is very hard.

She had climbed parts of the cliff face many times— but always with safety ropes because of the great height. It wasn’t a particularly difficult climb. There were plenty of handholds and footholds in the quartzite and schist formations. But it was nearly impossible if you had never climbed before.

Harve Delamore didn’t strike Diane as a rock climber. Rock climbing, like caving and scuba diving, is a way of life. You have to do it a lot if you do it at all. It’s dangerous to let yourself get out of shape or out of practice. Diane was also betting that, like many bullies, Harve was a coward. She was betting her life on it.

There was the gun to contend with. He had been holding it in his free hand while he dragged her. She watched for an opportunity and tried to think of a way to take it. Getting in a wrestling match with him for it was a last recourse, but it might come to that. She would lose most likely, but with no other options, she would still try if it came to that.

Her arm and shoulder ached from being gripped and dragged, and her head hurt. She pushed the pain to the back of her mind. She’d had a lot of practice doing that— pushing pain back until it was just an annoyance. Not even to mention the times she had been beat up, stabbed, and shot, she’d done some difficult caves and wrenched her muscles more than once. But you have to keep going. You can’t stop.

Diane had practice putting fear in the back of her mind too. Every caver has moments of panic while caught in too tight a squeeze, or becoming lost—discovering new passages, they call it—or trapped on unstable ground. You learned to control the panic, make the surge of adrenaline work for you.

But the fear a maniac generates in you is something different. Diane found humans far more terrifying than anything nature had in store. It was a struggle to keep the dread in this moment from overwhelming her.

Delamore pulled her to the very edge of the precipice. Her fear redoubled as she realized his intent. He was going to throw her into the gorge—perhaps after beating her or shooting her, or God knew what he had in mind.

She struggled. He slapped her across the cheek. She stood with her back to the drop-off, her heels at the edge. She could hear the wind whistling up from the depths below. This wasn’t the plan she had in mind.

With a devilishly evil look in his eyes, he gave her a sudden push backward. She was off balance; she couldn’t stop herself. She was going to fall. This was it.

He grabbed her wrist and pulled her back to him. It was so quick, it made her reel. She grabbed at him with both hands. He laughed.

“Oops, almost fell. Be careful,” he said. His voice dripped with mock concern.

He pushed again. And again pulled her back.

“Uh-oh, you’re going to fall.”

Again his shove pitched Diane out over the chasm with only her feet on the edge and his hand around her wrist, her other hand grabbing on to his arm. He pulled her back.

“It’s a long drop down. Sure you’re up to it?” He laughed.

It was clear he intended to torture her with fear. But one of these times he was going to let go or miscalculate, and she would be gone.

Diane had an idea, but she had to put it in motion before he tired of his game. If he pushed hard enough and she couldn’t grab on to him or on to something, she would die. No chance of catching hold of something on the way down. What would make him continue the game?

Ross Kingsley, her FBI profiler friend, said positive reinforcement—a reward—will continue a behavior. But the catch is, what does the perp consider positive reinforcement? She knew immediately what Delamore wanted, and she loathed the thought of giving it to him. Harve Delamore wanted to hear fear, to hear her begging. That would be his reinforcer.

OEBPS/images/9780349404257.jpg
SCATTERED
(CRV:AYN

Beverly Connor






