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Chapter 1: Morning Finds
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The trowel's scrape against clay sent a shiver up Jamie Blackwood's spine. Wrong sound. Wrong texture. The fine-grained steel tip caught on something that wasn't the usual mix of loess soil and river clay they'd been working through all season. He paused, letting the early morning sun warm his shoulders as he studied the excavation grid. Six weeks of careful documentation had revealed the expected material culture of a prehistoric settlement: cordmarked pottery shards, triangular projectile points, remnants of cooking hearths outlined in oxidized soil. But this was different.

The acid-tang of fresh coffee drifted over from the equipment tent, mixing with the rich loam smell of newly exposed earth and the green scent of crushed grass. His grad student, Mike Chen, looked up from the adjacent square, thermal mug steaming in one dirt-streaked hand.

"Dr. B? You've got that look again." Mike set down his coffee, careful to keep it outside the string grid marking their unit boundaries.

"What look?" Jamie kept his eyes on the discolored soil, already mapping grid coordinates in his head. The matrix here showed distinct mottling – signs of disturbance that didn't match the clear stratigraphy they'd documented in the rest of Level 3.

"The one where you're about to make us re-map the entire site." Mike grinned, brushing dirt from his worn WVU baseball cap. "Found something good? Because I just hit what looks like a perfect Adena point base, and I was really hoping to get it fully exposed before lunch."

"Hold off on that." Jamie gestured at Mike's trowel, still poised above the unit. "Mark your spot, but don't go deeper."

The Kanawha River gurgled behind them, its morning mist still clinging to Brightwater Farm's lower fields. Red-winged blackbirds called from the cattails along the bank, their trills mixing with the distant drone of early traffic on Route 62. Jamie had chosen this site for its elevation – high enough to avoid seasonal flooding, close enough to water for a settlement. The soil profiles showed clear occupation layers spanning nearly a thousand years.

"Check your own unit profile," Jamie said, pointing to the exposed wall of Mike's square. "See how the stratigraphy shows those distinct cultural levels? Woodland period on top, transitioning to late Archaic below?"

Mike nodded, squinting at the layers. "Yeah, it's textbook. Dark organic zone from the agricultural period, then the lighter clay matrix with the Woodland material, and the deeper deposit with the earlier components. Why?"

"Because this," Jamie indicated his own unit, "doesn't match. The soil here is completely disturbed. No clear stratification."

"Could be a prehistoric feature? Storage pit maybe?"

"Wrong color. Wrong texture." Jamie held out his hand. "Pass me the small brush?"

The familiar weight of the tool settled into his palm, bristles worn to perfect softness from months of careful work. He began methodical strokes, revealing what the trowel had struck. Each sweep sent small puffs of dust into the morning air, carrying the metallic scent of clay.

White. Curved. Recent.

His chest tightened. The morning bird songs faded, replaced by a high-pitched whine he knew wasn't real. The brush trembled slightly in his hand. Deep breath in. Hold. Release. The grounding techniques Dr. Marshall had taught him kicked in automatically.

Focus on the physical. Name five things you can see.

Clay soil, reddish-brown and damp. Brush bristles, splayed with use. Grid string, stark white against dark earth. Site marker, fluorescent pink. Bone.

Human bone.

"Mike." Jamie's voice came out steadier than he felt. "I need you to stop what you're doing. Carefully step back from your unit."

"But I just got started on that point. If I could just-"

"Now." The command tone slipped out, seven years of military authority surfacing without thought. Jamie caught himself, adjusting his voice. "Please. And grab my phone from the equipment tent. We need to document this properly before we call it in."

"Call what in?" Mike stood, brushing earth from his knees. His eyes widened as he finally saw what Jamie was exposing. "Oh. Oh shit. That's not... that's not archaeological, is it?"

"No. But we treat it with the same precision. Get my phone and the digital SLR. We need detailed photos before anyone else arrives."

Mike's footsteps retreated across the morning-damp grass, leaving Jamie alone with his discovery. He settled into a crouch, cataloging details with practiced precision. The bone's placement wasn't random. The soil around it showed clear signs of intentional burial, but the stratigraphy was completely wrong for the site's timeline. No gradual color changes, no distinct cultural layers. Just mixed fill, probably from a single excavation event.

The sound of running footsteps made him look up. Mike returned with not just the phone and camera, but the full site documentation kit.

"Thought we might need the photo scales and north arrow," he said, slightly breathless. "And maybe some clean trowels for context shots?"

"Good thinking." Jamie nodded approval. "Set up the camera first. We need overall unit shots before we document the specific location."

"Should I call campus? Dr. Randall will want to know-"

"No." Jamie stood slowly, joints protesting the careful movement. Coffee-scented air washed over him as he stretched. "We need the police first. This isn't archaeological. But we document it like it is – could be crucial evidence."

The whine in his ears grew louder as he dialed, memories of other excavations, other bones, threatening to surface. Not now. Focus on the present. The weight of the phone. The smell of coffee. The sound of the river. You're in West Virginia. You're safe.

"Poca Police Department, how can I direct your call?"

"This is Dr. James Blackwood at the Brightwater Farm archaeological site." His voice slipped into the practiced calm of mission reports. "I need to report the discovery of human remains during a controlled excavation."

"Can you verify the location, sir?"

"Brightwater Farm access road, off Route 62. Approximately five miles north of Poca proper. We're in the upper field, about hundred meters from the river."

"Are you certain the remains are human, Dr. Blackwood?"

"Yes." Jamie watched the sun climb higher, painting the river gold through dissipating mist. "I'm a physical anthropologist. I know human bone. This is... this is recent."

Behind him, Mike was already setting up site barriers, his earlier joking manner replaced by efficient precision. The semester of forensic archaeology showing through.

Gravel crunched in the distance. Jamie turned to see a familiar hybrid pulling into the access road, its EPA markings bright in the morning light. Beth Morrison emerged, her brown hair caught in a messy bun, waving a handful of papers like a warning flag.

"Don't tell me you're expanding the dig," she called out, striding across the dew-damp grass. "The water table tests clearly show elevated mercury levels, and if you think I'm going to let you disturb more soil without proper-"

"Dr. Morrison." Jamie cut her off, gesturing at the marked-off area. "This isn't a good time."

She drew closer, frowning at his expression. The morning breeze carried a hint of her coffee – hazelnut, unlike his black brew cooling by the equipment tent. Her quick stride slowed as she caught sight of Mike setting up barrier tape.

"What's wrong? Did you find something that..." Her eyes caught the partially exposed bone, and her whole demeanor shifted. "Oh. Oh god. That's not historical, is it?"

"No." Jamie watched as the first police cruiser turned onto the gravel access road, lights flashing through the remnants of river mist. "It's not."

"How recent?" Her voice dropped, professional interest overriding their usual antagonism.

"Can't tell without proper analysis. But the soil disturbance..." He gestured at the unit walls. "See how the natural stratigraphy is completely disrupted? Someone dug through the archaeological deposits. Recently."

"The water table tests." Beth's fingers tightened on her papers. "If there's been soil disturbance this deep, it could explain some of the anomalous readings we've been getting downstream."

Jamie found her presence beside him oddly steadying as more police cars arrived, their red and blue lights painting the morning mist in alternating colors. The whine in his ears faded, replaced by the river's constant murmur and the crunch of approaching footsteps on gravel. Whatever else this day would bring, at least the waiting was over. He'd found what the earth had been hiding.

Now they just had to figure out why.
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Chapter 2: Professional Connections
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The county medical examiner's tent cast long shadows across the excavation unit as afternoon clouds gathered over the Kanawha. Jamie's shoulders ached from hours of careful documentation – photographs, measurements, soil samples from every conceivable angle. His mental catalog of the scene grew with each passing hour: supine position, partial articulation suggesting minimal post-depositional disturbance, distinctive markers of perimortem trauma.

A gust of wind carried the scent of approaching rain across the site, mixing with the ever-present river mud and sharp tang of forensic chemicals. The temperature had dropped five degrees in the last hour – the weather service's prediction of severe thunderstorms looking more accurate by the minute.

The soft whir of a digital camera made him look up. Dr. Sarah Running Deer worked methodically at the edge of the unit, her movements precise as she documented the burial context. Her arrival two hours ago had shifted the entire tone of the investigation – where the local ME had seen just another crime scene, Sarah saw layers of meaning in every fragment of evidence.

"The soil matrix is interesting." Her voice carried the slight lilt of Oklahoma Cherokee, softening her technical observations. "See these darker inclusions? They're not consistent with the natural stratigraphy."

Jamie shifted position, careful not to disturb the evidence flags dotting the ground. "I noticed that earlier. The whole depositional sequence is wrong for this level."

"Wrong how?" Detective Lisa Chen looked up from her notebook, her dark eyes sharp with interest. She'd arrived with the first patrol units and hadn't missed a detail since. A flash of lightning lit the clouds behind her, followed by a low rumble of thunder.

Before Jamie could answer, Mike jogged up from the screening station, water sample bottles clutched in his hands. "Aunt Lisa, Beth says these need to go to the lab right away. Something about chemical signatures in the..." He caught his aunt's warning look and switched smoothly to a more professional tone. "Detective Chen, Dr. Morrison requested immediate processing of these samples."

Chen's expression softened slightly. "Put them with the other evidence, Michael. And remember what we talked about regarding crime scene protocols?"

"Right. Sorry." Mike's ears reddened. "It's just weird seeing you all official when you were throwing water balloons at my birthday party last month."

"Michael." Chen's voice carried equal parts affection and warning.

Sarah looked up from her camera, amusement flickering across her features. "Family connections aside, these samples are important. The water table data could tell us a lot about post-depositional changes to the remains."

Another gust of wind swept across the site, stronger this time, carrying the metallic scent of approaching rain. The temperature dropped another degree. Jamie watched dark clouds building over Bear Mountain to the west, their edges lit by occasional flickers of lightning.

"Speaking of water," Beth called from her mobile testing station, "we've got about thirty minutes before this system hits. The river's already up six inches from this morning."

Chen turned to her nephew. "Mike, help Dr. Morrison secure her equipment. We need that data."

"But the screening-"

"Is less critical than protecting our environmental evidence," Jamie cut in. "Go. And grab the site tarps on your way."

As Mike jogged off, Chen shook her head. "He's a good kid. Smart. Gets it from his father's side, obviously."

"Obviously," Jamie agreed, remembering how quickly Mike had shifted into proper protocol mode that morning. "He's one of our best students. Though you might have mentioned the family connection when I hired him as my research assistant."

"Would it have made a difference?"

"No. But it explains why his crime scene protocols were so solid."

"Family dinner conversations," Chen admitted. "Though I never expected him to need those skills on an archaeological dig."

The wind picked up again, sending a cascade of leaves skittering across the site. The temperature had dropped enough that Jamie could see his breath. Sarah worked faster now, her movements still precise but carrying new urgency.

"The remains are starting to be affected by the barometric change," she said, gesturing to subtle shifts in the exposed bone. "We need to either stabilize this now or risk losing crucial evidence."

Beth approached, pulling off rubber gloves stained with river mud. "My equipment's secured, but we've got another problem. The river gauge just updated – they're predicting flash flood conditions upstream. This whole area could be compromised in a few hours."
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