
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



The Mystery of the Deadly Provenance

Book #7

A Jamie Blackwood Mystery

––––––––

By Richard Krause


The Mystery of the Deadly Provenance

A Jamie Blackwood Mystery

by Richard D. Krause

Copyright 2025,

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book, or portions thereof, in any form.

This is a work of fiction. All the characters and events portrayed in this book are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1: Morning Peace
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The first rays of dawn painted the West Virginia mountains in shades of gold and amber, casting long shadows across the meadow that stretched from Jamie Blackwood's cabin to the tree line. Steam rose from his coffee mug as he settled into the wooden chair on his front porch, the familiar creak of the boards beneath his feet a comforting morning ritual. The air carried the crisp bite of early autumn, tinged with the earthy scent of fallen leaves and the distant promise of winter.

"Look," Sandra whispered, her voice barely audible as she pointed toward the edge of the meadow. "She's back."

Jamie followed her gaze and felt his breath catch. The red fox vixen emerged from the shadows of the oak trees, her russet coat gleaming in the morning light. Behind her, three small kits tumbled over each other in playful pursuit, their tiny paws barely making a sound on the dewy grass. The mother fox paused, ears pricked forward, scanning the area with the careful attention of a parent ensuring her children's safety.

"Third morning in a row," Jamie murmured, leaning back in his chair. "I think she's decided we're not a threat."

Sandra shifted in her chair beside him, her own coffee warming her hands. "Maybe she recognizes kindred spirits." She glanced at him with that slight smile that had become as familiar as his morning coffee. "Two survivors who've found their place."

The past year had brought changes Jamie never could have imagined. The archaeology professorship at West Virginia University had evolved from a tentative step back into academia into something that felt genuinely fulfilling. The classroom discussions, the research opportunities, the chance to share his passion for understanding the past, it all felt natural now, like putting on a well-worn jacket.

"Speaking of finding our place," Jamie said, watching one of the fox kits attempt to pounce on a butterfly, "how are you settling into the Cultural Heritage Crime Division?"

Sandra's expression grew more serious, though her eyes remained warm. "It's challenging work. Different from regular homicide investigations." She paused, considering her words. "There's something almost personal about crimes against cultural heritage. It's not just theft, it's stealing pieces of identity, of history that can never be replaced."

The fox family had moved closer now, the kits chasing each other in circles while their mother kept watch. Milly, Jamie's Australian Shepherd, lay at his feet, her intelligent eyes tracking the foxes' movements but showing no inclination to disturb them. She'd learned to read Jamie's moods, and his relaxed posture told her this was a time for quiet observation.

"I never thought I'd be comfortable with this much visibility," Jamie admitted, gesturing toward the campus parking sticker on his truck. "After everything that happened, I expected to want to disappear again."

"But you didn't."

"No." He turned to look at her directly. "I found something worth staying for. Several something’s, actually."

The warmth in Sandra's eyes deepened. Their relationship had developed slowly, carefully, like two people who'd both learned that trust was earned rather than given. Professional partnership had gradually deepened into something more personal, though they'd never formally defined it. It simply was, as natural as the morning routine they now shared.

"The university administration seems to appreciate your expertise," Sandra said. "Detective Chen mentioned they're considering expanding the cultural heritage program based on your recommendations."

Jamie nodded. "There's a real need for it. Most people don't realize how much archaeological crime goes unreported or uninvestigated. Graduate students, faculty, even museum professionals, they often don't recognize the signs of trafficking or forgery."

One of the fox kits had wandered closer to the cabin, its curiosity overcoming caution. The mother fox called softly, and the kit scampered back to her side. Jamie found himself smiling at the interaction, the balance of exploration and protection, independence and family bonds.

"I've been thinking about expanding my own role," Sandra said. "The state police want me to develop training protocols for officers who might encounter heritage crimes. Most local departments wouldn't know how to handle archaeological theft."

"That's perfect work for you," Jamie said. "You understand both the law enforcement angle and the cultural significance."

The peaceful morning stretched between them, comfortable and unhurried. This was what Jamie treasured most, not the dramatic moments of investigation and resolution, but these quiet interludes where life felt balanced and whole. The fox family had settled into a patch of sunlight, the kits nursing while their mother remained alert.

Milly's head suddenly lifted, her ears pricking forward. A moment later, Jamie heard it too, the sound of tires on gravel, still distant but approaching. The foxes vanished into the tree line with liquid grace, leaving only the memory of their presence.

"Expecting someone?" Sandra asked, checking her watch. "It's barely seven."

Jamie shook his head, standing as the sound grew closer. "Too early for social calls."

The vehicle that emerged from the tree line was a silver Honda Civic, moving faster than the winding access road usually allowed. Jamie recognized the car immediately, Dr. Sarah Brennan, the Pre-Columbian specialist who'd become a regular consultant on archaeological matters. But something was wrong. Sarah's driving was typically careful, methodical. This morning, her approach seemed almost frantic.

Milly rose to her feet, positioning herself between the approaching car and the porch. Her stance wasn't aggressive, but it was alert, ready. She'd learned to read situations as carefully as she read people.

The Honda pulled to a stop near Jamie's truck, sending a small cloud of dust into the morning air. Sarah emerged from the driver's seat, her usually composed demeanor replaced by something Jamie had rarely seen in her, genuine distress. Her dark hair was pulled back hastily, and her clothes looked like she'd dressed quickly.

"Jamie," she called out, her voice carrying across the yard. "Thank God you're here. I need your help."

Sandra was already on her feet, her detective instincts activated by the urgency in Sarah's tone. "What's wrong?"

Sarah approached the porch, her steps quick and purposeful. "I've been at the university since five this morning, examining a piece that came in for authentication." She paused, running a hand through her hair. "There's something very wrong with it, Jamie. Something that goes beyond simple forgery."

The peaceful morning that had begun with fox kits and coffee now felt like a distant memory. Jamie could sense the shift in the air, the way the atmosphere changed when serious trouble was approaching. He'd learned to recognize that feeling during his years of investigation, the moment when ordinary life was about to become complicated.

"What kind of piece?" he asked, already knowing that whatever Sarah had discovered would pull him back into the world of cultural heritage crime.

Sarah's eyes were dark with worry. "Pre-Columbian pottery, supposedly from a private collection. But Jamie, the inconsistencies aren't just in the piece itself." She took a deep breath. "I think we're looking at something much bigger than a simple authentication problem."

The morning sun climbed higher, but the warmth Jamie had felt watching the fox family was already fading. He could see Sandra's professional mask settling into place, the relaxed woman beside him transforming into Detective Elkfoot. Milly pressed closer to his leg, sensing the change in tension.

"How big?" Sandra asked.

Sarah's expression grew even more serious. "I've discovered something disturbing at the university that requires Jamie's expertise immediately. And I'm afraid if we don't act fast, evidence might disappear."
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Chapter 2: The Expert's Concerns
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Jamie grabbed his jacket from the porch railing, the morning's peace shattered by the urgency in Sarah's voice. "Let me get my keys."

"I'll drive," Sandra said, already moving toward her unmarked police cruiser. "If there's potential evidence involved, we need to maintain proper chain of custody from the start."

Sarah nodded gratefully, clutching a manila folder against her chest. "I brought photographs, but you really need to see the piece itself. The more I study it, the more convinced I am that this isn't just academic fraud."

The three of them settled into Sandra's vehicle, Milly taking her usual position in the back seat. As they pulled away from the cabin, Jamie noticed Sarah's hands trembling slightly as she opened the folder.

"Tell me what you found," he said, turning in his seat to face her.

Sarah pulled out a series of high-resolution photographs, her professional composure gradually returning as she focused on the artifacts. "This came in yesterday afternoon for routine authentication. Private collector, claims it's been in his family for decades." She handed Jamie the first photograph. "Supposedly Mississippian period, probably from the Cahokia region."

Jamie studied the image of a ceramic vessel, its surface decorated with intricate geometric patterns. At first glance, it appeared to be a typical example of Mississippian pottery, the kind of piece that might surface in a legitimate private collection. But as he examined the details more closely, subtle inconsistencies began to emerge.

"The temper's wrong," he murmured, holding the photograph closer to the window for better light. "See how the clay body has that uniform texture? Authentic Mississippian pottery would show more variation in the temper composition."

"That's what caught my attention first," Sarah agreed. "But look at this." She handed him another photograph, this one showing the base of the vessel. "The wear patterns are completely artificial. Someone's tried to age it, but they didn't understand how genuine use-wear develops."

Sandra glanced in the rearview mirror as they turned onto the main road toward the university. "I'm following most of this, but explain it like you would to a jury. What makes this more than just a fake piece?"

Sarah leaned forward, her voice taking on the intensity Jamie recognized from her lectures. "A simple forgery would be someone trying to pass off a replica as authentic for money. But this piece shows signs of what we call 'sophisticated deception', it's been created with enough accuracy to fool casual inspection, but with deliberate flaws that would be caught by expert analysis."

"Why would someone do that?" Sandra asked.

"To create a paper trail," Jamie said, understanding beginning to dawn. "If you're running a larger operation, you need pieces that can be 'discovered' to be fakes. It gives you credibility when you authenticate the real stolen pieces."

Sarah nodded grimly. "Exactly. And Jamie, there's something else." She pulled out another photograph, this one showing the vessel's provenance documentation. "Look at the collection history."

Jamie examined the paperwork, his archaeological training automatically analyzing the chain of ownership. The documents appeared legitimate at first glance, typed letters, official letterheads, even what looked like insurance appraisals. But the more he studied them, the more problems he found.

"These dates don't work," he said, pointing to a letter supposedly from 1987. "This type of authentication language wasn't used until the mid-1990s. And look at this insurance appraisal, the company logo is from their 2010 redesign, but the document claims to be from 2005."

Sandra pulled into the university parking lot, but remained in the car as Jamie continued his analysis. "So we're looking at forged documentation as well as a forged artifact."

"Which suggests an organized operation," Sarah said. "Someone with access to professional resources, knowledge of authentication procedures, and the ability to create convincing paperwork."

Jamie felt the familiar stirring of investigative instincts, the same feeling that had driven him through previous cases. "How many pieces like this have you seen recently?"

"That's what worries me most," Sarah admitted. "I've been consulting on authentication for the past six months, and I've seen at least three pieces with similar problems. Different time periods, different supposed provenances, but the same kind of sophisticated deception."

They climbed out of the car, the morning sun now fully up and warming the campus air. Students were beginning to appear, heading to early classes with coffee cups and backpacks. The normal rhythm of academic life continued around them, unaware that something darker might be lurking beneath the surface.

"Who brought this particular piece in?" Sandra asked as they walked toward the museum building.

"That's another red flag," Sarah said. "It came through Dr. Martin Reeves in the Art History department. He said a collector was considering donating it to the university collection, but wanted authentication first."

Jamie knew Reeves by reputation, a senior faculty member with a solid publication record and a good relationship with local collectors. "That sounds routine enough."

"It should be," Sarah agreed. "But when I tried to contact the collector directly to ask some follow-up questions, Dr. Reeves became very defensive. Said the collector valued his privacy and didn't want to be contacted by authentication staff."

Sandra's police instincts were clearly engaged. "In my experience, when someone becomes defensive about routine questions, they're usually hiding something."

The museum building loomed ahead of them, its modern glass facade reflecting the morning sun. Jamie had been here countless times in his role as professor, but today it felt different. Today, he was approaching it as an investigator.

As they climbed the front steps, Sarah continued her briefing. "There's something else, Jamie. I ran the collector's name through our database of known donors and collectors. Harold Weasels has been very generous to the university over the years, and he's always been completely legitimate in his dealings. But he's never dealt with Pre-Columbian artifacts before. His interests have always been Civil War memorabilia and early American furniture."

"People's collecting interests can evolve," Jamie said, though he filed the information away as potentially significant.

"True," Sarah acknowledged. "But when someone suddenly appears with high-value artifacts outside their usual area of expertise, it raises questions about where they acquired them. Though Harold has always been completely trustworthy in his previous dealings with the university."

Sandra pulled open the museum door, and they stepped into the cool, climate-controlled interior. The familiar smell of old paper and preservation chemicals greeted them, along with the soft hum of HVAC systems working to maintain optimal conditions for the collections.

"The piece is in the authentication lab," Sarah said, leading them through corridors lined with display cases. "I've been working on it since yesterday afternoon, and the more I discover, the more concerned I become."

They passed several graduate students working at computer terminals, cataloging recent acquisitions. One of them, a young man with sandy hair and nervous eyes, looked up as they passed, then quickly turned back to his screen. Jamie made a mental note of the reaction, his investigative instincts cataloging details that might prove important later.

"That's Alex Waters," Sarah said quietly. "One of our graduate students. He's been helping with authentication work this semester."

"He seemed nervous," Sandra observed.

"Alex is always nervous," Sarah replied. "Brilliant student, but he has trouble with social interactions. I wouldn't read too much into it."

They reached the authentication lab, a sterile room filled with microscopes, cameras, and computer equipment. In the center of the main work table sat the ceramic vessel, looking innocuous under the bright LED lights. But Jamie could see immediately what Sarah had been talking about. The piece was beautiful, professionally crafted, but something about it felt wrong.

"May I?" he asked, pulling on a pair of latex gloves.

Sarah nodded. "I've documented everything thoroughly. Your insights could be crucial."

Jamie lifted the vessel carefully, feeling its weight and balance. His trained hands moved over the surface, reading the clay like a text. The craftsmanship was excellent, but it lacked the subtle imperfections that marked genuine ancient pottery. The decoration was too precise, too symmetrical. Real Mississippian potters were skilled, but they were also human.

"This is very good work," he said finally. "Professional level. But it's contemporary."

"Can you prove it?" Sandra asked.

Jamie continued his examination, turning the vessel to catch the light from different angles. "The clay composition is wrong for the supposed origin site. The firing temperature was too consistent, ancient kilns had hot spots and cool spots that left signatures in the clay. And look at this." He pointed to a small area near the base. "The maker tried to simulate root damage, but the pattern is too regular. Real root damage is chaotic."

Sarah was taking notes, documenting Jamie's observations. "This confirms what I suspected. But Jamie, I think this piece might be connected to something much larger."

"What do you mean?"

Before Sarah could answer, the lab door opened and Dr. Martin Reeves entered, his expression shifting from surprise to something approaching irritation when he saw the group assembled around the artifact.

"Dr. Brennan," he said, his voice carefully controlled. "I wasn't aware you were bringing in additional consultants."

Sandra stepped forward, her detective shield visible on her belt. "Dr. Reeves? I'm Detective Elkfoot, West Virginia State Police. We're here regarding some concerns about this piece."

Reeves's face went pale, and Jamie noticed his hands clench slightly at his sides. "Concerns? What kind of concerns?"

"The kind that suggest this isn't just a routine authentication," Sarah said. "Dr. Blackwood has confirmed that this piece is a contemporary forgery, not a genuine artifact."

The silence that followed was heavy with tension. Jamie watched Reeves's face carefully, noting the way his eyes darted between the artifact and the door, the slight tremor in his hands, the defensive way he positioned his body.

"That's... that's impossible," Reeves stammered. "Harold Wessels assured me this piece had been in his family for decades. He showed me documentation... Harold's always been completely reliable in his dealings with the university."

"Documentation that appears to be forged as well," Sandra said quietly.

Reeves's reaction was immediate and telling. Instead of surprise or concern, his first response was anger. "This is outrageous. You're suggesting that I've been involved in some kind of fraud?"

"We're not suggesting anything," Jamie said carefully. "We're simply investigating inconsistencies in the authentication process."

But Reeves was already backing toward the door. "I won't stand for this. I'm calling university administration immediately. This is harassment, and I won't tolerate it."

He left the lab abruptly, the door slamming behind him. Jamie, Sandra, and Sarah exchanged glances.

"That was not the reaction of an innocent man," Sandra observed.

"No," Jamie agreed. "But it might be the reaction of someone who's been duped by a very sophisticated operation."

Sarah was already moving toward her computer terminal. "I need to run cross-references on all the pieces I've authenticated recently. If there's a pattern, we need to find it."

As she began typing, Jamie noticed movement in the corridor outside the lab. Alex Waters was standing near the doorway, clearly having overheard at least part of the confrontation. When he saw Jamie looking, he quickly moved away, but not before Jamie caught the expression on his face.

It wasn't just nervousness. It was fear.

"Sandra," Jamie said quietly. "I think we need to have a conversation with Alex Waters."

But when they looked out into the corridor, the graduate student was nowhere to be seen. The only sign he'd been there was a coffee cup sitting on a nearby table, still warm to the touch.
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