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      Day of the Vikings, an ARKANE thriller

      
        
        A ritual murder on a remote island under the shifting skies of the aurora borealis.

        A staff of power that can summon Ragnarok, the Viking apocalypse.

      

      

      When Neo-Viking terrorists invade the British Museum in London to reclaim the staff of Skara Brae, ARKANE agent Dr. Morgan Sierra is trapped in the building along with hostages under mortal threat.

      As the slaughter begins, Morgan works alongside psychic Blake Daniel to discern the past of the staff, dating back to islands invaded by the Vikings generations ago.

      
        
        Can Morgan and Blake uncover the truth before Ragnarok is unleashed, consuming all in its wake?

      

      

      Day of the Vikings is a fast-paced, supernatural thriller set in London and the islands of Orkney, Lindisfarne and Iona. Set in the present day, it resonates with the history and myth of the Vikings.

      
        
        If you love an action-packed thriller, you can get Day of the Vikings for free now:

        www.JFPenn.com/free

      

      

      Day of the Vikings features Dr. Morgan Sierra from the ARKANE thrillers, and Blake Daniel from the London Mysteries, but it is also a stand-alone novella that can be read and enjoyed separately.
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        “The violation of the body would be the revelation of its truth”

        Andreas Vesalius, 16th century physician, founder of modern human anatomy
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      The body of the young woman lies on her back, blonde hair neatly arrayed in a sunburst around her head. She looks like an angel and I bend to adjust a lock of her hair, carefully disguising the deep wound in her skull. At least I can leave her face looking as beautiful as it did in life. Her lips are still painted with wine red lipstick, slightly smudged from where she drank with me. But that mouth whispered words of disturbing truth not so long ago, and I couldn’t let her unleash that reality into the world. There is too much at stake and even she was not enough to make me give that up.

      I pull on a pair of sterile gloves and breathe a sigh of relief as I slip into my second skin. They make me feel safe, a barrier against the world and yet somehow heightening the sensation in my hands. I always carry a pair, and tonight they serve a noble purpose. I brush her lips with gentle fingertips, some part of me wanting to feel a last breath. But I know she is dead, for I feel the lack of her. What made her alive is now gone and I wonder if she is already on another plane of reality, wondering how she got there, questioning why this life flew by so fast. This is but a body, just another corpse, and I know how to deal with corpses.

      In a medical institution, it isn’t hard to find a scalpel and I pull open the drawers in the training lab until I find an appropriate one. Returning to the body I use the 22 blade to cut a line through the crimson satin dress that clings to the curves near her hips. The material bunches slightly so I have to hold it down for the scalpel to slice through, but I manage to cut away a square of material, like operating drapes revealing the area for treatment. The blade is so sharp that I can sense the layer of material separate from the firmness of her skin and I feel a rush of pleasure at the sensation.

      Beginning the incision, I slice across the soft lower belly. Her flesh is still warm, skin smooth and untainted, and I envy the beauty she carried so unconsciously. The scalpel slices down, a precision instrument in my hand and a line of blood rises to the surface. Even though her heart has stopped, it is as if this body still clings to life.

      I feel something, a breath of air on my cheek and I freeze, scalpel in place on her skin. I know it must be nothing, but a shiver passes over me regardless. Perhaps it is the soul of the newly deceased taking one last look around this cabinet of curiosities, trying to understand her place amongst the many dead. For her body lies surrounded by tall glass display cases, packed full of the anatomical preparations for which the Hunterian Museum is famous. Body parts line up here in a macabre apothecary’s shop, strange and bizarre with colors of pus, bone and decay. It is hard to tell what lies inside the conical jars of varying sizes until you lean closer to look inside or read the brief text that refers to each specimen. Stoppered and sealed with black tape, beads of condensation have formed on the lids as if what is inside still breathes. I can almost hear the dead cry out, drowned again each night in liquid preservation, and it makes me want to emulate the master anatomist in my own work. I stop for a moment to gaze at my inspiration.

      Some of the organs are flower like, petals opening and fronds almost waving in the liquid, like sea creatures of delicate, strange beauty. Ruffles like tissue paper conceal a parcel of flesh that was once part of a living human. In one container sits a gigantic foot, cut off at the ankle, swollen with elephantiasis to four times life-size. Black toenails erupt from the end of grotesque toes, skin swollen to bursting, puckered and discolored. Every time I look into these cabinets I see something new, even though I have been coming here for many years, a pilgrimage to that which gives meaning to my own work. I glimpse the trunk of a baby crocodile, decapitated with its legs and tail brutally sawn off. Next to it, the trunk of a human fetus, barely as big as my hand, limbs and head removed, the tiny chest opened up to reveal the internal organs.

      There are lizards, cut open, limbs posed as if they are running away, scuttling across this landscape of trapped souls. The body of a crayfish, tail curled under, protecting thousands of tiny eggs, and next to it, fat grubs and caterpillars, the larvae of hybrid insects. Quintuple fetuses are displayed in one case, tiny bodies with mouths open in horror, like corporeal dolls the color of ghosts. For the early anatomists were allowed to use the bodies of those that died within the mother, considering them specimen before human. Nowadays I have to work in secret, wary of judgment from those who don’t understand the mysteries I can solve with flesh. This body is so precious that I cannot waste the opportunity to take what might further my research.

      The sounds of the party filter upwards, laughter made louder by alcohol. Returning to my work, I cut into the young woman’s flesh, digging down through the layers to reveal her inner organs. I use a self-retaining retractor to hold open the flap of skin and tissue to give me better access, blood slipping over my hands as I work faster now.

      My gloved fingers probe her gently, making sure that nothing is damaged. The fetus is barely nine weeks old. Dead, like the mother, or soon will be. But its existence won’t be wasted. Indeed, the knowledge it may reveal could be a greater achievement than most people could even dream of. I must get it back to the lab quickly.

      Noises come from the hallway at the bottom of the stairs to the museum. I freeze, listening intently as my heart pounds in my chest. I can’t be caught here, not like this. The work is too important and this specimen in particular must be studied. With the final cuts, I remove the uterus, placing it in her handbag that will have to do in place of an organ case

      My work completed, I move to the doorway, hidden in the shadows. It sounds as if the people on the stairs are flirting and kissing, the party lubricated by enough alcohol to release the usual inhibitions. The noises grow fainter and I slip down the stairs as the unknown couple head off into a darker corner to fulfill their desires with each other. I pity them, for they can only find what they seek with living flesh. They know not of the darker pleasures of the anatomist.
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      From outside, the Lavender Hospice looked like a school, with bright murals on the walls, a playground with swings, wood chips to stop the children hurting themselves. But those who entered this building wouldn’t leave again and their voices were silenced too soon. Jamie Brooke pushed open the gate, hearing the usual squeak. She flinched slightly, adding the count to the list in her head, totaling the number of times she had walked through it. When she had first brought Polly here, finally unable to care for her at home, the doctor had said it wouldn’t be long, maybe a matter of weeks. But the gate had squeaked ninety-seven times now, twice a day, so it was day forty-nine. Jamie sent up a prayer, thanking a God she didn’t really believe in but still pleaded with each day. Let her live another day, please. Take the time from me.

      The red wooden elephant by the door was looking a bit disheveled these days and Jamie made a mental note to talk to the Administrator about it. She knew the kids adored the jolly elephant, even though few of them ever made it outside to play on him. Practical help was about all she had left to offer.

      Jamie checked her watch. She had moved to a tiny rented flat just down the road from the hospice, to be here for Polly as often as she could. Her job as a Detective Sergeant with the Metropolitan Police made the hours she visited complicated, but the nurses here were patient, understanding that as a single mother with a crazy job, she was trying the best she could.

      Feeling tears prickle behind her eyes, Jamie took a deep breath, fixing a smile onto her face as she pushed the door open and entered the hospice.

      “Morning,” Rachel O’Halloran, the senior night nurse called cheerfully, as Jamie walked through the hallway.

      “Hey Rachel. How’s the night been?”

      Rachel’s face was a study in compassion and Jamie knew how much she loved the kids in her care, some here so briefly. There were people on this earth who were here to ease suffering and Rachel was one of the best, Jamie thought, and the kids instinctively loved the nurse in return.

      “We had to increase Polly’s morphine as she is getting a lot of pain from her spine now,” Rachel said, “and her breathing is much worse. She might be drowsy when you go in.” She paused, her eyes serious. “We need to talk, hun. You can’t leave it much longer.”

      Jamie stood silently, closing her eyes for more than a second as she fought to keep her feelings under control. Despite her compassion, Rachel was an angel of death, her gentle arms helping the children to find their way onwards. But for parents, she represented only intense pain, for there was no avoiding the future she embodied. Jamie opened her eyes, hazel-green hardening with resolve.

      “I’ll come by on the way out.”

      Rachel nodded, and Jamie walked down the hall towards her daughter’s room. The children’s paintings on the wall attempted to add a veneer of hope to the place, but Jamie knew that the hands that had colored them were cold in the ground and the sorrow of years had soaked into the building. Parents and staff all tried to keep the spirits of the children up, organizing as much as possible to keep them occupied. But it seemed in the end that many of the little ones were more ready than their parents to slip out of the physical body. Exhausted with pain, debilitated with medication, their souls were eager for the next chance of life.

      Jamie stood to the side of Polly’s door, looking through the window at her daughter, whose body was distorted by motor neuron disease. Polly had Type II spinal muscular atrophy, and she was already past the life expectancy of children with the disorder. The deficiency of a protein needed for the survival of motor neurons meant that, over time, muscles weakened, the spine curved in a scoliosis and eventually the respiratory muscles could no longer inflate the lungs. Polly was already on breathing support and despite several operations, her physical body was now twisted and wasted. But Jamie could still remember the perfection of her beautiful baby when she had been born nearly fourteen years ago, and the joy that she had shared with her ex-husband Matt. He was long gone now, out of their lives with another wife and two perfectly healthy children he could play with to forget his past mistakes. Sometimes the anger Jamie felt at Matt, at herself, even at the universe for Polly’s pain, made her heart race and her head thump with repressed rage. Her daughter didn’t deserve this.

      Jamie knew that the cause of Polly’s disease was a genetic flaw on chromosome 5, a mutation somehow created from the alliance of her own body with Matt’s. Perhaps it was some kind of sick metaphor for their marriage, which had collapsed when Polly started suffering as a toddler. But however difficult the journey, Polly had been worth every second. Jamie had always told her daughter that they were an unbreakable team, but now the bonds were beginning to fray and there was nothing she could do to stop it.

      Jamie glanced in a mirror that hung in the hallway, visualizing the embedded genetic flaws on her own skin. If only she could dig out the part of her that worked and give it to Polly. Her long black hair was coiled up in a tight bun and she never wore make up for work. But with the dark circles getting worse under her eyes, Jamie thought she might have to consider changing her own rules. She looked pale and young, although she was the mature side of thirty-five these days. She touched her hair, tucking in a flyaway strand, claiming the little control she had left, clinging to this tiny victory. Threads of silver ran through the hair at her temples now, but the stress of the Metropolitan Police was nothing compared to living under the threat of Polly’s death. Her daughter’s every breath was precious at this point and Jamie fought for time away from the force to spend at her side. She turned the handle and went into the room.

      “Morning, my darling,” Jamie said as she approached the bed where Polly’s twisted and wasted body lay, a tracheostomy tube in her neck helping her to breathe. She kissed the girl’s forehead and put the wireless keyboard into Polly’s hands, turning on the tablet computer, her daughter’s link to the world. Her respiratory function had become so poor that the speaking valve was now useless but that couldn’t stop her inimitable daughter. Jamie stroked Polly’s hair as she watched her thin fingers tap slowly on the keyboard. Mercifully, the muscle wastage had started near the core of the body and left her extremities still able to move, so they had this method as well as lip reading to communicate. Jamie knew how important the computer was to Polly, the connection to her friends and a world of knowledge online, but the speed of her typing was painfully slow compared to even days ago.

      6 videos last night. 3 more to finish multivariable calculus, Polly typed.

      She had been progressing fast through the pure and applied math syllabus of the Khan Academy, an online video school designed to help children learn at their own pace, since many were capable of surpassing their classroom teachers. It was part of the incredible transformation of education, from an era of treating all kids the same, to targeting their specific talents and interests. It was also a godsend for children like Polly, who wanted to devour information non-stop. Even while her frail body lay dying, her brain was desperate for knowledge, although the drugs and her increasing weakness were now slowing her down. She was kept alive by the strength of her will, but that was dwindling like the leaves on the trees in the approach to winter.

      Jamie knew that her daughter was fiercely intelligent and creative, as if in some way nature had made up for her physical flaws by giving her soaring intelligence. A picture of Stephen Hawking hung on the wall of Polly’s room. The scientist was her idol, and she devoured his books - even at her young age she seemed to grasp concepts that her mother found difficult. Jamie had tried to read ‘A Brief History of Time’, but just couldn’t fathom the science. Polly had explained the concepts in pictures and for a moment, Jamie had glimpsed the far galaxies in her daughter’s mind. She had felt like the child then, instead of the mother. To be honest, she felt like the child now, as if nothing could ever be right with the world unless Polly could run and laugh again. But that couldn’t be. This was not a journey Polly could return from and Jamie knew she couldn’t go with her. Not this time.

      Jamie met Polly’s vibrant brown eyes, bright with a lively intelligence.

      “I’m so proud of you, Pol, but you know I don’t even understand what that means. Your Mum isn’t exactly a math whiz.”

      Jamie pushed away the fleeting thought that it was pointless to learn when the brain would be dead soon. Polly’s fingers continued to tap.

      I’m doing the cosmology syllabus next. I’m beating Imran.

      Jamie smiled. Imran was in a room down the hall, his body ravaged with terminal cancer but, like Polly, he was determined to cram as much into his intellectual life on earth as he could before he left it. On good days, when the drugs didn’t rob them of consciousness, the teenagers could compete on the levels of Khan Academy. Both were competitive and determined to win. Jamie and Imran’s parents were constantly astounded at their achievements, and Jamie credited her daughter’s drive to succeed with preventing her own spiral into depression at the impending loss.

      Did you dance last night?

      Polly’s eyes were brimming with the more detailed questions that Jamie knew she wanted to ask. She didn’t need to type them because the conversation was one they had played out for years. Polly’s greatest frustration with her body was not being able to dance and five years ago, she had asked Jamie to do it for her. “Dance Mum, please. Dance for me,” she had pleaded. “And then come back and tell me about it. I want to know about the dresses and all the different people and how it feels to move so gracefully.”

      Jamie had relented at her insistence and taken up tango, a dance with its roots in the sorrow of slaves and immigrants, those oppressed by society. Tango was performed with a serious facial expression, emotion held within the dance. To her surprise, Jamie had found in tango her own form of release, and now the nights she danced enabled her a brief escape.

      “Yes, I went to the milonga last night, Pol. I wore the silver dress and my hair down with the comb you made for me. I danced with Enrique first and he spun me into a close embrace …”

      So began the telling, the ritual they went through every day after Jamie could manage a night at tango. The erratic hours of her job made it difficult to go regularly, but she did find a sublimation of grief through the movement of her body. The late nights were worth the moments of clarity when focusing in the moment let her forget, albeit briefly.

      Sometimes Jamie lied and told Polly stories of a tango night she didn’t actually attend, an imagined evening where she had spun on the dance floor in the arms of a strong male lead, when in reality she had been at home, eyes red with weeping. Some nights, Jamie dreamt of walking along a beach, the ocean sucked back and the sand exposed, leaving sea creatures high and dry. There was a moment of calm when the waters receded, a suspended time of complete silence and rest. But she knew the tsunami wave would crash towards her soon, destroying everything in its path. Right now, Jamie held back the grief, but when it broke, she knew she would drown in its choking embrace. Part of her almost welcomed it.

      Did you dance with Sebastian? Polly tapped with impatience.

      Jamie laughed at her daughter’s need for gossip. It was a marvelous moment of normality, although Jamie wished she was quizzing Polly about boys and not the other way around.

      “You know I can’t ask a man to dance, Pol. It’s against the etiquette of tango. Sebastian was there but he was dancing primarily with Margherita. She’s very good, you know.”

      Bitch.

      “Polly Brooke,” Jamie scolded, “enough of that language!” But Jamie couldn’t help smiling, because the twenty-five year old Margherita was indeed a talented, beautiful bitch who dominated the London tango scene. Polly had seen her regular dancing partner Sebastian on YouTube and had become convinced that he should sweep Jamie off into a romantic sunset.

      Polly’s face suddenly contorted in a grimace of pain and she started making choking noises, a grotesque parody of breath. Increasingly now, the secretions in her lungs became too much and she struggled for air. Jamie had heard it described as similar to drowning, the body fighting desperately for oxygen. The keyboard fell to the floor with a clatter as Polly’s fingers clutched at the air in grasping urgency. Jamie’s heart rate spiked and she banged the panic button on the wall, knowing that the alert would be triggered in the nurse’s area, silent so as not to alert the other children. She gripped Polly’s hand.

      “It’s OK, my darling. I’m here. Try to relax. Shhh, there now, Pol. It’s OK.” Jamie couldn’t hold back the tears, watching helplessly as Polly convulsed in pain, trying to cough up the stickiness that was engulfing her. Rachel swept into the room with another nurse and Jamie stepped back, letting them inject Polly with a sedative. Tears streaming down her face, Jamie felt impotent and useless as she could do nothing to take away her daughter’s pain.

      Rachel began to suction the fluid from Polly’s lungs, the noise a hideous gurgling, but after a few seconds, Polly’s tense body relaxed on the bed. Jamie stepped forward to take her hand, unclenching the fingers that had tightened in pain. She stroked her daughter’s skin, touch her only communication now. The body on the bed was her daughter, but to Jamie, Polly was not an invalid in pain, a wracked, twisted, physical self. She was a soaring mind, a beautiful spirit trapped here by mistake. Some days Jamie wished death for them both, to escape together into an untethered future. She picked up the cuddly Golden Retriever puppy from the floor where it had fallen. Polly had always wanted a pet but the soft toy was the best Jamie could do. Polly had named it Lisa and kept it near her ever since, grubby now from a lot of love. Jamie tucked the soft toy under her daughter’s arm.

      Rachel stood close by, and gently brushed strands of hair from Polly’s face.

      “I know you don’t want to have this conversation, hun,” she said, “but sometimes it’s better to let our children go. We can continue to keep Polly alive but her body is almost finished. You can see that, Jamie.” Her voice was soft and calm, a practiced tone that Jamie knew she used with parents and children alike. “It’s not something parents want to admit, but Polly’s pain will only be over if you let her die. In any other society, she would have died of natural causes by now. We’re just keeping this vessel alive, prolonging her pain.”

      Although appalling on one level, Jamie knew it was entirely appropriate to have this conversation in front of Polly, sedated or not. She didn’t want to let her daughter’s hand go in order to step outside the room, but also she knew that Polly had expressed her own strident wishes about the matter. They had talked about death and she knew that Polly wasn’t afraid of it, only of the pain of passing. Jamie knew that Rachel talked about the end openly with the children and she understood the logic of that. There was an honesty at the hospice that cut through the crap of what was appropriate to discuss in polite society where the death of children was kept behind a veil of silence and denial. Here it was brutal in its regularity.

      “I don’t want to say goodbye,” Jamie whispered. “I’m not ready yet.”

      “But what if Polly is?” Rachel said quietly, her voice speaking a truth that lingered in the antiseptic air.

      Jamie’s phone vibrated in her pocket, breaking the moment.

      “It’s work, I’m sorry.” She pulled it out, seeing a missed call and a text. She scanned it quickly and felt her pulse quicken. Despite the desperation of Polly’s illness, work was her sanity. “There’s been a murder,” she said. “I’ve been assigned to the case so I have to go Rachel, but I’ll be back tonight. Just give me another day, please.”

      Rachel walked around the bed and touched Jamie’s arm gently. “It’s not me you’re doing this for, hun. It’s for your little one.”

      Tears pricked Jamie’s eyes again, but she brushed them away, pulling the veneer of police business around her shoulders. Her job gave her a psychological anchor as well as paying the bills. Jamie was good at detective work, and her ability to solve puzzles and right wrongs gave her a little piece of lucidity in the face of inevitable loss. Every criminal brought to justice was another point added to her karma balance that she begged the universe to give to Polly.
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      The jet black BMW motorbike pulled up in front of the Royal College of Surgeons in the square of Lincoln’s Inn Fields, an area renowned for the legal profession and dominated by Georgian terraced houses. Jamie tugged off her helmet and dismounted the bike, putting her safety gear and protective leathers into one of the panniers. She had traded in her old car when Polly had entered the hospice. She couldn’t stand to look at it anymore without feeling that her daughter had gone already. The bike was cheaper to run and the independence increasingly suited her. She wasn’t meant to use it for getting to crime scenes but today she needed the mental space even though it rumpled her clothes. She straightened the black crush-proof trousers and tucked in her white shirt, pulling the matching suit jacket out with her handbag from the other pannier. Dusting the jacket down, she put it on and her transformation was complete. Polly sometimes called her the ‘black work wraith’, but Jamie preferred to wear the equivalent of a uniform to separate her professional life.

      Glancing around and seeing none of her colleagues, Jamie pulled out a pack of Marlboro Menthol. Lighting one, she looked up at the imposing classical entrance to the Royal College. She smoked quick and fast, her breath frosty in the air, cheeks red with the winter cold. The cigarette was a shot of delicious poison, her own private rebellion against what she would have preached to Polly. What did it matter anyway, Jamie thought. Life is poison, drip drip drip every day until we die of whatever addictions hold us. Everything she lived for right now hung over her head like the sword of Damocles, so what difference would another cancer stick make? Besides, she needed just a little fix before facing the body that lay inside. The cigarette was a chemical separation between her home life and the professional, a space where she could squash her emotions into the mental box she kept separate from her police work.

      Jamie took another drag, enjoying the mint fresh aftertaste through the harshness of tobacco smoke. In the old-school tango clubs of Buenos Aires, smoke filled the air, an important part of the culture where life was often short and lived intensely. In these brief moments Jamie recaptured that sensation in the little beats of time between her dual lives in this crazy city. She relished the start of a new case and already she was glancing around, her mind posing questions about the area. Why was the murder committed in this elegant part of town?

      A gust of wind blew leaves along the road, brittle reminders of autumn tumbling over each other and rustling in the gutter. The sharp breeze bent the branches of trees in the park, a few skeletal leaves hanging on against the grey. Jamie looked up at the early winter sun, the only color in a sky that was as washed out as the commuters who walked, shoulders hunched, into the Aldwych. Winter was almost upon them and soon the British would begin their annual vigil, longing for spring as the nights arrived ever earlier. Jamie thought ahead to Christmas, a time that Polly loved and she had always over-indulged. Would she be alone this year? Jamie pushed the thought aside, taking a final drag and pulling a small tin from inside her bag. She stubbed the cigarette out on the lid and carefully placed the end into it. The tin served as a way to monitor her habit but also to remove any evidence. She noticed there were already three inside, too many for this time in the morning.

      Walking into the main lobby of the Royal College of Surgeons, Jamie gave her details for the crime scene log and put on protective coveralls and booties. A uniformed Officer directed her past the yellow tape of the perimeter to the first floor. The entrance hall was imposing, wide stairs with rich red carpet sweeping around in a curve, with marble balustrades to guide the way upwards. The hall was overlooked by extravagant paintings of the men who had once ruled this surgical empire. Artifacts from the museum were displayed in niches, drawing the eyes back through its illustrious history.

      Upstairs, Jamie entered the Hunterian Museum, a place she’d never visited but vaguely knew of. It was one of those hidden treasures of London that few came to see but which changed those who did. She was partially glad of her ignorance, because she wanted to see it with untainted eyes before she polluted her instinctive impressions with fact.

      Near the door, a uniformed officer sat with an elderly man, the Curator. He was agitated, wringing his hands and then rubbing his neck, repeatedly loosening his tie. Jamie recognized the body language of self-comforting and wondered if perhaps he had found the body. She would circle back to him in a bit. The officer looked up and Jamie nodded her head in a professional greeting, avoiding a smile.

      She looked around, taking in the activity before her. Scene Of Crime Officers (SOCOs) were processing the area, and Jamie’s eyes were drawn to a central space surrounded by walls of glass shelving that contained thousands of body parts in preservation jars. Jamie had seen many bodies in various states, but usually they were recognizably human. This was a collection of the macabre, and a strangely appropriate place for another dead body.

      Jamie felt a familiar surge of excitement at a new case, a new puzzle to solve and a way to distract her from thoughts of the hospice. She registered the usual guilt as well, because for her to feel this way, a human being had to die. But Jamie was a realist and there would always be murder, violence and death. It was endemic to the human condition. She had a short window of opportunity in her life to make a difference and potentially lower the body count and it made her remarkable for just an instant. This job was not some office function where busy work whiled away the hours, counting for nothing. This work could save lives, bring justice and occasionally equilibrium to the small corner of the world that was Jamie’s London. It was a chance to be extraordinary, the reason she had escaped her parents’ home on the Milton Keynes housing estate as soon as she could. She had known growing up there that she had to get out of that rut or risk being trapped forever in mediocrity.

      Jamie walked into the central area where a female body was laid out on the floor wearing a scarlet evening dress that had been slashed open. Her beautiful face was calm but there was a deep wound in her lower abdomen, looking more like a surgical operation than the butchery it must have been. The woman’s blonde hair looked like an unnatural wig, the tresses freshly brushed and seemingly too alive to be attached to a dead body. Flashes of light from the crime scene photographer illuminated the corpse, her skin pale and posed like a model exhibit. Jamie stood still as she took in the scene. This was the moment when she knew nothing and her mind was filled with questions. Who was this woman and why did she die here last night. She noticed the red lipstick on the woman’s mouth and imagined her speaking. What would she say?

      “Jamie, good to see you.”

      Jamie turned to see Detective Sergeant Leander Marcus, his slight paunch extending the dark weave of his suit trousers, visible through the thin protective coveralls.

      “Hey Lee, were you first on scene?”

      Leander nodded, his face crumpled with lack of sleep.

      “Keen to get off it ASAP. I’ve been up all night and this only came in a few hours ago. Cameron get you called in?”

      Leander arched an eyebrow and Jamie gave a complicit half-smile. Detective Superintendent Dale Cameron was respected for his accomplishments but he also seemed to have Teflon shoulders, deflecting any scandal onto other ranking officers, so his cases came with a health warning. With his salt and pepper hair and a body kept trim from marathon running, Cameron had the looks of a Fortune 500 CEO and his star was on the rise within the Metropolitan Police.

      He had been appointed Senior Investigating Officer for the crime, assigning Jamie to the case along with a small team of Detective Constables as an inquiry team. Jamie had clashed with Cameron before, receiving a verbal warning for acting outside of protocol. She knew that she needed to rein in her independent streak, it didn’t sit well with the rules and regulations of the Force. But she also knew that her exemplary investigation results meant she was given a little more leeway. Her methods might be unorthodox, but at least Cameron trusted her enough to get the job done and assign her to this case. She needed distraction, and losing herself in work was the best way, keeping her mind occupied while her heart was slowly breaking.

      “So what have we got so far?” Jamie asked.

      “The deceased is Jenna Neville,” Leander said. “Her handbag is missing but we got a list from security of people who entered in the last 24 hours and she was easily recognizable after we got the names. You must have heard of Neville Pharmaceuticals?”

      Jamie’s eyes widened in recognition at the name.

      “Of course, it’s one of the biggest British pharmaceutical companies.”

      “Exactly. Her father is Sir Christopher Neville, the CEO, who mainly concerns himself with politics and media campaigning. Her mother is one of the top scientists for the privately owned company.”

      “Any indication of why she was here?” Jamie asked.

      “There was a gala event downstairs last night for alumni surgeons of the college. Jenna Neville attended the event, along with her parents, who are benefactors.”

      Damn, Jamie thought. A medical style murder in the Royal College of Surgeons after a party filled with actual surgeons. No obvious suspects then. “How many people?”

      “Around 90 guests, plus staff. The Museum was supposed to have been locked though, and it wasn’t used for the function.”

      “Is a team on the statements already?”

      Leander nodded. “There’s several officers starting on it now we have the guest list.”

      “I don’t envy them,” Jamie said. “ That’s going to take a while.” She looked up at the glass walls surrounding them, stretching two stories high and lined with specimen preservation jars. “Cameras?”

      Leander shook his head. “There aren’t any in the Museum itself and the ones downstairs show all those guests milling around. We need to go through the footage and see if any of them weren’t on the guest list, but to be honest, there are other entrances. This isn’t a highly secure building as it’s not considered a security risk. There are no drugs here, or money, only old bones and bodies.”

      Jamie indicated a walled display of surgeon’s tools.

      “And scalpels, knives, hacksaws and other equipment that could be used as murder weapons.”

      Leander shrugged. “Of course, but the College says that these are historical objects and there are easier ways to procure knives around here. But they’re checking the inventory now.”

      They stood in silence for a moment as a white suited figure finished examining the body. Jamie knew forensic pathologist Mike Skinner from multiple crime scenes but he barely strayed outside the boundaries of professional talk related to the case. He stood and stretched his back, then turned to them, inclining his head in a slight greeting.

      “There’s massive blunt force trauma to the skull and her neck’s broken.” Jamie could see that the head was positioned at an unnatural angle, and the hair had been pulled back from the wound. Skinner pointed behind them to an open space at the bottom of a flight of stairs from the upper level of the museum, now surrounded by crime scene markers. “There are blood and bone fragments over there so it looks like she fell and hit the post at the bottom of the stairs. I suspect that the way she landed would have forced her head into hyper-extension with sufficient force to cause a fracture at the C2 vertebrae.” Skinner demonstrated with his own neck, dropping his chin close to his chest. “It’s a classic hangman’s fracture and cause of death is likely to be asphyxia secondary to cervical injury. It only takes a few minutes. I’ll confirm in the post-mortem but those would be my preliminary thoughts. Her body was then dragged to this central area and postmortem lividity shows she was on her back here when the body was cut open.”

      Jamie glanced down at the bloody wound, held open by a retractor. “Can you tell what was done?”

      Skinner nodded. “Looks like her uterus was removed. Skillfully done too. It’s a perfect Pfannenstiel incision, a Caesarean section, and it looks like the instruments used were from the Museum’s collection.”

      Jamie tilted her head on one side. “That implies no pre-meditation, at least for the excision.” She paused, looking around the museum at the specimen jars surrounding them, an echo of the mutilated body. “Was she dead when her uterus was cut out?”

      “It looks that way but I’ll know for sure after the autopsy. The lack of significant blood loss around the wound suggests that the heart stopped pumping during the operation.”

      Jamie felt a sense of relief that Jenna hadn’t felt the invasion of her body, but why had it been done?

      “Any idea of time of death?”

      “Between nine and midnight, but I might get something more exact after the autopsy. I would say that it was certainly during the gala event. Right, I’ve done all I can here.”

      Skinner nodded at two other men, also in protective clothing and they came forward to remove the body. They bagged the woman’s hands and laid down a plastic sheet. As the corpse was lifted, Jamie heard something fall from the folds of Jenna’s dress with a dull thunk. She signaled for the photographer to capture it as she bent to look more closely, pulling out her sterile gloves and an evidence bag. It was a figurine carved of ivory, around four inches long, a woman laid on her back, torso opened in a detailed miniature dissection. The woman’s serene ivory face portrayed a calm demeanor even as her body lay open and mutilated, her organs and loops of intestines painted a deep red.

      “You can take the body,” Jamie said to Skinner, who was clearly eager to get back to his lab. “I’ll deal with this.”

      She waited until the body had been zipped in its bag and strapped to the gurney. Once it had been wheeled out, she beckoned to the officer by the door to bring the Curator. He shuffled over slowly, his face a mask of grief. Even surrounded by mementoes of death every day, it must have been a horrifying shock to find the newly dead body early this morning. After some brief introductions, Jamie indicated the figurine.

      “Could you explain what this is, sir?” she asked, her voice coaxing.

      The Curator’s posture became more focused as he directed his attention to the figurine, bending down to look but careful not to touch it.

      “It’s an anatomical Venus,” he said. “They were made from the seventeenth century onwards as a way to teach anatomy, but increasingly they became more of an attraction for the cabinets of curiosities belonging to various wealthy collectors. They wanted things that were strange or terrible, horrific or unusual, those that would provoke a reaction in the viewer.”

      “Is it valuable?” Jamie asked.

      The Curator nodded. “Absolutely. We have some examples here but it’s not one of ours. It must belong to a private collection, or a museum perhaps. Someone will be missing it, for sure.”

      There was a bustle of noise at the doorway to the Museum and Jamie turned to see Detective Constable Alan Missinghall enter, hunching over in an attempt to be less obtrusive. He failed miserably, his six foot five muscular frame dwarfing the other officers on scene. He was new in the department and so far Jamie was impressed with his work. Missinghall had only just turned thirty and many underestimated him, seeing in his physicality a propensity for violence. But he was gentle, his expressive face betraying an acute compassion for victims of crime and he had a way of standing that made others feel protected. As usual, he wore an understated dark blue suit, slightly too short in the leg for his height, but he still walked like a man with authority.

      “What have we got, Sarge?” Missinghall said, bending to look at the figurine.

      Jamie recapped what she had found out so far and he took notes on his pad, putting asterisks next to aspects for follow-up. Jamie appreciated his keen attitude, hoping that it would last, for he hadn’t yet tasted the bitter side of detective work.

      “This room is seriously weird,” Missinghall said, glancing around at the glass walls. He walked over and stared at the rows of specimen jars.

      Jamie took a picture of the figurine on her smartphone, bagged the item for processing and then followed him over. The jars looked marvelously benign until you leaned closer, until what was inside became clear. The specimens were organs grouped together across comparative species. A whole shelf contained jars full of tongues, fleshy camel, spongy lion, then a human tongue with soft palate and enlarged tonsils, wrinkled and puckered like an alien mouth. These jars of disease are evidence of our mortality, Jamie thought with a shiver, fragments of flesh and bone that once walked the earth, now imprisoned in jars of preservative, drowning anew each day.

      The Curator shuffled over to the cabinets, noting their interest and clearly eager to distract his own attention from the misery of the crime scene.

      “John Hunter was an eighteenth century surgeon,” he said. “He introduced direct observation of the body and scientific method into anatomy, rejecting the flawed textbooks his generation used. Although his methods were unorthodox and he gained many enemies, he nevertheless changed the practice of surgery and made medical discoveries that saved countless lives.”

      “Is this all his work?” Jamie asked, indicating the glass shelving with a sweep of her arm.

      “Most of it and more in storage,” the Curator replied, “but much was lost in a fire. He worked with his brother initially, William Hunter, who specialized in medical education and gynecology. But John was the real anatomical genius, and he prepped the specimens perfectly as you can see. It became his obsession and he spent his life seeking out the strange and terrible from humanity and the animal kingdom in order to learn from them.”

      There was so much death here, Jamie thought, imagining John Hunter and the bodies he had cut to pieces to make this collection. It was certainly a triumph of science and reason at a time when the body was misunderstood, before anesthesia, before antiseptic, when surgery was more akin to torture and generally ended in death. But it was also a disturbing museum of the deformed and misshapen monsters that Hunter had found so fascinating. Jamie looked into one of the cabinets, staring at the face of a child with no eyes, covered in smallpox. Just a face, floating in liquid. This place was indeed a bizarre and perfect location for a murder.

      “John Hunter eventually had his own anatomy school and private medical practice as well as working at St George’s Hospital. He would hardly sleep, so driven was he in his studies.” Jamie could hear the admiration in the Curator’s voice, his respect for a lifelong obsession. “Hunter was elected as a Fellow of the Royal Society in recognition for his pioneering work and he was considered the authority on venereal disease, possibly even infecting himself to study its destructive course. He was obsessed with direct observation, hence the specimens you see here.”

      Missinghall leaned towards one of the cabinets and Jamie saw the grimace on his face as he realized he was staring at a set of diseased sexual organs. He shifted uncomfortably and turned back to the Curator.

      “So where did the bodies come from?” he asked, and Jamie felt her own curiosity piqued too, for there were thousands of specimens even in this one room.

      “That was … difficult,” the Curator said, nodding. “But they had no choice, you see. Since the time of Henry VIII surgeons had only been allowed a small number of bodies each year, usually criminals hanged on the gallows. But there were too few to use for effective teaching and the surgical schools required each student to dissect several bodies in the course of their studies. John Hunter and his brother were part of a renaissance in anatomical teaching, but they needed fresh bodies every day in the winter dissection season. Summer, of course, meant the bodies putrefied too quickly.” The Curator was speaking fast now, almost apologetic for what had happened all those years ago. “So they had to work with so-called Resurrection Men, grave robbers who would take fresh corpses from new graves, from the hospitals or poor houses and sell them to the anatomists.”

      Missinghall’s expressive face showed his distaste, and although Jamie had heard of such practices, she hadn’t really understood until now that many of the bodies were stolen, taken from graves without the consent of loved ones or sold because of poverty.

      “Seriously?” Missinghall was incredulous. “Wasn’t that illegal then? Because it sure is now.”

      The Curator shook his head. “The corpse was not considered property and the Resurrection Men were careful to only take the naked body, leaving the shroud and coffin so as not to be prosecuted for stealing. They were paid more for bodies that died of exotic diseases or deformities, and Hunter also wanted to recover the bodies of patients on whom he had performed surgery to see how they had healed.” He pointed into the glass bell jars at the fetuses preserved there. “These little ones were priced by the inch. There are even some claims that the Hunters bought corpses murdered to order, particularly women at various stages of pregnancy for William Hunter’s detailed study of the gravid womb.” He paused. “Ridiculous rumors, of course.”

      Jamie didn’t want to hear any more of Hunter’s ghoulish past and Missinghall was looking increasingly queasy, even though he was accustomed to the newly dead. What mattered right now was establishing what had happened last night, not over two hundred years previously.

      “Thank you for your time, sir,” Jamie said. “We may come back to you with further questions.”

      The Curator nodded and walked away, his shoulders tense and rigid.

      Missinghall shook his head. “Let’s process this freakish place and get out of here,” he said. “We can look into Hunter some more back at base, but I suspect this place will give me nightmares for weeks.”

      Jamie nodded, walking slowly around the glass-walled cases to the bottom of the stairs. She bent and examined the blood stains there, careful to avoid the crime scene markers.

      “Why was Jenna even up here during the gala dinner?” Jamie thought aloud. “The body was clearly dragged from the bottom of the stairs, so it would be logical that she fell first and hit her head before being moved.”

      “Or she was pushed deliberately,” Missinghall noted.

      “Not a very effective way to kill someone,” Jamie said, walking up the stairs to the next level. “It’s not guaranteed that the person will die, only be injured in some way. And these steps aren’t even that steep.”

      “Maybe it was an accident?” Missinghall said, as they both looked down at the scene below through more glass display cases.

      “Cutting out her womb wasn’t an accident.”

      “Maybe the killer has something against women?” Missinghall said. “Or perhaps this place just inspired impromptu surgical practice?”

      Jamie ignored his black humor, understanding his need to keep a light tone with what they dealt with every day. She turned to look at the other cases on the second floor, which was focused on the history of medicine. In one was a life-size wax model of a hideously deformed victim of war, with half a face and its neck torn away to reveal the jawbone. One hand was burnt to raw pink skin with fingers missing, and there were slashes in the chest, open to bloody rib bones. In the next case, a whole series of surgical saws were displayed, all from a seventeenth century surgeon’s kit. Jamie read the sign on an amputation saw, describing a time before anesthetic and antiseptic, when people’s limbs were hacked off while they were tied down, dosed only with laudanum or alcohol. She turned away, before the imagined horror dominated her thoughts any further.

      “We’ll have to wait for the autopsy results on whether she was pregnant and we’ll need the statements of the attending surgeons from last night.” Jamie sighed. “So let’s go talk to the parents in the meantime.”
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      The streets of Chelsea were always busy but Jamie wove through the traffic with ease on her bike, while Missinghall followed in the squad car, eventually catching her up outside the Neville’s residence where she jumped in beside him. The exclusive property had security cameras and the gates swung open as the police car drove up. Jenna’s parents had been notified of her death earlier that morning, so they were expected.

      “You’re quiet today, Jamie,” Missinghall said, finishing off a banana. The man never seemed to stop eating. “Do you want me to take the lead on this?”

      Jamie stared out at the ornate garden as they drove slowly up the drive. The grounds were like a miniature Versailles, beautiful even in the chill of early winter, precisely ordered with not a blade of grass or stem out of place. Jamie wondered if her life would ever be this ordered. Right now, she felt it disintegrating around her, but she wouldn’t share that with Missinghall, preferring to keep her distance with work colleagues.

      “Sure,” she said. “Why don’t you talk to them first and I’ll hang back a little. The father may respond better to you anyway.”

      “Isn’t he some kind of minor aristocrat?” Missinghall asked.

      Jamie nodded. “According to the case file, the family is distantly related to Francis Galton, the eugenicist, and he was in turn related to the Darwins, so they have quite the scientific background. Their pedigree plays a prominent role in the marketing for Neville Pharmaceuticals. Lady Esther Neville is the brilliant scientist and Lord Christopher is well connected amongst the aristocracy, playing high stakes business with the manners of a perfect English gentleman.”

      “I’m not sure how well he’ll like me then,” Missinghall said, emphasizing his rough East London accent.

      “But at least you’re a man,” replied Jamie, smiling a little. “He’s apparently quite the chauvinist, with the media citing his preference for much younger women when out on the town.”

      “Marriage issues?” Missinghall said.

      “They’ve been married since they were at Oxford University together,” Jamie said, glancing through the notes on her smart phone that had been assembled by the murder inquiry office manager. “After thirty years of marriage, perhaps that kind of behavior is normal.”

      “Remind me not to ask you for relationship advice,” Missinghall said. “I’m very happy with my missus.”

      Jamie remained silent at his comment, ignoring the unspoken questions about her personal life. Her own failed marriage and her parents’ misery were the only markers she had against which to measure marital bliss.

      Missinghall parked in front of the main doors, which were opened by an immaculately dressed butler before they stepped out of the car. Missinghall turned to Jamie, raising an eyebrow at the unexpected service.

      “Good morning, Officers,” the butler said as they presented their warrant cards. “Lord and Lady Neville are waiting in the library. Please come through.”

      The butler held the door wide and Jamie stepped first into the hallway. It was sparsely furnished with a few tasteful pieces, but the walls were dominated by pictures, many black and white or faded sepia. Jamie leaned close as they were led through and she caught sight of famous faces. These were ancestors of the Nevilles in classic poses, designed to emphasize the visitor’s inherent inferiority in this house of distinction. There were also pictures of Christopher Neville with senior political figures, CEOs and powerful media moguls. Jamie even caught sight of one with her superior officer, Dale Cameron, accepting some award, in the days before he had risen to the rank of Superintendent. Christopher Neville was indeed well connected, she thought, following the butler further inside.

      The library was straight out of a Merchant Ivory film, with tall bookcases of ebony and exotic hardwood filled with leather bound first edition books, some behind locked glass so that they couldn’t even be read. It was another way to impress and Jamie felt its effect, the delineations of social class evident. She thought of her own rented rooms, cluttered with books for sure, but nothing on this scale.

      Lord Christopher Neville was standing by the ornate marble fireplace, his hand resting on the back of his wife’s chair. He wore a three piece suit in English tweed, the mossy color palette blending into the library backdrop, like the cover of a fox-hunting magazine. Lady Esther Neville sat like an angular statue in a cream trouser suit, staring out of the window into the distance, her blonde hair scraped back into a tight chignon. She didn’t even turn her head as they entered. Jamie had the peculiar sense that the pair had arranged themselves for some effect. She noticed the tension in Lady Neville’s body, her senses attuned as a dancer to how people hold themselves. It was as if the woman was arching away from her husband’s hand, as if his very presence repelled her. Jamie knew that the death of a child took many marriages to breaking point, but this all seemed staged, as if this is how a bereaved family was meant to look. She wondered what lay beneath the careful veneer.

      “Detectives, what can we do for you?” Lord Neville said, his voice cordial with an undertone of impatience. He was bordering on corpulent, barely hiding the evidence of good living with impeccable tailoring and his voice was the epitome of aristocracy, honed by years of conversation in the upper echelons of power. His light grey eyes were clear and piercing, and Jamie noticed that they lingered a little too long on her own slight figure.

      “We’re so sorry for your loss, Lord and Lady Neville,” Missinghall said, with a formal tone. “But we need to ask some questions about Jenna.”

      Lord Neville nodded. “Of course, we’ll do everything we can to help you. Jenna was our precious angel.”

      Lady Neville’s hand flew to her mouth at his words, and a stricken look passed over her face before her mask returned as her husband’s hand moved to rest on her shoulder. Esther Neville was peaky, sallow-skinned and pale, as if she spent her days away from the sun. Jamie supposed that she did exactly that, shut deep in her lab generating fortunes for the company while her husband was out enjoying its profits. It looked to Jamie as if she would have got up and run from the room, but he imperceptibly held her down. Jamie felt a pang of pity for the woman touching the edges of her compartmentalized grief about Polly. But she couldn’t let her preconceptions of motherhood cloud the investigation and, at this point, everyone was a suspect.

      “We understand that you were both at the gala dinner with Jenna last night?” Missinghall said.

      Lord Neville nodded. “The event was to raise money for the Royal College of Surgeons and we already fund a number of scholarships there. We’re interested in supporting the education of a new generation as well as saving the lives of millions through our genetic and drug research.”

      Jamie thought he was about to launch into some kind of marketing pitch about the company so she jumped in.

      “What time did you both leave?” she asked, pulling out her notebook.

      “We’ve been through this already in the statement,” Lord Neville said, a note of annoyance in his voice. “But Esther felt unwell and left around 9.30 and I am sure I left around 11.”

      Jamie thought she saw a spark in Esther’s eyes at that, but her face remained downcast.

      “And how was Jenna when you left?”

      Lord Neville frowned. “I didn’t see her before I went. She had left the table earlier in the evening to dance with one of her many beaus.” Jamie noted a tinge of anger in his voice and an emphasis on the word many. She would have to investigate Jenna’s love life carefully. Lord Neville paused. “We had an argument actually, I’m sure others will tell you of it, so I may as well. She’d had too much wine, and she said she had something to tell us, something that would change things. But she has said such things before, and nothing has come of it. I don’t know why my daughter couldn’t just leave the company in peace. She took its money easily enough.” He looked away and his voice softened. “I guess it will be left in peace now.”

      Jamie wanted to explore the conflict around Neville Pharmaceuticals further, but she wanted to find out more from other sources first. People lied to themselves most of all. Those lies could hide the truth easily, and this was a family well used to displaying a public persona.

      While Missinghall began to ask questions about Jenna’s home life, her studies and the law firm where she worked, Jamie looked around and began to notice how unusual the room was. Lit only by table lamps, it was hard to see into the corners, but it was as if a veneer of respectability lay over more disturbing aspects. Above the fireplace was a large painting, at first glance just a woman holding her breast to feed an infant, posed as a Madonna and Child, seated with folds of light blue fabric around her. On second glance, Jamie noticed that her belly was in fact cut open to reveal her viscera and the baby in her lap was likewise a partially dissected cadaver. Jamie couldn’t help but stare as it seemed to violate all sense of what would be acceptable to display in a public room like this. What made it all the more macabre was a framed photograph near the painting of a young Lady Neville with a baby, presumably Jenna, in her arms, the pose oddly reminiscent of the painting.

      “I see you’ve noticed our interest in anatomy,” Lord Neville’s voice cut through Jamie’s contemplation, and she turned.

      “I’m sorry for staring,” Jamie said. “But the painting is so unusual.”

      Especially given the location and style of the murder, she thought.

      “I started collecting memento-mori many years ago,” Lord Neville said, walking over to Jamie and looking up at the painting. “Tiny sculptures of skeletons and the dead in coffins that people would use to remind themselves of the shortness of life, the inevitability of death. To see a skeleton is to behold your own death and we all need a reminder that the end is inevitable.”

      A soft cry broke from Lady Neville’s lips.

      “I’m so sorry.” She stood, wiping her eyes. “You’ll have to excuse me. My husband will answer any further questions you have.”

      Jamie watched Lady Neville leave and heard her suppress a sob as she walked briskly up the stairs. The woman was clearly distraught, and for good reason, but she would have to find out more about Lady Neville. The interview would have to wait. She turned back to the room as Missinghall continued to ask about Jenna’s life. But Jamie was impatient now and she wanted to get past the preliminaries. For a moment, she let Missinghall continue with his line of questioning and then allowed herself to interrupt.

      “Did you agree with Jenna’s career choice, Lord Neville?” Jamie asked. She was aware from the case notes that Jenna had started to specialize in the increasingly complex legal issues around tissue and DNA ownership, animal experimentation and other areas that could directly impact the practices of Neville Pharmaceuticals. There was also some photographic evidence that Jenna had participated in activist marches against the company and others labeled Big Pharma.

      Lord Neville frowned and ran his hand through his thick dark hair.

      “No, but my daughter was headstrong. She didn’t want to come into the family business and in fact, she seemed determined to break it apart. I know she disagreed with some of the ethics of the company, but the money paid for her education, her prospects.” Jamie could hear the disappointment and anger in his voice. “For some reason, she chose to leave us and live with that awful girl in a terrible part of town, getting into all sorts of trouble. I warned her, you know …”

      His voice trailed off.

      “And Lady Neville, did she support Jenna’s choices?” Jamie asked.

      Lord Neville paused, grasping for the right words. Jamie watched as he wrestled with what to say, finally settling on platitudes.

      “Esther works too hard, spends long hours at the lab,” he said softly. “She’s wedded to the company, but she loves Jenna and she only wanted the best for her.”

      “Do you have any enemies?” Missinghall asked, changing tack. “Have there been any threats against you or the company, your family?”

      Lord Neville walked to the other side of the fireplace and waved his hand dismissively.

      “Of course, we get so many threats that we have a full-time staff member who goes through it all and decides which ones to forward onto the police. Not that you lot ever do anything. My legal team has restraining orders on a number of individuals, but in this country, the right to protest runs deep. There are ringleaders, of course, and I’ll get everything forwarded onto you for the investigation. I personally get several death threats a week related to the business, but it’s my life, Detectives, and not something I expected to impact my daughter, especially given her activism. Do you think her murder was related to the protests against the company?”

      “The violation of the body didn’t suggest a crime of passion or an unskilled criminal,” Jamie said. “In fact, quite the opposite. We’re looking for someone with surgical knowledge. What about any disgruntled employees, people who have worked in your labs who may hold a grudge?”

      “Again, I’ll have the files sent on but the nature of our business attracts a fair share of crazies and psychos. To us, the human body is a treasure trove, an addiction and a fascination. The way my daughter’s body was displayed was not unlike the models I have in my collection, and so I can see it as a warning of course. But of what? I have already left my body to science and it will be cut up the day I die, but for someone to do this to Jenna … It’s unthinkable and I will see that person punished.”

      “Of course, Lord Neville,” Missinghall said, a curious deference in his voice. Jamie could see that he felt the class difference keenly. “We’ll be working hard to pursue the leads around the case.”

      “Did Jenna still have a room here?” Jamie asked. “Or did she leave any personal items with you?”

      Lord Neville shook his head. “No, she was quite determined to prove her independence. Anything she didn’t want to take, she gave to charity. An animal rights charity, can you believe it?”

      Jamie pulled out her smart phone to show him the photo of the ivory anatomical Venus found by Jenna’s body.

      “Do you recognize this, sir?”

      Lord Neville looked at the photo and his eyes narrowed with interest. He hesitated just a fraction too long before handing it back.

      “No, but I have similar pieces.”

      “It was with Jenna’s body, wrapped in her clothes. We think she might have had it with her that night.”

      Lord Neville’s expression was guarded and Jamie saw a flicker of doubt there. Was it guilt or just the devastation of a parent whose child had suffered too much?

      “I don’t know why she would have that with her.”

      Jamie nodded. “Of course.” She hesitated, looking at the painting of the dissected woman behind him. The similarity to the museum exhibits in the Hunterian was too much of a coincidence to pass over. “May we see your collection? It might help us understand more clearly the artistic value of this piece.”

      “Of course, I’ll have Matthews take you through. Is there anything else, or I will see to my wife.”

      Jamie shook her head. “Thank you for your time. We may be back with further questions.”

      Neville called for Matthews, the butler, who showed them through the library and out into another hallway, then up a staircase to the next floor. He led them into a salon that had been set up as a small museum with glass cabinets and even tiny handwritten labels. It was full of old anatomical teaching devices and artwork around the subjects of death and the human body.

      “I’ll leave you here to browse,” Matthews said. “Can I bring you some coffee or tea?”

      Jamie shook her head, walking further into the room.

      “I’d love a cuppa, thanks,” Missinghall said, then Jamie saw his face fall as he realized that he hadn’t escaped the macabre by leaving the Hunterian. She looked into the nearest case as Missinghall walked around the room, his body arching instinctively away from what he saw.

      Jamie found herself next to an anatomical model of a female torso, her face turned into the room. Her perfect eyelashes lay on wax cheeks, one blue eye gazing into the distance. She had perfectly kissable lips and skin like alabaster but one side of her face was deconstructed down to bone and tissue. The jaw was opened up to display tongue and teeth, the veins in the neck exposed, and her internal organs opened to the air. The model was more disturbing because the limbs had been cut off, legs sawn through so the bones protruded through the middle of steak-like fleshy rings. Between the stumps, a vagina complete with pubic hair was expertly modeled. Like some kind of sex doll for necrophiliacs, Jamie thought, wondering where the line between teaching and pornography lay. Anatomical Venus indeed. She found herself wanting to hide the woman from view. This room was a testament to the development of science, but at the expense of human dignity.

      “What do you think of all this?” Missinghall asked, his voice tinged with disgust. “I just don’t get why people would want to look at this stuff?”

      Jamie stared at the case with the dissected woman. Jenna had clearly inhabited a world where this was considered normal, where the human body was part of study and work. Jamie was sure that this had played a part in her death.
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      Leaving Missinghall to return and process what they had so far, Jamie rode slowly through the streets of Rotherhithe towards the City Farm, where Jenna Neville had shared a flat. It was a strange suburb, a bleak, cornered world with houses crowded together, densely populated but seemingly empty. The area had missed out on the recent revival of the East End of London. Whereas the north side of the Thames had caught the imagination of the public and was now culture and party-central, this little corner of South London was concrete and unwelcoming.

      Jamie parked the bike and walked to the end of Vaughn Street, looking out across the river towards Canary Wharf, the heart of London’s modern financial district, and famed for obscenities of wealth. Some people lived in this area for the ease of commuting by ferry across the water but others, perhaps like Jenna, were here to protest against the high-rises and cocktail bars, six-figure bonuses and hedonism that thrived on the bank opposite. For a second, Jamie thought of Polly’s impossible future, what she could have achieved in this city of potential. Feeling tears well, she sighed and pushed the thoughts away. She couldn’t let her emotions leak into this investigation.

      Turning back, Jamie walked down to number 15, knocking on the door of the little terraced house, unremarkable in a sea of similar properties. The door opened and Jamie showed her warrant card.

      “Miss McConnell?”

      Elsa McConnell was petite with a tousled head of ginger curls that she wore tied up with a lavender checked headband. Her face was clean of makeup, a few freckles were scattered across her nose and cheeks, and her blue eyes were red and raw.

      “Yes, Detective. The police said you would be coming over … Please come in, and call me Elsa. Excuse me, I’m just so …”

      She broke off to blow her nose as tears started to flow again. Jamie contrasted her genuine emotion with the strange stunted response of Jenna’s parents.

      “I know this is hard for you, Elsa, but I wanted to ask you some questions and have a look at Jenna’s room, if that’s OK.”

      Elsa nodded, stepping back into the hallway and turning towards the small kitchen. As Jamie followed her in, she caught sight of the back of her neck, crosshatched in a complicated geometric tattoo that wound beneath her clothes.

      The flat was brightly lit, with all of the main lights and side-lamps turned on, almost blinding with intensity.

      “I can’t stand the shadows right now,” Elsa whispered almost apologetically.

      Jamie nodded, her eyes scanning the place for indications of Jenna’s life. There were People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals posters on the walls and eclectic Indian throws over the furniture. The young women were clearly not into mass-produced goods, for the apartment was furnished with artisan products, all recycled and hand made.

      “So, how did you and Jenna meet?” Jamie asked, while Elsa put the kettle on and pulled out organic peppermint tea from a cupboard.

      “I’ve worked at the Surrey Docks City Farm for four years now, and about 18 months ago, Jenna started working there as a volunteer some weekends. She’s a lawyer - I mean, she was a lawyer.” Elsa wiped her eyes, sniffing. “She was so passionate about animal rights, as well as human rights. She wanted to learn more about the way animals could live within a city, and how the farm could benefit the community.”

      “And when did you move into together?”

      “Pretty soon after we met. Before that she’d been living at her parent’s London home.” Elsa’s voice became a sneer and Jamie sensed the undercurrent of resentment. “You must know of the Nevilles’ place in Chelsea. But Jenna had become increasingly angry about the family business and just couldn’t live under the same roof as her parents any longer.”

      Elsa passed Jamie a mug of steaming herbal tea. Jamie took it, then placed it back down on the counter top as she pulled out her notebook.

      “Did she tell you any specific details of her work?”

      “I know she was looking into the treatment of experimental subjects and tissue usage at the Neville labs.” Elsa paused, looking a little guilty. “To be honest, I didn’t pay too much attention to the detail. I’m not as - technical - as Jenna, so much of what she told me went over my head.”

      Jamie nodded. “Did she have a partner?”

      A brief flash of anger passed over Elsa’s face before she recomposed it into that of the grieving friend. Jamie noted that with interest.

      “Rowan Day-Conti,” Elsa said. “I guess he’s her boyfriend right now. He was actually a friend of mine from way back, we were at Uni together, but he and Jenna have been seeing each other for almost a year now. They’re a funny couple though, since he’s so mod and she is - was - pretty vanilla.” Jamie raised an eyebrow, her look clearly confused as Elsa continued. “You’ll know what I mean when you meet Rowan. He indulges in body modification and believes in the use of the body for expression and pleasure. He says it’s the ultimate canvas for art. Jenna, on the other hand, was pretty squeamish, despite the detailed investigations she had going into animal experimentation. I know he wanted her to start experimenting more but she wasn’t keen. In fact, they had a huge argument only a few nights ago, lots of screaming and banging doors.”

      Jamie noted that down. “I’ll be visiting Mr Day-Conti later today. Is it OK if I see Jenna’s room?”

      “Of course,” Elsa nodded. “I haven’t been in there … I was waiting for her mother actually. I thought she might come for Jenna’s stuff.”

      “Were they close, Jenna and her mother?”

      Elsa shook her head.

      “Not at all. But I thought she’d come since the bitch would want to make sure there was nothing left of the Jenna she disapproved of. You know they do animal experiments at the Nevilles’ lab, right?”

      “I’d heard something about it,” Jamie replied and added a visit to the lab to her list.

      Elsa pointed to the stairwell. “Her room’s the one on the right at the top of the stairs. I’ll let you go up alone if that’s OK. Here, take your tea, it’s soothing.”

      Jamie took the pungent brew, and carried it carefully up the stairs. There was a bathroom directly at the top and then two rooms, one to the right and one to the left in a compact, modern design. Jamie ducked into the bathroom and poured most of the tea away, hating the hippy stuff. Give me black coffee any day, she thought, especially on days like these.

      Going back out to the hallway, she opened the plain wooden door into Jenna’s room, immediately noting the stark poverty of the place, despite the girl’s wealthy background. Jenna evidently hadn’t brought much with her, and clearly hadn’t purchased much since moving in. There was a double futon with a plain white duvet and pillow, neatly made, and a white lampshade on the floor next to the bed. The dominant piece of furniture was an old wooden desk, but not the type of elegant antique you’d expect to find in the bedroom of an heiress. It looked like it had been discarded from a school and left, unwanted, at the back of a charity shop. On it, Jenna’s diary and some papers were scattered haphazardly, in contrast to the neatness of the room.

      Jamie put on her sterile gloves and opened the diary. It was a slender Filofax, nothing flash, something you could buy in any high street store. She flicked through the pages, but nothing immediately stood out. In fact, it contained very little for a woman who Jamie would have expected to be far more socially active. Perhaps she kept another diary at work or details were on her smart phone, which Missinghall would be processing along with the other evidence. Jamie checked the time and her stomach rumbled on cue. He should be getting back to her with something shortly.

      She continued checking the papers, taking some pictures with her smart phone of the pages directly before and after the date of death. The only thing that looked strangely out of place was the word ‘Lyceum’ occurring this Saturday, in just a few days’ time, at 11pm. Jamie wrote it down for follow-up, for there were several Lyceum theaters in London, and the word meant school in Latin, but 11pm was late for either of those possibilities.

      Moving the diary, Jamie looked at the papers underneath, finding a sheaf of large artistic photos, beautiful but highly disturbing. A woman’s naked torso was displayed in alabaster white, her breasts perfectly shaped, but under the right breast the body had been dissected away to show the internal organs. It was unclear whether the body was an artwork or in fact a real dissection. Jamie shuffled through the pictures and it became clear that Jenna was the model for the work. There was a photo of her lying naked on the futon here in this room, her arms provocatively held above her head. She was beautiful, her body perfectly formed and her smile was that of a lover, her eyes inviting. The digital date in the corner of the shot was only a few months ago, so perhaps the photo had been taken by her boyfriend, Rowan Day-Conti. Jamie snapped a photo of the image and wondered how Jenna had felt about artwork that had been modeled on her body, then turned into a partially anatomized torso instead of the live, warm flesh of a beloved. Was this the source of the couple’s recent argument?

      Turning back to the room, Jamie went over to the freestanding clothes rack which served as a wardrobe, covered with an opaque plastic sheet to keep the dust off. She unzipped the front and pulled it back to reveal a small selection of clothes. Here was evidence of the heiress who couldn’t quite leave it all behind, for there were several designer dresses and jackets in gorgeous fabrics. Jamie felt a tiny pang of longing for dresses like these, that she could dance in like a goddess, but she could never afford them on a police salary.

      There was a shopping bag at the bottom of the makeshift wardrobe. Jamie opened it and pulled out a shimmering blue satin sheath dress. It was gorgeous, barely there and yet would hang like a gossamer dream on a body like Jenna’s. The price tag was still on it. £2400. Clearly Jenna was still taking an allowance from her parents, Jamie thought, while at the same time becoming an activist against their company. For where else would this kind of money come from?

      Next to the bed was a shoebox, simple, plain white. Jamie knelt down to open it. Inside were folic acid supplements, most often taken by women planning on being pregnant or in the early stages of pregnancy. The lab results were still outstanding but this might explain why Jenna’s uterus had been removed, Jamie thought. So who was the father? Day-Conti, or someone else? Jamie looked around the room again. Why was the place so empty? Did Jenna really reject everything in favor of this simple life, or was there somewhere else where she kept her personal items? This didn’t look like the room of a girl who had lived here for eighteen months, a professional lawyer, an activist, the heiress to a substantial fortune.

      Jamie left the room, stopping on the stairs to look down into the living area. Elsa was curled up in a big chair, staring out of the window, her eyes fixed on something outside, her face a picture of Pre-Raphaelite beauty. She looked up as Jamie came down, and there was a hint of flirtation in her eyes, a suggestion of an invitation.

      “Did you know Jenna was pregnant?” Jamie asked Elsa, watching for surprise. There was none.

      “I wondered, to be honest, because she’d stopped drinking last month. Said she was over the drunken nights, but then she had actually been physically sick as well. Morning sickness, I guess. But she wouldn’t talk about it. I did ask her, Detective, but we lived quite separate lives most of the time.”

      Jamie nodded slowly. “Was she seeing anyone else apart from Day-Conti?”

      Elsa looked up, her eyes piercing, showing a level of hurt that was unexpected in a mere flatmate.

      “Since we’re being honest here, I think she was banging her boss at work, you know, that law firm. Perhaps you should ask him about it.”

      Jamie came down the stairs completely and knelt by Elsa’s chair, intimately close, wanting to elicit her more personal thoughts.

      “You loved Jenna, and that hurt you. Am I right?”

      Tears welled up in Elsa’s eyes, spilling over to run down her cheeks. She nodded.

      “When she first moved in here, there was chemistry between us. I know she was bisexual, I’ve watched her with women at the clubs, and yes, I guess I was dazzled by her perfection. But she was also principled - about the things that matter.” She indicated the PETA poster behind her. “We campaigned together, we worked on the farm together, and then she chose Rowan and I would have to listen to them fucking, when it should have been me with her.” Her eyes narrowed. “She deserved more than that bastard. All he was interested in was her body, corrupting that perfection into some kind of perverted art. That’s all he cares about.” She looked down into Jamie’s eyes. “You’re going to him next, aren’t you? Because he was always violent. It turns him on.”

      Jamie saw the shadows in her eyes. “Did you have a relationship with Day-Conti too?”

      Elsa paused, then shrugged.

      “Sure, at Uni, years ago but it was a web of intrigue back then and we all fucked each other. It didn’t mean much, but he was darker psychologically than the others, he took everything to an extreme. That’s when we all started playing with body mod and I got this tattoo.” Her hand drifted to the back of her neck. “But Rowan took it much further because he has such a high tolerance for pain and expects others to enjoy it too. You’ll know what I mean when you meet him.”

      Jamie stood, and handed Elsa her card.

      “Thank you for your time, and please will you let me know if you think of anything else? That’s my mobile number. Call me anytime, really, I want to find who did this to Jenna.”

      Elsa took the card and brushed Jamie’s fingers gently.

      “And you know where to find me, Detective, anytime.”
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      As Jamie pulled up on her bike, Missinghall stepped out of the unmarked car to greet her. With the information she now had from Jenna’s flat, Jamie wanted the two of them to approach her boyfriend. He would always have been under suspicion in a case like this but more so given what Elsa had told her. The press would be onto the story soon, given how high profile the case was, but Day-Conti hadn’t been informed of Jenna’s death yet and Jamie wanted to observe his raw reaction to the news.

      Missinghall was munching on a foot-long Subway, wiping the side of his mouth carefully to keep the crumbs off his suit. Jamie’s stomach rumbled but she pushed the slight nausea aside. She felt a need to punish her own body for clinging to life while Polly lay immobile in her bed.

      “We got the results back from the autopsy. It was rushed through because of the Nevilles’ high profile,” Missinghall said, pausing to take another bite as Jamie waited with barely restrained impatience. He offered her a piece of the sub and she shook her head, wondering even as she did so why she continued to resist even the slightest offer of help. “Jenna was definitely pregnant, around eight or nine weeks. Cause of death was asphyxia secondary to cervical injury and she was dead when her uterus was excised. There was some bruising on her hands, consistent with defensive wounds, so it’s likely that she was deliberately pushed down the stairs.”

      Jamie nodded. “Anything interesting on her smart phone?” In so many cases now, phones provided intimate clues and almost exact time of death since people were so active on social networks or texting all the time.

      Missinghall finished his last bite of the sub. “Work emails, the usual social networking with friends but nothing on her research into the Nevilles. Some angry text exchanges with Day-Conti, though.”

      He handed her a piece of paper with the printed texts, some highlighted. Jamie glanced through them, noting that it seemed the arguments were about Day-Conti’s work but they didn’t suggest a sudden escalation in violence and there were no actual threats. She frowned, sensing that pieces of the puzzle were still missing. But this was what she loved about her work, the moment where moving parts were beginning to be revealed and she needed to work out exactly how they fitted together. Her mind shuffled them around, but the edges didn’t yet fit. It was a welcome distraction from the realities of the hospice, but Jamie’s fist clenched as she thought of Polly lying there without her. There was a fine line between her desire to be at her daughter’s side all the time, and her attempt to keep a hold on her job and her sanity.

      Jamie and Missinghall walked together towards the Hoxton studio where Day-Conti lived and worked. The building was a huge brick warehouse, seemingly abandoned, but in this area of London artists were reclaiming the area and remodeling it into a trendy, creative haven. There was a large warehouse door marked Entrance that had a proper apartment door fitted into it. Jamie eyed the graffiti on the wall close by, unsure as to whether it was vandalism or art. Around here, it could be both.

      She pressed the buzzer. There was no response after a minute so she pressed again, holding the buzzer down until the intercom crackled.

      “Yes,” a voice said, indolent, as if he had been woken from sleep.

      “Rowan Day-Conti?”

      “Speaking.”

      “I’m Detective Sergeant Jamie Brooke from the Metropolitan Police. I need to speak to you about Jenna Neville.”

      “Jenna?” the voice said, suddenly concerned and alert. “Is she alright?”

      “Can you let us in please, sir, so we can discuss the matter.”

      The buzzer sounded and the door clicked open, revealing a large warehouse space. Jamie walked into the vast building, her first impression of a high ceiling, making the space light and airy. Her second was the smell, a heavy chemical preservative over the pungent stink of decay. Jamie noticed Missinghall’s nose wrinkle, and she knew that he also recognized it. There was something dead in here. The huge space was bisected by great metal walls, creating a myriad of smaller rooms in the large warehouse, so it was hard to see where the smell might be coming from, but Jamie felt herself tense at the possibility of what they might find.

      There was a clattering of feet down the metal stairs at the side of the warehouse and they turned to watch a man approaching.

      “Is Jenna OK?” the figure called as he hurried over. Tall and gangly, he was dressed in shades of faded black that seemed to merge into his skin. As he came closer, Jamie realized that this was because he was covered in tattoos and in addition, he had small horns protruding from the front of his closely shaven head. Even his eyeballs looked different, as if they had ink on them too.

      “Rowan Day-Conti?” Jamie asked, looking doubtfully from him to the picture in her hand, which showed a preppy, clean cut young man with blonde hair and a muscular body. It was a long way from this clearly modified version.

      “Yes,” Rowan looked down at the picture. “That’s the one on file, right. It’s the way my family wanted me to look, the way they try to remember me, but I haven’t been that boy for a long time.”

      As he spoke, Jamie saw that his tongue was forked, split into two, strangely grotesque but mesmerizing to watch. Rowan’s eyebrows had been replaced by the intricately drawn wings of a dragon and there was a thick spike through his nose. Missinghall was staring and Jamie was trying not to, but Rowan was clearly used to it.

      “Now, tell me about Jenna,” he said, “because she’s not answering my texts.”

      As Rowan turned slightly, Jamie realized that his left ear had been carved into an asymmetrical shape surrounded by rune lines making the ear more of a spiritual offering than a facility for listening. She had seen body modification in magazines and on TV but never so close up. Those who pursued it considered the body as an art form in itself, a tool to be shaped into something new, a canvas for self-expression and a way to differentiate from the pack.

      “I’m sorry, Rowan,” Jamie said, “but her body was found early this morning. It looks as if she was murdered.”

      Rowan froze, his face falling and he sank to the floor, kneeling on the concrete in his ripped jeans. He hugged his thin arms around himself and took deep breaths, exhaling loudly to calm himself.

      “No, not Jenna,” he whispered, panic in his eyes. “What happened? How did she die? Oh my God. When did it happen?”

      Jamie crouched next to him, trying and failing to keep her eyes off his inked skin. From this angle, she could see that around the lower half of his cheek the tattoo revealed teeth inside a skeleton’s jaw, a sweep of bone towards the eye socket as if the skin had been carved away.

      “We’re investigating exactly what happened,” she said, “but we do need to ask you some questions.”

      “Of course.” His eyes were haunted, uncaring of their judgment. “Anything to help the investigation.”

      Jamie stood up and looked around the warehouse, pointing to the metal walls.

      “What do you do here, Rowan?” she asked.

      Rowan’s eyes changed, flickering to mistrust as if he suddenly realized that he could be under suspicion.

      “I’m an artist. This is my studio, my livelihood.”

      “Can you show me some of your art?” Jamie asked, keen to investigate the source of the smell. It was death overlaid with sterility and it certainly wasn’t innocent.

      Rowan stood up, crossing his arms, his posture defensive.

      “Don’t you need some kind of warrant?”

      Missinghall moved closer to Jamie, his bulk an effective backup.

      “Not if you want to show us around as visitors,” he said, his voice calm. “We’re just here for a preliminary chat, after all.”

      Rowan paused, then shook his head in resignation. “I’ve got nothing to hide, so look all you like. This is all legal, although you might find it a bit disturbing.”

      Jamie raised an eyebrow, thinking of what they had already seen today. “I’ve been in the Met a long time so you’ll have to try really hard to disturb me.”

      “Don’t say I didn’t warn you,” Rowan said, leading them around one of the huge metal walls. A human cadaver sat at a desk, flesh ripped open to reveal its inner organs, as if it had been exploded from the inside out. “This is one of my works in progress.”

      Jamie didn’t react and she was impressed that Missinghall didn’t either. They just stood there in front of the body looking inside the preserved corpse, a compelling obscenity.

      “This is your art?” she said.

      Rowan walked to the cadaver and stood by it, forcing them to look at him. Jamie found it odd to see this modified living specimen next to a body that had been mutilated after death. One art form presumably chosen as a statement to the world, the other displayed intimately without choice.

      “Have you heard of the Von Hagens Bodies exhibition?” Rowan asked. Jamie shook her head. Missinghall looked grim-faced, and remained silent. “It was made famous by the controversy over the provenance of the bodies, because some believed they were procured from Chinese prisons and used without consent. Whatever the truth, his technique of plastination has revolutionized anatomy preservation, and has also spilled over into art for private collections, as you see here.” He pointed to the cadaver. “Plastination removes water and fat from the body and replaces it with certain plastics that can be touched, that don’t smell or decay. It effectively preserves the properties of the original sample but in a state that will last over time. There are several Bodies exhibitions, including one in New York, that display the cadavers in modern poses so you can understand how the bodies work.”

      “Why?” Missinghall asked, finally breaking his silence. “What’s the point?”

      Rowan looked at him with disdain, as if explaining such meaning was beneath him.

      “It’s the intersection of art and science, confronting mortality head on. It’s like seeing your future, looking inside yourself and realizing the truth. You are just flesh and you will die. The truth can set you free, Detective.”

      “You like playing God, Rowan?” Jamie asked, watching his eyes narrow as she spoke. There was a spark there, a defiance.

      “I enjoy the confrontation of challenging established, so-called truth, yes. Most people remain in their safe little worlds, but I like to live in a way that makes them uncomfortable. Take the way I look, for example. People judge me, expect me to behave in a certain way because I believe in the right of each person to modify their own body. But most people are incapable of seeing behind the facade of skin to the true self.”

      “But is it your right to modify the bodies of others, even after death?” Jamie asked, pointing at the cadaver.

      Rowan shook his head. “Of course, you don’t get it. I didn’t expect you to. Cops are on the side of the comfortable masses.” Jamie felt herself bridling against that, but she forced herself to listen. “But you have to check me out before you take any action. I have all the permits and my flesh provider guarantees that these bodies are donated specifically for artistic purpose.” He looked down at the body, running his fingers gently over the defined muscles in the neck. “I don’t see a dead person here. I see beauty and a tool for learning, for the illustration of truth. You see, I customize my body while I am alive but life is too short, so I modify the bodies of the dead so that they might live forever. Of course we are not our bodies, Detectives, we are more than that. But I also want to demonstrate that our bodies can live on in this fashion.”

      Jamie considered his words, her thoughts flashing to Polly. She realized that she believed a similar truth, but from a different angle. Her daughter wasn’t defined by her broken body any more than these were actual people that Day-Conti worked on. Once consciousness left with death, the body was a mere shell, so why did this instinctively feel wrong?

      She walked closer to the cadaver, bending slightly to look into the partially-exposed folds of its brain. From one angle the face was intact and from the other, the cranium was open, displaying the preserved brain tissue. The body looked as if it was in the process of being dissected where it sat, the shoulder muscles on one side partially exposed. Some of the right wrist had been opened so the tendons and veins could be seen, like a belated suicide attempt.

      Rowan moved back as Jamie deliberately invaded his personal space. She had read in the file that he was the son of a family similar to the Nevilles, who were appalled at his recent life choices and the alternative world he now chose to inhabit. Eton, Oxford, and now Hoxton, Rowan had become an artist dissecting bodies while indulging in body modification of his own design. It was extreme as rebellion went, but Jamie couldn’t blame him from trying to escape his past, since she tried so often to forget her own.

      “What else have you got here?” Jamie asked as she straightened.

      “Follow me,” Rowan said, leading them through a labyrinth of metal walls, until they rounded a corner into another workspace. Jamie blinked, trying to identify what she was seeing.

      “This is what we call the explosion technique,” Rowan said.

      It was a decapitated head, plastinated in the same way as the other cadaver, so that it was a tan-color, preserved and dried. The brain sat intact with eyeballs staring ahead, tongue poking out from a deconstructed mouth. The rest of the head was peeled away in layers, skull carved in half with teeth intact grinning outwards. The face, skin and lips were peeled further out, fanned like a flasher in a horror movie, exposing what was meant to be hidden and intimate.

      Jamie stood looking at the head, examining her emotional response to it. Logically it should be stomach churning, disturbing to the point of nausea like the worst murder scenes. But it was actually so far removed from anything you would normally see that it did indeed become objectified art instead of flesh. It was clean, sterile, ultimately fake-looking. Jamie had seen the decapitated heads of murder victims, and they were never as clinical as this.

      “I am driven to view the body as a receptacle,” Rowan said, waiting for their response. “As a mere container for who we truly are. Our skin, bone and physical flesh is but nothing in this life, only a carrier for our soul.”

      Jamie turned to him. “And what did Jenna think of all this?” she asked.

      Rowan sat down heavily on a wooden chair, rubbing his hand along his jaw. He sighed.

      “Jenna was a lawyer,” he eventually said, his strident tone now gone. “We met at a body-mod event. She was researching the legal status of human body parts, consent for medical research and how that fitted with the use of bodies for art. There was an artist in the late 90s, Anthony Noel-Kelly, who was found guilty of stealing specimens from the Royal College of Surgeons. He and his accomplice were the first people in British history to be convicted of stealing body parts, even though the trade in bodies was centuries old. The body parts were classed as property because they were preparations, so there was actual work applied to the cadavers. Ironically, it would have been legal if the bodies hadn’t been worked on. Jenna was exploring those legal issues as part of her specialization. When I learned of her interest, I showed her the artistic side of the anatomical world and one night, she stayed over. We’ve been seeing each other on and off for a while now, not exclusive or anything, but she was special. There was something different about her.”

      Rowan’s voice trailed off.

      “Not exclusive?” Jamie asked.

      “No, we agreed to see other people, and that was fine with me, although lately I’d been thinking about her more seriously.”

      “Did she model for you?”

      Rowan shook his head. “No, she would never do that.” He went quiet. Jamie waited, aware of the photo from Jenna’s flat in her pocket. After a full minute, he continued speaking. “But I couldn’t help myself. I had taken some pictures of her naked. She looked so beautiful and I wanted to use them as inspiration for a new piece. A body came in, almost as perfect as hers and I posed it like she had lain for me on the bed.”

      “Before you carved it up, you mean,” Jamie said, unable to stop herself.

      “Fuck you,” Rowan said, slamming his fist down onto his leg. Jamie didn’t even flinch. “This is art, this is what collectors pay for. It’s an evocative piece, imbued with emotion. I had a particular buyer lined up who was willing to pay a lot for it, but Jenna was furious when she found out what I’d done.”

      “What happened?” Jamie prompted.

      “We had a huge fight, a real screaming match. She said she would find out where the woman’s body had come from and make sure she was buried with dignity. She was going to stop the sale. Jenna refused to be the inspiration for what she saw as the abuse of another woman’s dead body. That was two days ago, and that’s the last time I saw her, although there have been angry texts from both sides, I’ll admit that.”

      Missinghall looked up from his notes.

      “Your name was down for the Gala Dinner at the Royal College of Surgeons last night.”

      Day-Conti nodded. “I think she wanted me to go as a ‘fuck you’ to her parents who were attending as well.” He put his head in his hands. “I wish I’d gone now. Maybe she’d still be safe if I’d been there.”

      “Why didn’t you go?” Jamie asked.

      “To punish her, perhaps. She was disrespecting my work and I couldn’t bear to be there if she was going to ignore me anyway, not when my appearance would cause such a stir amongst that stuck-up crowd. I’ll admit it was a power-play.” His hands clenched into fists. “But damn, she was good at winding me up.”

      Day-Conti must have realized what he looked like and relaxed his aggression, taking a deep breath.

      “The piece she objected to,” Jamie asked. “Were you going to sell it anyway?”

      “It’s what I do, Detective,” Rowan snapped. “The pinnacle of my art is to have it displayed in a collection, for other people’s pleasure. I don’t do this to have the final piece hidden away or buried, to rot and disappear into the earth like any other mundane piece of flesh. For this woman, the best way to be remembered was to be immortalized. This way her beauty won’t ever fade.”

      “I’d like to see it if that’s OK with you?” Jamie said as her phone vibrated in her pocket with a text message from the investigation team back at the station.

      As Rowan led the way into another section of the warehouse, Jamie checked the text. Day-Conti financials show that his gallery is on the verge of bankruptcy. Family have disowned him. He desperately needs cash. Here was motive indeed, money on top of art.

      Jamie shivered. It was colder down the back of the warehouse, and the lights were dim. They rounded a corner and saw a rectangular tent, made of opaque plastic, like a containment area of some kind.

      “She’s in there,” he said, his voice hushed. “I’m still working on her.”

      Jamie pushed through the curtains and into the tiny space. On a lab table lay the plastinated body of a perfectly beautiful young woman, her breasts round and pert, nipples hard, with one side partially dissected, the same as the picture she had found at Jenna’s flat. The woman’s arms were held above her head, her legs provocatively crossed, as if tied, but willingly. Jamie could definitely see the echo of the nude picture of Jenna, but with one huge difference. The woman’s head had been sawn off and the arms cut off at the elbows.

      Rowan saw what she was looking at.

      “I wanted her body to be the focus, not her face. This way she can be everywoman, a fantasy.”

      Jamie was struggling to contain her anger at such a desecration, yet she argued with herself that those feelings didn’t make logical sense. This body was no longer alive, yet the callous treatment of the flesh was abhorrent to her. There was no sense of a person here, even less so because the face was missing. But it was the objectification of a woman mutilated and displayed without her consent. It was pornographic in some way, and yet how could anyone find this arousing?

      “Has this collector bought from you before?” Jamie asked, keeping her voice even.

      Rowan nodded.

      “I don’t know who they are though. They buy through a dealer, but I know this one likes vanilla skin, no mods at all. They do specify the partial dissection though, in order to see inside the bodies, always to their hearts.”

      Jamie shook her head, sure that the buyer would be untraceable, but her sicko alarm was blaring.

      “I’ll be needing all your permits, because I just can’t believe this is in any way legal.”

      Rowan nodded. “I’ve been investigated before, Detective, based on a nosy neighbor’s curiosity. So you’ve got all the paperwork for me at the local station. They know what I’m doing here and it’s all legal, I promise you.”

      Jamie walked out of the tent, away from the disturbance of the body as Missinghall went into the tiny space after her. She heard his muttered expletives and knew how he felt. She had seen a lot of bodies, in various physical states because of violent death, but this casual arrangement of sex and death seemed much more of a violation.

      She led the way back into the main gallery, then turned.

      “So, apart from the fight over that piece, you and Jenna had a good relationship?” Jamie asked, trying to refocus on other aspects of the case.

      “She wasn’t my usual type, you know, vanilla skin and all that, but she had a fucked up mind. I’m modified on the outside, but Jenna, she was pretty mod inside. That girl had some problems.” Rowan shook his head. “You should talk to her family, right. They’re a bunch of screw-ups. She hated them, did you know that?”

      Jamie remained impassive. “So where were you last night?”

      “I was here working alone until around 10pm and then I went to Torture Garden.”

      Jamie raised an eyebrow.

      “Seriously?” Rowan said, his voice rising an octave with annoyance and frustration. “Check it out. It’s all consensual and legal. Just because it’s a fetish club, you reckon something evil’s going on, right? At Torture Garden, there are lines you can’t cross, it’s not just a free for all. Seriously, I’d expect you to be more open-minded. We just want to express our individuality and that makes us far more normal than the rest of you. If you want to find some really fucked up individuals, look at the suits and ties and those who can only express themselves after drugs or alcohol. ”

      “Did you know Jenna was pregnant?” Jamie asked, not giving Rowan a moment to recover from his tirade.

      He looked shocked. “Shit. No.” He ran his hands over his scalp, rubbing the short hair upright. “Really? You think it was mine?”

      Jamie could see that he really hadn’t known about it. Her inner radar was going off over many things in this house of plastinated horror, but her gut told her that he hadn’t known about the baby. He needed the money and he had motive around the sale of the female torso, and he definitely had the skills to carve up Jenna’s body. But if he hadn’t known about the pregnancy, there was no reason to extract her uterus. She’d have to clear his alibi by checking out the cameras at Torture Garden, but she didn’t think it necessary to take him in. She raised an eyebrow at Missinghall and he shook his head, clearly feeling the same way.

      “Thank you for your time, Rowan,” Jamie said. “Don’t go far though, will you?”

      He shook his head, still reeling from the news of the pregnancy. “Of course, I’ll be here. Please Detective, let me know if I can help in any way. You might not approve of what I do, but I loved Jenna.”

      Jamie saw tears welling in his eyes as he turned away to show them out. They needed to speak to the other man in Jenna’s life. Could an affair have led to her death?
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