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Detective Inspector Helen Shepherd looked up at the towering main entrance of the Victoria and Albert Museum and frowned.

The last time she’d been here, some five months ago, had been on an outing with her niece Olivia. The original plan had been a trip to the Scotland Yard’s Black Museum, but Olivia’s mother had deemed the Black Museum too violent, so the Victoria and Albert it was. Luckily, Olivia had thoroughly enjoyed herself, even if she had been looking forward to the grisly crime and serial killer memorabilia on display at the Black Museum.

But now the staid Victoria and Albert Museum had become a crime scene itself. And not the scene of a robbery either, but of a murder or at the very least a suspicious death.

Police Constable Martin Jackson waited for Helen on the steps of the museum. A couple of Japanese tourists had apparently mistaken him for one of the exhibits and were happily snapping photos of the Constable in his uniform. Some of the tourists had even taken to posing with him. 

PC Jackson endured the attention stoically and seemed more than a little bemused at the thought of finding himself on display in several Japanese holiday snapshots. Once Helen appeared, he excused himself and stepped forward to meet her.

“Good morning, Inspector,” he said, shaking Helen’s hand, “I’m supposed to take you to the body. DC Walker and Dr. Rajiv are already on the scene.”

“Thank you, Constable,” Helen said with a wistful look at PC Jackson’s empty hands. His predecessor, PC Kevin Walker, had always remembered to provide Helen with a fresh cup of coffee, before he’d been promoted to Detective Constable. 

Helen sighed. “Fine. Lead the way, Constable.”

PC Jackson did lead the way, through the entrance hall into the history of fashion gallery and then through a door marked private and down a flight of stairs into the labyrinthine bowels of the Victoria and Albert.

“Where are we going anyway?” Helen asked, as the cellar grew dustier and gloomier.

“The victim was found in one of the conservation workshops,” PC Jackson replied.

“Attempted robbery or break-in?” Helen wanted to know. The pervasive dust tingled in her nose, making her sneeze.

“No, it’s… You really should see this for yourself, Inspector,” PC Jackson said, “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

Now PC Jackson was still new at the Met. Nonetheless, when Helen finally stepped into the crime scene, she couldn’t help but agree with him. This was certainly a sight that even the most jaded of police officers didn’t see every day.

For there, on the floor of a room that looked like any other of the many store rooms and workshops through which they’d passed on the way here, lay the body of a young woman. She was dressed in a gorgeous ballgown of emerald green silk, a wreath of artificial flowers set on her bobbed black hair, ever so slightly askew. The girl looked absolutely stunning, like Cinderella dressed up for the ball. She was also quite dead, sightless eyes staring up at the cavernous ceiling.

“All right, now this is different,” Helen said. She pressed a handkerchief to her nose, because the smell inside the workshop was quite appalling.

The newly promoted Detective Constable Walker stepped forward, cheery as always.

“Morning, boss. I would’ve brought you a coffee, but unfortunately you’re not allowed to eat or drink down here. The curator was quite adamant about that.”

Helen shrugged. “Oh well, it can’t be helped. So what about the victim, Constable? Do we have an ID?”

DC Walker nodded and consulted his trusty notebook. “Yup, our Sleeping Beauty is one Kitty Chan, aged twenty-one, university student currently interning here at the Victoria and Albert. The curator found her this morning and called us.”

“Only twenty-one.” Helen cast another look at the dead girl in her bright green ballgown. “So young. She still had her entire life ahead of her.” She shook her head to clear it. “What about the dress? Surely that’s not her normal work attire.”

DC Walker shook his head. “We found her own clothes in her bag, along with a sketchbook. Apparently, the dress and wreath are part of the museum’s collection and she absolutely wasn’t supposed to wear either. The curator was really quite upset.”

“So she works late, decides to try on a vintage ballgown from the collection and just drops dead?” Helen mused, “But how? And why?”

“The latter is your job,” Dr. Rajiv piped in, “But I think I may be able to answer the former. The girl was poisoned.”

“Poison…” Helen knelt down next to Dr. Rajiv.

“Smell this?”

“Actually, I’m trying not to.”

Dr. Rajiv fanned some air towards Helen. “Note the faint garlic smell? That’s a classic symptom of arsenic poisoning.”

“Or of dinner at an Italian restaurant.”

“But dinner at an Italian restaurant doesn’t normally cause skin rashes…” Dr. Rajiv pointed at the flushed and pimple covered skin that disfigured the girl’s neckline. “…or conjunctivitis. What is more, she vomited into the corner over there…”

“So that’s where the smell is coming from,” Helen remarked. It certainly explained a lot.

“I’ll have to wait for the tox screen to be sure, but I’d say Snow White here perished from a bite into the poisoned apple. And the poison is this case was that good old favourite arsenic.”

“Arsenic,” Helen repeated, “But that’s easy to detect these days and not all that easy to come by.”

“Not in the West, at any rate,” Dr. Rajiv corrected, “Arsenic poisoning is still a massive problem in Bangladesh. Nonetheless, I agree that there are better, easier and less detectable means to poison a human being.”

“So why arsenic?”

Dr. Rajiv shrugged. “Maybe our killer is a traditionalist. Or maybe he or she simply didn’t know any other poisons.”

“Any idea how she might have ingested the poison?” Helen wanted know.

“There’s an open bottle of red wine and a half empty box of chocolates on the table over there.” Dr. Rajiv pointed at a long work bench set along one of the walls. “My best guess is she was poisoned via one of those. But…”

“…we have to wait for the analysis to be sure,” Helen finished for him, “Yes, I know. How long would it approximately take for the poison to take effect?”

“Between thirty minutes and two hours for acute arsenic poisoning,” Dr. Rajiv said, “Probably closer to the former considering she can’t weigh much more than fifty pounds.”

“And what would’ve happened then?”

“Nausea, stomach cramps, vomiting, disorientation, maybe diarrhoea. Eventually coma and finally death. Not a pleasant way to go.”
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