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THE GREAT CHANGE

Professor Josie Moss-Baker might have come to London regularly for her work, but she still loved it. London was always a brilliant city to explore because every time you visited, there was always a new street to go down, a new wonder to discover and a new brilliant gem to find.

Last week she had discovered a brilliant new Chinese café that did the most amazing and most flavourful crispy duck pancakes she had ever had the pleasure of tasting. The time before that she had found a fun new nightclub where she had found a man and broken his spirit after some hot sex, and she was really looking forward to finding out a new gem today.

She went down a narrow, long urban street on the outskirts of London. The long rows of terraced houses lining the street actually looked good for once. Normally, terraced houses in London were always cramped, unloved and dirty but the bright white and blue paint of these houses looked good. 

Every few metres a tall oak tree stood perfectly straight, and she liked the strange green metal bike racks that littered the pathway. It was nice to see this part of London actually getting some love for a change. The awful council estate she grew up in never got this sort of love.

It was good London was changing for the better.

Josie waved at a young family as they went past. The little boy in his white school uniform grinned back and he went back to telling his mum about how amazing school was today. In her experience, that could have meant the young boy had actually had a good day or his friend had given him a slice of apple at lunch.

Who knew with young kids but that was one of life’s many joys.

“Afternoon,” Harry Ashford said up ahead.

Josie waved at her old friend as he leant on the green metal entrance to the park. He was in a sterile white suit that made him look more like a crime scene investigator than an anthropologist, but he was brilliant. 

Harry hugged her and Josie enjoyed the sweet spicy scent of his aftershave. He looked really good and he was the entire reason why she was here to investigate the mass grave a recent group of workers had discovered in the middle of the park.

The local council had wanted to install a new play area for the young kids, and instead they had discovered a mass grave with over 15,000 bodies. Some people were reckoning it was going to be the next Crossbones in Southwark where thousands of medieval sex workers and outcasts were buried over a thousand years ago. 

“Why do you need me?” Josie asked him as Harry led her inside the park.

“Because we need your gift. We need you to read the bones for us and give a voice to the dead,”

Josie smiled and didn’t dare look at him. The park was beautiful with its three rolling hills and lines upon lines of white tents and a few hundred archaeology students helping to dig up the remains.

The constant talking, chipping and breaking of stone made Josie shiver. It was bad enough there were so many dead people here, but she had told Harry she didn’t want her gift to be made public knowledge. She was fine being called out to single, isolated incidents. 

A mass grave for hundreds of eyes watching her, that was not okay.

Josie stepped over a crack in the lumpy ground and a group of five students who looked identical in their white suits hurried past her. 

“This way,” Harry said.

Josie really wanted to walk away as he left her inside the main tent where hundreds of people were constantly running in and out of with samples, bones and more paperwork than she wanted to admit.

She really hadn’t missed this part of her degree and her academic life. Every single item had to be categorised, weighed and photographed all before it got examined. It was mind-numbing work and not what she wanted. 

“Professor Moss-Baker,” a young woman said. 

Josie grinned as Doctor Victoria Atwood came towards her. A cute tall woman in a white lab coat and clay covered her hands.

“It’s brilliant that Harry could bring you along,”

Josie hugged her old friend. Victoria had to be one of the only other people who knew about her gift and it had saved them all a lot of work on more than one occasion.

“Everyone out!” Harry shouted.

“You heard the boss,” Victoria shouted.

Josie wasn’t sure if there was going to be a punch-up or what. All the young men and women and other professors looked like they were going to riot. She hadn’t seen this much fire and rage in the eyes of academics for years.

Another reason she was freelance these days. Every day was interesting when you were your own boss.

After a few moments, everyone left and Josie let out a breath she didn’t know she was holding. She didn’t know how she would have reacted to a fight, she hadn’t fought a day in her life. At least physically, mentally and academically were completely different stories.

“Professor Moss-Baker,” Victoria said gesturing her to come over to her workstation.

Josie couldn’t help but grin as her fingers danced over the tools, brushes and microscope on Victoria’s workstation. These were the real tools of the trade and these were an anthropologist’s best friends. 

“Why do you actually need me?” Josie asked. 

Victoria and Harry looked at each other and frowned. Harry stepped forward.

“Because we don’t know what to make of it. These bones range from Roman times all the way up to the Victorian times. There are at least two thousand years of history here and there has never been any record of it. Not in any archive, any books, any poems,” Harry said. 

Josie looked at all the femurs on the workstation. Each of them belonged to a person who was a someone’s friend, someone’s child, maybe someone’s partner or lover. Each single story was important and every one had to be told.

It was the least the dead deserved. 

“This femur,” Victoria said, “dates back to 100 BCE and the femur at the end dates to the 1810s,”

It was impressive as hell that she was in the presence of so many stories, so much history and so many chances to learn about the past. Maybe this could solve a few ancient mysteries.

She picked up the Roman femur and closed her eyes and opened them again.

The air crackled with bright blue magical energy as ancient runes, symbols and circles appeared round the femur. She spoke words in a language even she didn’t know and then Josie closed her eyes a final time.

Images of a tall beautiful woman that was consistent with Roman beauty standards filled her mind as Josie stroked the femur, and the Roman woman groaned. Josie shook her head as the sound didn’t match the emotion. The woman was sad, scared and desperate for money, any money.

Josie saw images of the woman having sex, groaning and trying her hardest to please the Roman soldiers that came through the outskirts of London. Then Josie moved her finger across the femur, feeling all the different lumps and bumps. Some too small for the human eye to detect, but touch revealed all.

More images of the woman learning, getting punished and using new techniques danced through her mind. 

She put the femur down. 

“What did you see?” Harry asked.

Josie didn’t say anything. She only grabbed another femur and did the same magical process again.

This image the sex worker was hugging her bastard daughter. The woman was telling her daughter that she was loved, she would be safe and that she would let the daughter live a brilliant life in towers made from gold.

Josie hissed as she moved her hand across the edges of the femur. Images of the black death filled her mind as did the loud overwhelming screams and cries of the daughter and mother as they choked and coughed a final time together.

Josie wanted to reach out, hug and protect the mother. She wanted to stroke the daughter’s hair and tell her it was okay. She didn’t need to cry, her mummy would be safe. 

Yet she couldn’t. She could only hold the femur and allow the emotions, the intense emotions slam into her over and over. 

She almost dropped the femur but Victoria caught it.

“What’s wrong?” Victoria asked.

“Tell us,” Harry said.

Josie just looked at her old friends. They were worried, concerned and there was a fire in their eyes. She wanted to tell them about the black death and how terrified the women were, but it was useless.

Only she could read the bones, feel the emotions and lives of the dead. Her friends couldn’t, they could never truly understand what it was like to live through the overwhelming emotions. 

Josie picked up the Victorian femur and sighed as she repeated the magical process a final time.

She jumped as she felt an image of an elderly man enter her mind. He was fragile, clearly on the edge of life and he was richer than most, but he wasn’t alone. 

There was another man with him. Another much, much richer man and Josie realised the man the femur belonged to was an outcast, a man fallen from the highs of society. 

The two men were staring at the mass grave where tens upon tens of hands, arms and legs of sex workers and criminals shot out of the ground. It was freezing that day and the old man shook his head. He didn’t want to die, but he didn’t want his illness to get any worse.

“At least you shall be with the rest of your kind Frederick,” the wealthier man said. 

Frederick didn’t react as the knife danced across his throat and Josie gasped as her own neck burnt red hot for a moment. She wanted to whisper to Frederick that he wouldn’t be forgotten, she would tell his story and she would explain what had happened. 

She couldn’t and she felt an odd sense of peace coming from the femur. Especially as Frederick focused on the simple truth before he died. 

The truth was this was the personal mass grave of the Archbishop of Westminster. He permitted all the sex workers to operate in this quarter as long as the best women served him personally. Then when the so-called whores died as did their bastard children, they were thrown in here to rot, die forgotten and become voiceless.

Josie shook her head and put down the femur.

Victoria and Harry placed a loving hand on each of her shoulders and rubbed them slightly. 

“Do you know what happened?” Harry asked. 

Josie grinned. She might have hated that part of her job. She flat out hated feeling the emotions, reliving the memories and painful pasts of the dead, but it was important work. Even though she went through more pain than she ever wanted to admit because of her so-called gift, it meant she was able to find the truth. 

She was able to give a voice to the dead, justice to the dead and she was able to finally give them peace. 

“I do,” Josie said grinning and she started explaining what she had discovered to Victoria and Harry and their game plan moving forward.

There would be a lot more bodies to uncover, a lot more bones to read and so much more pain to experience. But Josie was going to happily do it, not for Victoria, not for Harry and certainly not
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