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In my sleep, I was dreaming.  Having a night terror was closer to the truth.  In it, I was walking down a long, black corridor, and I was crying because I couldn’t find Snow.  My feet were bare and I was walking on broken glass, every step cutting my feet more and more.  I cried and cried, walking towards an unknown destination as I had to keep going.  

Suddenly, I was at the top of a flight of stairs.  They were dark, creepy and endless, and at the top of the stairs stood Snow, her face expressionless as she spoke to me.  ‘You pushed me,’ she accused, her voice low, dark and not hers anymore.  She was Cameron.  Cameron was Kate.  ‘You’re a murderer,’ she told me.

I lifted my hands and they were moving towards her before I could stop myself.  Pushing her over the edge, I watched as she tumbled, down and down, bones cracking, body thudding, all the way down.

I woke screaming, tumbling off the bed and then crawling on hands and knees away as I sobbed.

‘Ally!’ Snow called, getting up.

I kept going, trying to get out of the room and away from her.

‘Ally stop! It’s okay,’ she said, coming to my side.

‘Get off me!’ I screamed, literally at the top of my lungs. Scrambling backwards, I kept going until my back hit the wall and then brought my knees up, my head down and wrapped my arms around myself, rocking against the terror.

‘Ally, it was just a dream...’ Snow tried again.

I saw red.  ‘It was not a fucking dream!’ I screamed.  ‘Dreams are nice things! Full of fluffy clouds, rainbows and fucking unicorns! They don’t involve me murdering you!’ I yelled, my rant running out of steam. 

‘Okay, okay...but it’s not based on reality,’ she told me.

‘You don’t know that. You don’t know that,’ I repeated. ‘I’ve done it once, what’s to stop me again?’ I asked myself, not really even talking to her anymore, and just battling my internal monologue which seemed to be tempting me, pushing me to do evil things.

‘Ally, you didn’t do it once.  He died an accidental death, for fuck’s sake! How many times is it going to take me saying that for you to accept it?’

‘Try never,’ I told her, sullenly.  ‘This is because I said I’d move in.  I can’t do it, Snow. I can’t.  You’re not safe around me.  I’m a dangerous person to be involved with.  We should just cut our losses right now and call it quits.’

‘Oh, for fuck’s sake, I can’t deal with this again,’ she muttered, and stalked out of the room.

I watched her go, feeling my heart thudding against the wall of my chest, noisily. I bent my head and cried silently for several minutes before coming to.  

After about five minutes of wallowing, I felt ridiculous.  Snow was right.  It was a night terror.  It wasn’t real.  It was just past trauma taunting me.  Getting up, I wiped my eyes and stood, squaring my shoulders a little.  I needed to get myself together because this wasn’t okay.  Yet again I was messing up and while I should have been focusing on Snow and getting her well, I’d become lost in my own thoughts, focusing on myself.  Feeling guilty, I headed down to the lounge.  If I hadn’t felt guilty enough, I did then, as I saw Snow curled up on the sofa, clearly still needing her sleep. 

‘I’m sorry,’ I said, heading over.

‘It’s okay,’ she replied, eyes closed.  ‘But I’m so, so tired still...’ she murmured.

‘I know, you sleep,’ I told her, feeling guilty.

‘You sleep too,’ she told me.

‘I will,’ I said, even though I knew I probably wouldn’t.  ‘Sleep...everything’s okay,’ I reassured her.

Snow went quiet and I knew tiredness had won out.  Collecting a blanket, I covered her up and then walked to the window.  It was still dark out and I knew it must only be two or three in the morning.  The moon was up and it was reminiscent of that previous night where I’d been awoken by my bad dreams.  

Watching the world go by, I wondered if I had the strength to recover from this.  Whether I could eventually let past trauma go and move forwards.  I wanted to do that, because being with Kate Snow was the best thing that had ever happened to me.  Relinquishing it would be wrong.  It would be walking away from the chance of happiness.  Despite that, I was still scared.

Staring up at the night sky, I wondered what had provoked my dreams.  The day spent in a killer’s garden? The past trauma from Cameron catching up to me? Maybe discussing the ‘home’ idea and saying I wanted to move in. As the thoughts filled my mind, I decided that it was a combination of all three, and that was all it was.  Turning to go to the sofa, I climbed on carefully and laid myself down at the other end, using the other side of the blanket to keep me warm.  Toe to toe we could sleep, too tired to move from the lounge back to the bedroom.  I closed my eyes and drifted, finding I was tired after all.  Slipping into a more restful sleep, this time, no night terrors plagued me.

‘Oh my God...’ a voice said, waking me from a strangely, uncomfortable slumber.  ‘Ally, wake up!’

I groaned, groggily, my neck, shoulders and back aching.  

‘Ally! We’ve overslept!’ she told me, alert.

I opened my eyes at that, instantly awake.  ‘What?’

‘Get up! Come on!’ she said, off the sofa and out of the room.

I pushed the blanket free of my legs and looked towards the clock, squinting my blurry, tired eyes.  Realising it was 7.45am and we were meant to be in work at eight sent me up and running for the bedroom.

Down in the other room, Snow was already dressing swiftly.  

‘I’m sorry, this is my fault,’ I told her, as I threw on clothes haphazardly.

‘Save it for the car,’ she told me, turning to grab her shirt.  ‘We’re going to have to go...fast!’

‘Give me two minutes,’ I said, buttoning up my clothes for the day.  I ran down to the bathroom, quickly got ready and then grabbed my bag.  With that, I was done-running on empty and still shaken by the night before, but ready to get out of the flat.

After grabbing Snow on the way to the door, we rushed for the car and were driving by 7.53am.  

‘Oh my God,’ I murmured, as we set off.

‘Calm down.  Just be safe. We’re not going to be penalised for five minutes,’ she told me, quietly.

‘No, but really, we should have headed in early.  Not everyone would have even left last night...gone home...I bet May didn’t! I bet Benson didn’t!’

‘Yes, but we’re cogs in a much larger machine.  Besides, we’ve both been through things fairly recently, so it’s in our best interests to keep ourselves well,’ she told me.

‘Yeah...about that...I’m so sorry about last night,’ I apologised.

‘It doesn’t matter,’ she told me, quietly.

‘Well, it clearly does.  You got out of bed and went to sleep on the sofa! Making this happen! I messed up.  Again,’ I added.

‘Give yourself a break, Ally.  If I was grumpy with you last night, it was because I needed more sleep.  I think I’m still on catch up.  We can talk about what was going on in your head later, but for now, shall we just focus on work?’ she suggested.

I looked over at her, surprised.  ‘Really?’

‘Yes,’ she agreed.  ‘We really need to keep our heads in this, and we’ll become distracted and start arguing again if we go into what happened last night.  I don’t have the energy for that right now.’

‘No,’ I murmured, flatly.  ‘Me neither.’

‘Good.  So, let’s focus on work,’ she decided.

‘Okay, but accept my apologies that you ended up sleeping on the sofa?’

‘Apology accepted.  But it doesn’t matter.  I slept, which is the main thing,’ she told me.

‘Do you feel any better?’ I asked.  ‘How is it this morning?’

She sighed.  ‘I just feel like utterly exhausted.  You know when you’re in bed with the flu and your whole body is just utterly spent? That’s how I feel.’

‘It’s really wiped you,’ I commented.

‘Yeah, it has,’ she sighed.  ‘I really hope the sixteen officers from work are faring okay.’

I glanced at her sharply.  ‘Why? What are you thinking?’

‘Oh, I don’t know,’ she murmured.

‘No, tell me,’ I encouraged.  ‘What’s going on in your head?’ I asked.

‘Just that it was a whole doughnut, Ally...I mean, I took one sip of coffee and look how ill I got.’

‘No,’ I frowned. ‘He also came into your hospital room and submitted more,’ I reminded her.

‘Yes, I know, but how much could that have been? I’m just concerned as a doughnut could have been covered in the stuff,’ she frowned.  ‘Let’s hope none of the officers have any underlying health problems which could make things worse.’

‘Oh, don’t say that...’

‘But it’s true,’ she murmured.

‘We’ll check in with Benson immediately,’ I told her.

‘Yes.  Let’s go that.’

We rolled up at 8.03am and rushed into the station at speed.  Hurrying to our offices, the station’s floor still seemed shockingly empty.  

‘Let’s go and see Benson straight off,’ I said, once I’d dumped my bag and touched the ‘on’ switch on my computer. ‘Get any updates.’

‘Okay, I’m coming,’ Snow said, rounding the desk.

She followed me down to Benson’s office and I knocked and then headed in.  ‘Morning sir.’

‘Morning detectives,’ he said, looking weary, his voice flat.  ‘Have a seat.’

‘Thanks,’ I said, sitting.  ‘You okay, sir? You look awful.  Did you get any sleep last night?’

‘An hour or so on the couch,’ he said, indicating the sofa in his room.  ‘It just became impossible with co-ordinating this nightmare and with the constant updates from various people.’

‘I’m so sorry, sir.  We’ll help more, I promise,’ I told him, concerned.

‘No, no.  That comment wasn’t aimed at you, whatsoever.  You two are to continue working your shift pattern as planned.  I need you two well in a time when you’ve both recently had hospital stays.  I’m not expecting any more from you,’ he reassured us. ‘The fact you’re here now and ready go is enough.’

I still felt guilty.  ‘Are there any updates, sir?’ I asked him.

‘Yes,’ he said, wearily.  ‘The sixteen arsenic victims are all hospitalised,’ he told us.  ‘Most of them are responding well to treatment.’

‘Most?’ Snow questioned.

‘Yes, most.  One of our officers-Barry Keegan, in his sixties now,’ he told us. ‘He’s not doing so well.’

‘Oh no!’ Snow commented.

Benson sighed.  ‘Pre-existing heart condition,’ he told us, shaking his head.  ‘Triggered a mini heart attack apparently, and he’s now in the ICU.’

‘Fuck,’ I muttered.  ‘That’s terrible.’

‘It is,’ he agreed.  ‘We just all need to pray that he pulls through.’

‘Is he the only one with additional treatment needs?’ Snow asked.

‘So far, yes.  The others, from what I’ve heard, have been receiving the same kind of treatment you did when you were in, Snow.’

She nodded.  ‘Okay, that’s good.’

‘What about forensics? What’s been found?’ I asked, thinking of Peterson’s garden the previous day.

‘Okay,’ he nodded.  ‘So, we have the woman in the water butt in the morgue.  Her autopsy was last night.  No results or identification shared with me yet,’ he said.  ‘The hearts have all been transported over here.  Today the dig begins in the rose garden, in full.  We sent over the tech team with the ground penetrating radar yesterday and results seemed to confirm what the cadaver dogs hinted at.’

‘What- a body? Or multiple bodies?’ I asked.

‘Multiple,’ he nodded.  ‘Five clear bodies outlined by the machine,’ he said, passing over some print outs that he had on his desk.  ‘Here, take a look.’

Snow and I looked at the sheets of paper, and even though we weren’t experts, it was clear to see there was some kind of disturbance in the black and white lines, curved areas and blurred sections.  ‘So, this is happening today?’ I asked him.

‘Yes. We’ve got two teams going in-Evergreen and Waverly.  They’re going to dig and share finds amongst the two departments.’

‘That’s good to have the extra help,’ I nodded.

‘Yes, it is,’ he nodded.  ‘Any progress on the man himself-history, convictions, information from people who knew him? anything new?’

‘Nothing new, sir.  On paper, this guy is a saint.  A decorated headteacher for a number of years.  Well respected in his field, by all accounts.  He wasn’t perhaps well-liked, when you read information. Articles give the impression that he was stern, a disciplinarian and focused on the job. He got results though-which is why people respected him.’

‘There are no past convictions then?’

‘Absolutely nothing,’ I confirmed.

‘Family members?’ he asked.

‘Parents are deceased.  No siblings. Obviously, his wife is dead. Mary Jacobson, his subsequent lover, is presumed dead.  The only people I’ve talked to who actually knew the man personally are Eileen Sage, the neighbour and Colin Wray, whose wife was Jane’s sister, Susan.’

‘Ah!’ he said, lifting his hand.  ‘I knew there was something I’d forgotten.  Can you two begin an exhumation order and see if we can start proceedings?’ he asked.

‘Yes sir,’ I nodded, eagerly.  ‘Colin Wray has agreed already so I’ll set plans in motion.’

‘And are you both up to going over to the site?’ he questioned.  ‘Oversee the dig at the Peterson home?’

‘Yes sir.  I take it we have no update on the camper?’

‘No,’ he said, shaking his head.  ‘To be honest, we’d be better off putting out an alert on the man himself.  He’s likely changed vehicles.’

‘I was thinking the same thing,’ Snow nodded.  ‘It’d be far too obvious to be driving around in that, right?’

‘Exactly,’ Benson nodded.

‘Alright, sir.  Check in with you later,’ I told him.

He turned back to his computer.  ‘Thank you, detectives.’

Back in the office, I did a search then a request for an exhumation order.  Filling in as many details as I could in the report as to why it was needed, I saved it and emailed it onto Benson for his approval and sending. 

With that done, I looked over at Snow.

‘Snow?’

‘Yes?’ she asked, looking over from her computer. 

‘Can I suggest you stay here while I go over to the scene today?’ I asked.

‘No!’ she retorted.  

‘Can you think about for one second before deciding?’ I questioned.

‘Again, no!’ she told me, fiercely.  ‘I am fine, Emerson! A little tired, but fine! I’m not taking a step back, but I will obviously rest and take breaks if needed.  I’ll get a little stronger each day.  You don’t need to worry about me like this.’

‘Well, I am,’ I frowned.  ‘Especially after last night!’ I told her.

‘Oh my God,’ she said, standing.  ‘I’m going for coffee...’ she said, clearly wanting to avoid this conversation.

‘Get some food while you’re at it!’ I called.

She rolled her eyes at me and kept walking.

While Snow was gone, I turned back to my computer to read through the autopsy results which had now come back for Neil Perkins.  It was clear blunt force trauma to the head had caused his death, but what was also noted was interesting-a missing heart in his chest cavity and well-preserved body, due to arsenic poisoning.

‘Detective Emerson?’ a voice called, whilst knocking at my door.

‘Yeah?’ I said, turning to see a young police officer, standing at the door.

‘Your dad is on line two,’ he told me.

I frowned at him, confused.  ‘What?’

‘Your father...on line two...just called in apparently,’ he said, eyes wide as he held mine.

‘I have a mobile...why wouldn’t he just call that?’ I asked no-one in particular, but the officer seemed to want to answer anyway.

‘I don’t know,’ he shrugged.  ‘Just passing on the message.’

‘Okay.  Thanks,’ I said, reaching for the office phone.  Before pressing the ‘2’ button, I reached in my pocket to draw out my mobile phone.  There were no attempted calls, and the phone appeared to be working fine.  Pressing two quickly, I spoke.  ‘Hello? Dad?’

‘Well, hello there, my dear,’ a voice said-clearly and unequivocally, not my father.

‘Peterson,’ I gasped, my clumsy fingers of the cast covered hand working quickly to get my phone recording this conversation.

‘I’m very disappointed in you, Detective Emerson...’ he tutted.

‘Ha!’ I exclaimed, instantly reeling.  ‘You utter bastard! We’ve discovered your lovely garden collection, John! Your secrets are out, you know.’

‘Oh, I know.  I’m most disappointed,’ he repeated, in his slow, deep drawl.  ‘My precious rose garden is going to be destroyed, no doubt?’

‘Yes! We’re digging it all up! Every last, fucking rose!’

‘I tended those plants day and night, detective.  I don’t appreciate you wrecking all my hard work.’

‘And I don’t appreciate you killing your wife, her lover, your wife’s sister and attempting to poison and murder all my work colleagues!’ I exclaimed.

‘Oh, now now, detective,’ he said, calmly.  ‘Haven’t you figured it out yet?’

‘What?’ I exclaimed, hotly.  

‘They all deserved to die,’ he told me, in his monotone, placid voice.

‘Deserved to die? How did they deserve to die?’ I cried, shocked.

‘Sinners,’ he said, flatly.  ‘Those who sin don’t deserve to walk the face of this earth.’

‘Well, that would include you then, John. You’re a murderer!’ I told him.  ‘You’ve killed, again and again.  You’d hurt more if you could! You’re a weak, disgusting, vile predator who kills because he can! When I find you, I’m going to throw you behind bars, where you can rot like the filthy criminal you are for the rest of your days.’

‘Well, detective...that was quite the rant,’ he said, softly. ‘You’ll regret disrespecting me.  They all did.’

A dialling tone filled my ear, and I gasped, turning in shock and stopping the recording as I did so.  Rushing for the door, I called for help.  ‘Tommy!’ I yelled, spotting him.

He was instantly there, rushing to the office.  ‘What’s wrong, Ally?’

‘That was Peterson! Line two, claiming to be my father.  I’ve recorded the conversation on my mobile, but can you do a trace? I don’t know if it was long enough, but can you try?’ I asked, urgently.

‘Yes, of course.  I’m right on it,’ he told me, as Snow arrived back, laden down with coffee and a bag of croissants.

‘Snow! Come with me!’ I instructed, grabbing my phone.

‘What’s going on?’ she frowned, looking concerned.

‘Peterson just called me!’ I exclaimed.

‘Oh fuck!’

Hurriedly, we rushed down to Benson’s office.

‘Benson!’ I exclaimed, running in.

‘Where’s the fire?’ he frowned.

‘Peterson just called!’ I exclaimed.

‘No shit?’ he commented.  

‘I’ve got Tommy trying to trace the call now, as it was called into the station, line two.  Do you want to hear the conversation?’ I asked him.

‘Yes, go ahead.’

‘I think I got most of it.  Maybe the first few seconds cut off in my surprise to hear from him, but I was recording for most of the time,’ I said.

‘Good.  Let’s hear it.’

I played the recording, whilst Benson and Snow listened attentively.  We were all frozen, taking in his words, his manner and threats.  When I finally shut it off, they all stared at me in shock.

‘Wow...’ Snow commented.

‘What do you make of that?’ Benson questioned.

‘He doesn’t like us messing with his roses?’ I quipped.

‘Deeper,’ Benson ordered.

‘He didn’t like me talking down to him.  Telling him how it is,’ I replied.

‘Agreed,’ Snow nodded. ‘He sounded aggrieved when you were disrespectful towards him.  There was blame there and clearly thoughts of revenge.’

‘He talks of sinners too.  Is there a religious angle? Were they religious?’ Benson questioned.

‘I don’t believe so,’ I replied.  ‘Not from the information we got so far.’

‘Maybe it’s less so about religion,’ Snow interjected, ‘But more about the man himself.  His own moral code.  Perhaps, there are certain things, which in his mind, make someone a ‘sinner’ and for some strange reason, he feels that he is the one who needs to punish them.’

‘You’re good,’ I commented, nodding Snow’s way.

She gave me a small smile, which didn’t reach her eyes.  ‘I don’t like it though, Emerson.  That was a direct threat to you.’

‘It was,’ Benson agreed.  ‘And that’s the second time that he’s tried to poison police. We need to be ultra vigilant.’

‘We will be, sir.  Don’t worry.’

‘Has Tommy started checking for a trace?’ Benson asked.

‘He’s doing that now,’ I nodded.

‘Okay, well I’ll go and check in with him,’ he said, standing.  ‘You know the good news about this-well, if you want to call it good news?’

‘What’s that?’ I questioned.

‘He’s still around,’ he pointed out. ‘He’s clearly functioning in and around the area, right? The doughnuts yesterday...the call today saying he’s aware of you all in his garden.’

‘True,’ I conceded. ‘And in that case, hopefully we can arrest the bastard sooner rather than later!’

‘Absolutely,’ Benson nodded.

We all dispersed then and Snow and I headed back to our office.

‘I’ll just finish reading this autopsy report then shall we head over to the Peterson house?’ I asked Snow.

‘Yes.  I got us both coffee and breakfast as we were so late. Eat so you’ve got energy, Ally.’

‘And you,’ I nodded.  ‘I feel like it’s going to be a long day.’

‘I will,’ she assured me.

We both fell quiet, working and reading on our individual computers whilst making sure we fuelled ourselves for the day ahead.  I’d downed a chocolate croissant before she’d even picked up her coffee and then was onto a second fast.

Whilst I ate and sipped coffee, I read the rest of the report, finding nothing more of note.  It was twenty minutes later that we left, heading over to the Peterson house to join the teams who were starting work on the dig.

In the car, Snow was clearly far more awake than before.  It seemed that having some caffeine and food had brightened her mood.

‘Fancy him calling in like that!’ she exclaimed.  ‘How brazen.’

‘I know.  Trouble is, it sounds like I’m target number one!’ I sighed. ‘Which can’t be good.’

‘No,’ she sighed.  ‘But we just stay vigilant, like Benson warned.  Plus, we know his favourite modus operandi now, right?’ she commented.  ‘We make sure we’re aware of anything he could have possibly poisoned.’

‘Yeah.  I’m going to be incredibly careful.’

‘Me too,’ she sighed.  ‘That’s awful about Barry...’

‘You know him?’ I asked, endlessly surprised at how quickly Snow had made friends at the station.

‘Well, I mean, we’ve chatted a few times.  He’s a nice guy.  He doesn’t deserve this,’ she sighed.

‘No.  None of them did,’ I murmured.  ‘Do you think they’ll blame me?’ I questioned.

‘Blame you? Why would they?’ she questioned.

‘Because they were sent in my name! They thought they were from me.’

‘But they weren’t, Emerson. Don’t be ridiculous.  The fault lies with the bastard poisoner who sent them-not you, alright?’ she pointed out. ‘Don’t think people won’t understand that, because they will.’

‘I hope so.’

‘They will, Ally.  You’re overthinking it,’ she told me.

‘I overthink everything!’ I exclaimed.

‘Actually, yes, that’s very true...’

‘See,’ I murmured.

‘So, while we have five/ten minutes, do you want to talk to me about what was going on last night?’ she questioned.

I groaned. ‘I really don’t,’ I said, looking straight ahead.

‘No? Okay, maybe I should rephrase that.  Please talk to me briefly about last night so that I can understand what’s going on in your head...how I can help.’

I sighed.  ‘It was just a dream,’ I told her, quietly.

‘The same night terror?’ she asked.

‘Yes.’

‘Did you push me down the stairs again?’ she asked, flatly.

I looked at her sharply.  ‘Yes.’

‘Intentionally or accidentally?’

‘Intentionally...in the dream.  In real life, I would obviously never intentionally do something like that.’

‘Therein lies your resolution to all the troubles I can assume are circulating around your head right now. You just said it, clear as day.  You would never, intentionally, do something like that to me,’ she repeated back.

‘No...but the dreams are so real,’ I told her, softly.  ‘It feels like it’s really happening.  Like I’m really doing it.’

‘I know, but that’s because you’re reliving past trauma, Ally. It will feel real because you’ve been in a situation similar which you lived through,’ she pointed out.

‘I guess so,’ I murmured, frowning. ‘I think it’s all swept up in some of the worries I have.’

‘Go on?’ she prompted.

‘Well...obviously the past trauma of Cameron...the nightmare we found yesterday in Peterson’s garden...and...’ I broke off, unwilling to finish the sentence.

‘Go on? And?’ she prompted.

‘And...oh, I don’t know, Snow. Maybe I was too hasty in agreeing to move in.  Maybe it’s too much too soon?’ I suggested.

Snow sighed. ‘Maybe it is,’ she replied, surprising me.

I glanced at her.  ‘You’re agreeing with me?’

‘Maybe.  Ally; I’m not going to keep pushing for it if it’s something you’re not ready for.  Maybe you need some time first?  Maybe some time healing properly, living with your parents or on your own would be beneficial to you right now.’

‘Is this where you push me away again and see how far I’ll take it before running back to you? Testing me again?’ I questioned.

‘Not really, no. I don’t want you to do something that you don’t want to do, Ally,’ she replied.  ‘I’m secure enough in myself to understand that you do care for me, you do love me but recognise at the same time that you’re dealing with one hell of a lot of trauma right now.  I want you to be well, healthy and ready to move forwards with me one day.  That doesn’t have to be now.’

‘Oh,’ I replied, surprised.

‘And let’s face it, everything that’s happened between us has been one big, incredible whirlwind. It’s been amazing, but it’s happened fast.  Even I’m overwhelmed at the speed at which its all happened.  Slowing down doesn’t have to be a bad thing.  It could be a restorative thing for you.  We’re building foundations here.  That takes time.’

I pulled up, parking with a myriad of other police vehicles.  ‘You’re very wise, you know that,’ I said, looking over at her.

‘Oh, I know,’ she smiled.  ‘But really, all I want is the best for you, Ally.  No matter what it takes.’

I nodded.  ‘Everything’s so mixed up in my head right now,’ I told her.

‘I understand that.  Which is why we agree to slow things down and not rush headlong into things which might make your nervous system react with things like night terrors or instant regret after making a decision.’

I sighed
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