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Conspiracy of Cats

Jos Ferguson travels from Edinburgh to northern Tanzania to visit the house her Uncle Peter built before he died.

But Peter isn’t as dead as he should be... he was murdered, and he wants his niece to help him exact revenge upon his killer.

With a little Maasai magic and a conspiracy of cats, Jos sets out to do exactly that.
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A Murder of Crows

A young woman switches career from carer to contract killer because ... well, it pays a lot better for one thing.
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THE ROCKY SPINE DR Eric Sanderson stood upon was at least twenty feet high for the most part. A half mile crescent of rock, its long back forming the south facing aspect, its ends curving westward. Although the ridge wasn’t fully apparent all the way around, the geography was elevated along a vaguely circular route, revealing exposed rock with tumbled boulders in between; giving the impression that, once upon a time, the enclosure had been completed with earthworks.  

The encircled patch of land grew increasingly saturated towards the centre where a bog pool had formed, the still surface reflecting the pale blue April sky like an impassive mirror. Apart from the odd cry from unseen birds, and the numerous insects, there had been nothing and no one for miles around since their arrival just after dawn.  

This was an incredibly lonely place. No doubt, given the quantity and quality of the previous finds, a couple of thousand years ago this had also been a sacred place. If human sacrifice had been on the menu, then it was also the perfect site to send a willing offering through the portal of water into the metaphysical world beyond.  

It all started with a local farmer’s son who’d received a metal detector for his birthday. 

He found a few old coins on the moor surrounding the ridge, a Swiss army knife, and a rusted bottle opener, but little of any interest. It wasn’t long before enthusiastic curiosity impelled him up and over the ridge. He avoided getting too close to the bog pool, however, because he’d grown up nearby and knew the dangers. But he got close enough, and good fortune favoured his enterprise. The remains of a battle-worn sword circa 100 to 300 AD; an assortment of arrowheads and a number of trinkets from the Bronze Age, were just a few of the items the lad found. His older sister’s boyfriend, Gavin Hicks, an archaeology student at Bristol University, contacted his tutor as soon as he saw what came out of the boy’s backpack. 

Dr Eric Sanderson was that tutor, and the site’s potential as being important to Britain’s heritage was obvious to him immediately. A professional excavation was soon underway, and the location kept a closely guarded secret. The Bristol City Museum funded the venture, money that appeared to have been well spent, when they found the archaeological Holy Grail.  

Bog bodies are not simply amazing to behold, but also provide a wealth of hard historical evidence. They also attract oodles of hard cash in the form of generous research grants, and the later earnings generated when they are eventually put on display to a paying public. The potential to generate cash on the back of such an illustrious find is staggering. Historical, anthropological, and archaeological dreams are made of this.  

The find was initially discovered using a floating sonar/GPR device knocked up by a couple of inventive IT students in order to survey the deep, dense mud surrounding the pool, as well as that making up the pool bed. The water was extremely cold, several metres deep in places, and a veritable broth of organic deposits, so no one wanted to get in it without damn good reason. The device was carried by a modified remote-controlled toy hovercraft, which only got ensnared a few thousand times while negotiating the dense reeds around the pool but zipped happily back and forth across the open water’s surface.  

The generated images were broadcast to a laptop equipped with software created by the same two IT students. They were on the lookout for colour changes to indicate areas of higher resistance because these suggested the presence of man-made objects. Soon the device had located a near-perfect second sword, as well as a dress pin, decorated with an enamelled horse head, a small assortment of yet more arrowheads and two daggers; all found among the reed beds. Confidence was high that there would be more, but no one dared to guess that they would actually discover evidence of the ultimate find, until they were all gathered around the laptop screen gazing enthusiastically at the obviously human-shaped mass, supine, nestling beneath the reeds growing around the fringes of the main pool. The fact that bog bodies are usually found in the foetal position did not dampen their collective spirits.  

A full-scale excavation was subsequently mounted by the museum, taking a calculated risk on the finances required to supply both the necessary equipment and experts. Dr Takako Eavenson of The Scottish Heritage Centre in Edinburgh was drafted in due to her internationally renowned anthropological credentials... and the fact she’d previously dated Eric Sanderson, who was by then in charge of the site. This was something of a coup for The Scottish Heritage Centre because they would be granted dibs on everything from research to exhibition rights in return for Tak’s contributions. She had flown down to Bristol the previous night to attend the great disinterment. 

Survival suited, senior archaeology students, Gavin Hicks and Andy White, worked hard to elevate the body above the water line. It took nearly two hours and two snow shovels worked carefully but relentlessly back and forth, to liberate the remains from the cloying mud of the pool bed. Once free, both men used the shovels to slowly lift their burden to the surface. Much of the mud washed off in the process, revealing a brown, stained, tightly wrapped mummy... bound up with common or garden twine.  

The gruesome sight made Andy take a few steps back, as he tried to put some distance between himself and the macabre discovery. But he lost his footing and fell backwards into the pool, thrashing around in panic. Gavin just stood, transfixed, clutching the shaft of his snow shovel, making no move to stall the remains from sliding back beneath the surface of the freezing water.  

Those on the fringes; Tak, Eric and first-year archaeology student, Sally Forsythe, would all have taken the ancient dead to their collective bosom, but the obviously more freshly dead remains horrified them all.  

Eric recovered his composure quickly. They had to be sure. He had Gavin and... eventually, Andy, get the body onto the bright-yellow Stokes Stretcher to pull the remains, sled-like, to where a large, blue tarpaulin had been laid upon more solid ground.  

While Gavin and Andy extricated themselves from the pool, Eric, Tak, and Sally reeled the remains in. Kneeling on the tarp, Tak gingerly loosened the wrapping enough to determine that there was indeed a body within. The exposed face was shrivelled and intact, pulled tight against a delicate bone structure, the hair long, the expression peaceful enough... but if death had come naturally, it surely wouldn’t have led to a watery grave. The acidic properties of the bog had had time to stain the skin to the colour of stewed tea and cause the hair to turn bright orange, so it was her professional opinion that the remains had rested in the pool for two decades at least. 

Perhaps as long as forty years. 

Instructing everyone to touch nothing else, Eric was first to discover it was necessary to climb up onto the ridge to make the call. That is where he stood that bright and still April morning, hearing birds he couldn’t see and swatting at insects intent on biting him, as he waited for a satellite to bounce his call to a despatcher somewhere in civilisation so he could report the fact they had found a body. 

A local plod arrived an hour later to ascertain some preliminary facts, and it was almost noon before the serious cops descended. By then the weather had closed in. The wind was gusting hard, the temperature had dropped around ten degrees, and the sky was gunmetal grey and swollen with rain.  

Maybe the gods were angry that their sacrifice had been stolen.  
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ISAAC SADDLER PULLED into the first available “permit holder’s” space at the bottom of the walled rectangle of public gardens forming the centre of Gayfield Square. Surrounded on three sides by nineteenth century town houses and tall tenements, the mature elm, birch, and sycamore trees set within its low walls, easily matched even the tallest buildings in terms of height. The fourth side of the square bordered busy Elm Row at the very top of Leith Walk. This was the edge of the city centre. Bus lanes and taxi ranks. Shops, theatres, and cinemas. Museums and art galleries. Pubs, clubs, and restaurants. Everything central Edinburgh had to offer, within easy walking distance. 

Isaac loved living at the bottom of what was really a rectangle but supposed Gayfield Rectangle just didn’t have the same ring to it as Gayfield Square. It was just that little bit pulled back from the bustle, hidden behind all those lovely trees that not only blocked out the main road view, but also soundproofed against much of the traffic noise. There was also a police station. Built in the sixties, it stood out like a bit of a sore thumb amongst all that architectural grandeur, but the trees mostly hid it from Isaac’s lofty views.  

He was on his way up there by then, carrying his weekly shop up four flights of well-worn stone steps towards his top floor flat, blissfully unaware that the BBC was about to drop a bombshell onto his blond head.  

A tall and attractive young man, Isaac was also quite a shy guy. A bit of a geek in historical terms and a talented artist, he was soft spoken, with a mild West Country accent, diluted by the fact he hadn’t lived there in years. As soon as he was inside his flat, he kicked off the black leather flip flops he’d worn for his shopping trip, then went straight into the kitchen and began putting his groceries away.  

The flat was on the large side, and full of light, thanks to its tall windows. Views across the treetops to the front, and all the way to the old observatory on the top of Calton Hill. The rear views were cut off by the tenements on East London Street. There was a lovely garden to the back of the building, but ground level was two floors below street level on that side, and Isaac hadn’t ventured all the way down there since the day he moved in. That was two years ago, and right before he started his current job. 

Employed as resident artist within The Scottish Heritage Centre, Isaac also had a first-class degree in ancient history, so the job suited him perfectly. Of course, he hoped to get a job that made full use of his qualifications eventually but was very happy working in the heritage centre surrounded by all the Scottish history he got to tinker with on a daily basis. It was a great place to work, the pay wasn’t bad, and he had some wonderful colleagues... but more about that later. 

Unassuming and mild-mannered maybe, but Isaac had a pretty big secret as well as a truly dodgy past. A previous life that had given rise to a whole universe of creativity inside his head. He often thought of this as his affair with insanity, and it was this brush with madness that was about to rise up and knock him sideways. 

It was just an ordinary Saturday, mid-September. The sun was shining, Isaac had the whole weekend off, and was going to a barbeque later. First, he had chores to do. After stashing his shopping, he poured himself a cranberry juice and went into the sitting room where he switched on the TV mounted above the fireplace. He wasn’t in the mood for music and, with nothing interesting on, he settled for the news. A BBC News 24 anchor was introducing the latest update surrounding the discovery of a body in a car, in a field, somewhere near Nottingham. A suspected suicide, and relatives were yet to be informed. Sad, but wasn’t everything newsworthy these days? 

Leaving the room, Isaac went next door into his bedroom. Having stripped the bed before heading out for the groceries, he quickly remade it again before taking the washed bedding out the machine and stuffing it into the drier. This was all part of his usual Saturday morning ritual. He was back in the kitchen, head in the fridge, wondering what to have for lunch, when he heard the same news anchor say a very familiar name. Curious, Isaac headed back to the sitting room to discover whether his ears had deceived him.  

A computer-generated face filled the TV screen... four faces actually, because the same face was repeated four times in a two up, two down grid. One had glossy black hair, the second was a flaming red head, the third was a blonde and the fourth a brunette. The sight stopped Isaac in his tracks, just inside the sitting room doorway. Mouth open. Brain stalled like his feet. 

‘When Taunton Constabulary mounted this last-ditch effort to identify the woman whose remains were discovered on Exmoor back in April, it’s unlikely they expected to be inundated with names...’ the anchor voiced in the background. ‘...but one name in particular is causing a storm on Twitter. Could this really be Vida, Queen of the Vidian Empire? She certainly looks very like her!’ Cue an overlay image of Vida lifted from the book. ‘Those of you who have read the illustrated novel... or perhaps simply looked at the pictures, will agree that the blonde version is a dead ringer for ultraviolent Vida.’ The news anchor’s face reappeared, and she smiled at her male colleague who was also now in shot. ‘What do you think, Greg... are you a fan?’ 

‘Not me, Betsy, but my sons certainly are.’ Greg turned his one hundred watt smile to the camera. ‘Not that their mother approves,’ he joked. ‘But what’s a little mass murder between friends when you’re a teenage boy with a crush on such a hot and homicidal maniac?’ 

Isaac was mortified, still open mouthed and still frozen in place as the bulletin panned out. His eyes told him he had indeed been looking at four Vidas. There was of course only one real Vida... she was the blonde one. He should know because he’d created her. The other three Vidas might have been wearing wigs. But his brain refused point blank to indulge such nonsense. It was ridiculous, his rational mind insisted.  

A coincidence!  

Lots of people had lookalikes.  

A whole industry relied upon people who looked like celebrities to turn up at parties and entertain guests. Vidian had its own Twitter presence. It wasn’t a conversational account. Isaac simply Tweeted things sent to him by his publisher: reviews, articles, and the odd fan photo shared from elsewhere on the net. Fans dressed up like Vida were common place. Some of them went to a lot of trouble and expense, so seeing a Vida lookalike was really nothing new. The dead woman was just someone else who, coincidentally, also looked like Vida.  

Only, clearly... his rational mind reminded, the dead woman lived decades before he invented Vida, so surely it was his Vida who looked like the dead woman. Not forgetting... his rational mind was beginning to sound a little smug by then, Vida was born from nightmares, experienced by a man who grew up just a few miles from where the dead woman was found. 

How’s that for an in your face, class A coincidence? 

‘But it can’t be anything to do with me,’ Isaac reminded himself as well as the TV. ‘I probably wasn’t even born at the time she died. Tak reckons she was in the pool for anything up to forty years.’  

Dr Takako Eavenson was one of those wonderful, heritage centre colleagues. Just another nail in the coffin full of coincidences, according to the voice of Isaac’s rational mind.  

‘She’s nothing to do with me,’ he insisted. ‘Vida is just a character in my book.’ 

Horrified... mostly by how pathetic his voice had just sounded, and yet unable to stop himself, Isaac went online as soon as the news shifted its spotlight elsewhere. He hadn’t logged in for days but, when he logged in right then, he discovered more than three thousand notifications. The by then familiar grid of four Vidas was repeated time after time on the feed. Links to Taunton Constabulary were numerous. Missing Persons too. Comments went into the tens of thousands. Everyone wanted to know if Sabine had committed murder.  

Sabine was Isaac Saddler’s pen name. 

Maybe Sabine was psychic? Maybe Sabine should show herself for once and answer some serious questions. Maybe the police should start looking for Sabine? Maybe the police should lock Sabine up and throw away the key! Burn the witch, chanted the usual feminist trolls, given a whole new dimension to their hate. 

‘Shit,’ Isaac sighed, wondering if it was time to retire to an island in the middle of the Pacific. 

When his phone began to ring, he knew who it would be. ‘Hey, Graeme...’ Skyward Independent Publishing was calling. ‘I’ve just seen it on the news.’ 

‘What’s the story, Isaac?’ Graeme wondered. ‘Anything we need to know?’ 

‘I’m not a killer, if that’s what you’re implying. Or a dumper of bodies. That woman is nothing to do with me.’ His voice sounded so indignant this time; Isaac nearly laughed. 

Graeme did laugh a little, then said, ‘The police could show up here looking for Sabine all the same. What do I tell them?’ 

‘Whatever you have to. I have nothing to hide.’ 

‘Except for the fact you’re a bloke.’ 

‘You told me to use a female name.’ 

‘Because the feminists would have slathered your bollocks in honey and left you outside a beehive, Isaac. And if the cops let this particular cat out the bag, then you may still find yourself in peril... if there’s anything left to cut off once the investigation is finished with you. Thank Christ for the silver lining.’ 

‘What silver lining?’ 

‘This is gonna sell a whole lot of Vidian,’ Graeme was a lot more excited by this prospect than he sounded.  

Mostly because he was trying not to sound either greedy or disrespectful regarding the dead woman. But any publicity is good publicity, as the saying goes, and this was not simply raising the profile of the book’s main character, it was introducing her to a much wider audience. His usually uninspiring inbox was positively bulging that morning, and more than a few of the emails were from production company lackeys.  

‘There might even be a movie,’ said Graeme.  

‘Hopefully, they’ll let me watch it in prison, after I go down for a murder I didn’t commit.’ 

‘Chill out, Isaac. I know you didn’t murder anyone. All I’m really saying is... maybe you need to prepare yourself to be exposed?’ That was the last thing Isaac wanted. 
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MEANWHILE IN TAUNTON, DS Harmony Callaghan, the woman responsible for Vida’s appearance on the BBC, had barely stopped the car before her boss was out of it and venting her fury that the press had reached the victim’s home before her. 

Detective Inspector Bryden Bryant, part of the Major Investigations Team based in Taunton, was never one to suffer fools gladly. Cameras, sound booms and microphones, all eagerly brandished by a jostling scrum of rabid news hounds threatened to surround her like hyenas around a fresh kill. She caught hold of the nearest constable.  

‘Why the hell haven’t you set up a cordon?’ Without waiting for the response, she quickly added, ‘Get it done. Now!’  

‘Yes ma’am.’ 

‘Don’t call me that,’ Bryant spoke the words quietly and through gritted teeth, conscious of all the eyes... and cameras, currently looking in her direction. ‘And if I ever find out who tipped this lot off, I’ll have more than just the badge. Got me?’ 

‘Yes, boss,’ the constable nodded once, keeping his face suitably solemn. 

Callaghan joined the boss on the pavement as two uniforms began pushing the ladies and gentlemen of the press back to minimal safe distance. She passed Bryant a pair of the blue plastic booties they would both have to don before entering the red brick semi on Roman Road. A third uniform stood at the closed front door; she looked pale, eyes darting from side to side, absently flicking thumb and forefinger on one hand. Agitated. 

Whatever lay beyond the closed door, it wasn’t going to be pretty. 

Callaghan was Bryant’s current sidekick. Not a coveted position due to Bryant’s reputation for being hard to get along with, hard to work with, hard to please, hard to get to know, hard on so many levels she must surely have been chiselled from stone. However, Callaghan had garnered her own share of shit from her peers for as long as she could recall... bad enough going through school with a name like Harmony but joining the police force earned her the nickname Dirty Harry within the first twenty minutes. A fact that brought endless joy to others and near endless grief to her.  

Twenty-five years old, tall, fit, with a halo of unruly brunette curls, and potentially as feisty as her boss, Callaghan held her own at all times. Working for Bryant, her ability to remain cool, calm, and collected around the perps... and some of her colleagues, had proved an effective asset.  

Just over a year since Bryant’s first words to her were: ‘Have you even gone through fucking puberty yet?’ And Callaghan had nevertheless begun to like the boss. 

What you saw was what you got with Bryant. Straight talking, fearless, intuitive, a gifted investigator who openly went by the book she’d written to supplement the official one which had clearly been written by fuckwits! 

Bryant had a way with words, and Callaghan loved her for it.  

Six months previously, it had been those two who were despatched up onto a miserable and windswept Exmoor to investigate the discovery of a body. They always got the shit detail, largely because Bryant was so lowly thought of amongst her superiors as well as peers. Suicide by train, sexual abuse, and murder of a child, raped and murdered mother of six. Callaghan used to wonder what she’d done to deserve her pairing with the DI whose desk attracted the worst possible deaths. But she soon realised that working these cases offered the greatest range of experience and opportunity to learn. Not to mention the fact that, having quickly realised that Callaghan could be trusted to have her back, Bryant offered her subordinate almost free reign to explore avenues other DS’ were denied. 

It was all Callaghan’s idea to put her IT skills to good use as regards creating a computer-generated image of the “Lady of the Lake”, as the Exmoor body was referred to. It was simply a matter of scanning the head, uploading the information, and allowing the software to do its thing. Bryant was clueless as far as anything more technologically advanced than a microwave was concerned, and so she was mightily impressed when Callaghan produced a very human looking face, as opposed to the horribly mummified reality that was currently languishing inside a tank filled with preservative chemicals and guarded by Frank Richardson, Home Office Pathologist, and close friend of Bryant’s. 

‘Why all the different hair colours?’ Bryant wondered. 

‘Frank said it was the bog water that coloured her hair red, boss,’ Callaghan explained. ‘We don’t know what her hair colour was really, but maybe if we give the public options?’ 

They needed to identify the woman, not simply to have any possible chance of finding out what had happened to her, but also to be able to give her back to her family, if any could be found. Unfortunately, due to the decades between being freshly dead and being found, the budget setters were not remotely interested in spending money on that particular victim, so Callaghan had been forced to take a much more circuitous route to finally secure permission to upload her graphic onto the “Missing Persons UK Police” database.  

The group of four images was published yesterday afternoon just after two p.m. By midnight it was creating quite the stir on Twitter due to the lady’s apparent similarity to a character in a book. When it went onto the BBC news that same morning, the Twitter storm went global, and Callaghan intended nudging her boss in that direction a little later.  

For now they had a very recently murdered woman to meet. 

***
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AILEEN LEWIS HAD BEEN estranged from her violent husband for three years, because he’d been in prison all that time. Not for his crimes against her. He’d avoided being charged with anything more serious than breach of the peace as a result of his many violent attacks upon his wife, because the legal system didn’t really favour abused women. Police were reluctant to get involved, the victims were too scared, the courts were too lenient and the prisons too full already. But as soon as Barry Lewis robbed a regional post office with a replica gun, he was sentenced to five years and carted off to be regularly bummed by bigger and much tougher men. 

Barry Lewis had been at liberty again for less than seventy-two hours when he tracked down his wife. Maybe he was bitter after all the bummings? Maybe he was still angry about the fact she’d never bothered visiting him inside? Maybe he was pissed off that Aileen had moved and left no forwarding address? Or maybe he was just a bastard? Whatever his reasons, Barry had knocked upon, and Aileen had opened her front door, at a little before eleven that morning. Now it was up to the legal machine to piece together the evidence so, this time around, they could maybe have Barry put away for life.  

Callaghan was used to most aspects of her job by then; the blood, the fluids and solids that could come from a human body either spontaneously or with force... before, during and after death. She knew that if you died at home with your pet and you weren’t discovered for a while, sooner or later your beloved dog or cat will tuck into your remains. If you died in the bath and lay in it for long enough, you became a big gaseous lump floating in the gravy of your insides leaking out. But the smells were by far the worst. Vicks under the nose, essential oil spattered hankies, lashings of cheap perfume... nothing could banish some of the smells describing a murder scene.  

This one was a doozie. 

‘Jesus Christ!’ Bryant knew as soon as she opened the front door. ‘He cooked her.’  

Barry Lewis had held his wife’s face down hard against the rear right ring of the electric hob. Part of her face was still stuck there, still cooking at the edge of the hot, orange spiral, sizzling. A partial cheek, detached from its owner and now indistinguishable from any other lump of cooking meat. Wearing her blue latex gloves, Bryant turned the ring off... contrary to regulations as per the Murder Manual, which dictated touch little and change nothing, but, by the time the SOCOs got there, they would have nothing left to process otherwise.  

The absence of the first two of the six cooker control knobs, and the semi-detached state of the middle two, suggested Barry had one of Aileen’s arms immobilised – probably pinned to her back. He would have used his other hand to hold her head down, and his upper body weight, pressed down upon her arm and her back, in turn pressing her abdomen against the corner of the cooker as well as the final two knobs. This would have been enough to keep her face in a position of agony, while her free hand grabbed desperately, but uselessly, for something to make it stop.  

Callaghan had entered the house at the same time as her boss but was a lot slower making her way down the hall and into the kitchen. She had to force herself to take every step and holding a lavender splashed tissue to her nose did little to diminish the cloying stench. No sooner had she made it into the kitchen, than she spotted the source.  

‘Oh god,’ she gagged.  

‘Outside,’ Bryant didn’t turn to tell Callaghan that, but continued her slow, careful exploration and advance. Yelling, as an afterthought: ‘Find someone to interview once you’re done puking.’  

The majority of Aileen Lewis was sitting upright in the corner closest to the backdoor, on the opposite side of the room. A broken, stamped upon doll. Her legs were splayed, her hands resting on the floor, palms up, and head tilted to one side. Her blouse was bloody and ripped, her bra partially dislodged so one breast was exposed, her trousers appeared intact. Her face was one of the most grotesque sights Bryant had ever seen. Partial cheek bone, jaw, and teeth all visible through the ragged hole where her right cheek should have been. The remaining skin, as well as the right eye socket, was a bloody and blistered mess. What remained of the rest of her face was a gory pulp, and bloody wounds were visible all over her scalp where handfuls of her hair had been ripped out.  

Like the rest of the blood evidence, Aileen’s hair and scalp were all over the room. Wet and red lumps of flesh, still attached to hanks of hair hung down from the ceiling here and there. As Bryant watched, one dropped from the ceiling and landed in the sink with a soft thud. Another hank stuck stubbornly to the wall above the washer; it had slipped a little before the congealing blood fixed it. Others were on the floor, the worktops, the radio. 

Barry Lewis had found purchase with her hair, to batter Aileen’s head and face against any hard surface, progressing around the small kitchen, ripping chunks out in the process, such was his force. The floor, and every other surface, was littered with the aftermath. Utensils, tea bags, sugar, storage jars, cloths, coffee granules, every condiment imaginable, cutlery, crockery, pots and pans, broken glasses, at least one magazine, mail, flyers, a plant, its pot, the soil... as if a tornado had ripped through that small room. 

***
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OUTSIDE, CALLAGHAN had collected herself, and went to interview the extremely distressed woman standing in next door’s garden, holding onto herself.  

Largely ignored, until Callaghan asked: ‘Did you see anything of what happened here?’ 

The woman shook her head rapidly, fearfully, visibly shaking.  

‘Can you tell me your name?’  

The woman nodded but didn’t do so. 

‘You’re in shock,’ Callaghan told her, looking her over, noting the fact she was wearing slippers. ‘My name is Harmony. Detective Sergeant Harmony Callaghan. Is this your house?’ The woman nodded. 

Quickly making her way around to the woman’s side of the fence, Callaghan gently turned her towards the open front door.  

‘We’ll go inside,’ she spoke as gently. ‘I’ll make you a cup of tea. Okay?’ 

The woman allowed herself to be guided back into the safety and familiarity of her own home. Once in there she folded down onto the hall floor, sobbing. 

Callaghan got on her radio and demanded an ambulance be sent asap, all the time rooting around in the kitchen until she found something useful in the form of a phone bill.  

‘And get someone to find Mr Andrew Milton, also of this address, and presumably this poor woman’s husband. Find him and get him back here as soon as possible.’  

She put the kettle on, grabbed a big wad of kitchen roll and went back into the hall where she got down on the floor and held onto the still sobbing woman, hushing, and rocking her and trying to calm her down. 

Eventually it worked... or maybe the woman just couldn’t cry any more, but little by little she quieted and calmed and finally she spoke: ‘I won’t ever forget,’ her voice hoarse and quiet. ‘That noise... such a terrible noise, I didn’t know what could be making it at first... all I knew was hearing it made me really afraid... like an animal... in pain... and then...’ she hitched in her breath a couple of times, then went on, ‘... and then I knew where it was coming from. I was in the sitting room, you see, and our kitchens are at the back of the houses. My kitchen window was open and when I realised the noise was coming in through there, I knew... I knew it must be Aileen... but I couldn’t imagine what was happening to her to make her... make her... oh my God that sound... I won’t ever forget that sound as long as I live.’  

It turned out that Carol Milton had seen a lot more than she was able to acknowledge when Callaghan first interviewed her. It went quiet in her kitchen after a while. So quiet she had felt safe enough to venture outside. She saw a dirty looking middle-aged man with dark oiled, Teddy boy type hair, storming passed her garden gate. That was when she ventured into her neighbour’s house to see if Aileen was all right. She called out a few times before progressing to the kitchen, unable to stop herself despite the terrible smell, because maybe Aileen needed help. She would never forget what she’d seen in there but was able to pick Barry Lewis out from the photo line up without hesitation. She agreed to swear to it in court too. 

Barry Lewis’ Bridgwater bedsit was subsequently entered, searched and examined by SOCOs, thanks to a rapidly issued warrant. Needless to say, he wasn’t at home at the time, but the several items of discarded clothing found on the floor, proved he had been in his ex-wife’s home around the time of her death. It would be up to the Crown Prosecution Service to prove the presence of Aileen Lewis’ blood, skin and hair on that clothing also proved Barry Lewis had murdered her, but it was more than enough to nick the bastard. Unlikely he would be returning to the bedsit in a hurry, but surveillance was in place. 

Her own clothes also on the way for forensic testing along with Carol Milton’s, Callaghan had a shower at the nick before donning the spares kept in her locker for just such an occasion. Clean she may be, but her nostrils were still full of the stink of burning human flesh and her mind’s eye kept offering up flashbacks of the horrors glimpsed in that kitchen. Callaghan had no idea when she would get home to bed but knew for sure she was going to have nightmares. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
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ISAAC SADDLER KNEW all about nightmares. 

Clever and talented on the surface maybe, but he lacked basic confidence in himself, and that was part of the reason he got so involved with recreational drugs in the first place. They transformed the way he saw himself, and so transformed the way the world saw him. Speed, ecstasy, acid, cocaine. These drugs, and the dance culture they centred around, altered shy, young Isaac from a wide-eyed country boy, into something of a ladies’ man cum party animal. Suddenly, being around strangers was no longer an issue, and talking to women was a breeze. A full-on social life, pretty women, regular and mind-blowing sex... what was there not to love? 

He dived right in and rarely bothered coming up for air.  

Isaac loved this party lifestyle so dearly he made it through the second year of his degree course by the skin of his teeth. Something that shocked and disappointed his tutor as, during his first year at Bristol University, Isaac was recognised as having a much higher than average intelligence. A fact that should have seen him complete his degree much faster than the norm. However, by the start of third year, he was barely attending, rarely handing in assignments on time, and his standards had slipped so low they were almost subterranean. 

He was regularly supplying in and around the clubs of Bristol just to finance his rampant habits by then. Just among friends. Isaac knew where to procure what they all wanted, and so he sourced the products of choice as well as a little extra as his fee. He provided this service for a number of groups of friends, so he was never short of all those needful little highs that had come to define his existence. He never thought of himself as a drug dealer however, just a facilitator among consenting adults. He enabled himself most of all.  

Perfectly acceptable to be snorting coke in the student union toilets just to get through that afternoon’s lecture. Just as it had been with the earlier lines that got him to university in the first place. A bump here and a little lift there to get through the dull days because it was all about the nights by then. 

The pulsating music and the flickering lights. Laser generated shapes flitting across ceilings dripping with condensation. Everyone facing the DJ, hands in the air, eyes closed, mouths smiling. The music was always loud, but the sounds of whooping and cheering were a constant too. An anonymous and collective vocal singing the harmony. The sounds of fun. Each night a different club, a different sound, a continual rollercoaster ride that Isaac didn’t ever want to get off. When he wasn’t out clubbing, there were plenty of festivals and gigs, parties, raves, anywhere there was music and people and good times to be had. Expanding his highs exponentially. 

Mixing drugs into mind-bending cocktails.  

But that kind of lifestyle can’t last. At some point that sort of full-on existence will either hit something head on, or simply fly off the tracks and land awkwardly on its arse somewhere nearby.  

Isaac’s end was a spectacular version of the former. One moment he was bare chested, hands in the air on a makeshift dance floor in an abandoned warehouse just outside Bristol. Sweating, cheering, and whooping on the DJ with thousands of other wasted souls. Eyes like black saucers, smiling wide as the music caressed his bare skin making the tiniest hairs stand on end, brain completely spangled, and heart pounding like the bass. The next moment he wasn’t.  

The next moment Isaac wasn’t seeing anything, he wasn’t hearing anything, he wasn’t feeling anything, and he wasn’t doing anything more challenging than lying in a crumpled heap on the wet concrete floor. Lucky for him one of the girls he was dancing with was a lapsed nurse. She took care of his unconscious arse until the medical help she summoned managed to reach him. Thanks to her, he was soon being cared for by highly trained personnel in the high dependency unit at North Bristol NHS Trust. He didn’t even know her second name. She was just Cat. She was just someone he hooked up with now and again, part of his ongoing party. But she saved his life, before retreating into the same world that almost killed him.  

Isaac never saw or heard from Cat again. 

The coma due to prolonged drug intoxication that just about killed Isaac was just before his finals. Not that he noticed at the time. Twenty-nine days of deep, dark silence while his physical body decided whether or not to carry on living. His brain activity was very promising, however. So the consultant neurologist reassured his older brother, John. 

John Saddler was Isaac’s ICE, in case of emergency. Clearly marked on his mobile phone contacts list once the A&E nurse had used his thumb to access it in an effort to find out who he was, and who they needed to alert as to his current situation. John was there within the hour and, apart from time he was forced to spend in Redland Library in order to hold onto his job, stayed by his brother’s side throughout those twenty-nine days.  

John read to Isaac, chatted to him, told his little brother all his troubles. Stuff they had never really talked about up to then, because John wasn’t really one for sharing and Isaac was always off his face. The brain behind that face was nothing to worry about according to the neurologist. In fact, Isaac’s brain was showing higher than expected levels of activity. 

‘Not dreams,’ the neurologist said in response to John’s assumption. ‘His EEGs are showing levels of activity I’d normally associate with a person who is not simply fully conscious, but also busy in the mental sense.’ 

‘So that’s good,’ John nodded, encouraging the doctor to agree. 

‘That remains to be seen,’ the neurologist warned.  

Isaac’s brain was doing well, but his heart, not so much. 

‘Your brother’s heart rate is worryingly slow,’ the cardiologist told John during a different meeting. ‘We are attempting to elevate this rate but, so far, this has proved to be ineffectual.’ 

‘Will he die?’ 

‘We must wait and see,’ the cardiologist fielded. 

‘Oh please,’ John tutted and then sighed in irritation, lacking patience generally, but especially right then. ‘Just tell me the truth.’ 

‘All I can say with any accuracy is that your brother’s heart is behaving as if he is hibernating. The rhythm is extremely slow, but it is steady. His blood pressure is very low but is also holding steady. Rest assured that we are doing everything we can within these highly unusual parameters.’ 

And so the platitudes went on, and John kept watch night after night.  

Until one night, the incredibly slow and steady beeping reflecting the slow and steady beat of Isaac’s heart, became a long drawn-out tone to match the flat horizontal line repeating across the little screen. Moments later all hell broke loose inside the small side room that had been second home for the previous four weeks. John was pushed unceremoniously out into the corridor as the equipment was being dragged in. Then the crash team ganged up on Isaac and his reluctant heart. 

Dead.  

Isaac didn’t recall a bright light, or his life flashing before his taped closed eyes in the seven full minutes the team battled to coax him away from death. But he did remember a defined sensation of floating. The impression that he was not alone was a powerful one, though he didn’t recall anyone else being there. He simply felt surrounded by something beautiful and fragile and welcoming. He felt his heart swelling inside his chest, fit to burst with the joy of it. This dream... if it was a dream seeing as he was dead at the time, was incredibly vivid, and experienced immediately prior to his reluctant heart limping back into life. This, in turn, was directly before Isaac burst back up into consciousness... and immediately began thrashing about on the bed, sure that he was drowning. 

Within a few hours he was sitting up in that same bed hungrily eating pieces of fruit and sipping water, marvelling at how soppy his big brother had become. John was usually the ultimate in indifference, but he was visibly shaken by recent events and looked very tired. He kept saying he was so very glad Isaac hadn’t died. Not simply because it was great his little brother was still alive. 

Isaac knew the score. ‘Did you tell mum and dad anything?’  

‘Did I fuck,’ John said flatly. ‘It was touch and go for a while though. I had to use your phone a couple of times... texting them as if I was you. You’re really busy right now, studying and exams... which you’ve missed by the way. If you give them a call over the next few days, they’ll be none the wiser.’ 

‘Sorry,’ Isaac grimaced. John didn’t have anything to do with their parents. He had his reasons. ‘And thanks for being here.’ 

‘I don’t ever want to be here again,’ stated with some force. 

After a moment Isaac nodded and said, ‘Me neither.’ 
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ISAAC WAS ABLE TO GO home within two weeks. Physically he recovered quickly and showed no signs of brain damage. He was naturally sent on his way with little doubt that he’d had a lucky escape, and some very stern warnings not to revert back to his self-destructive habits.  

He really didn’t need telling twice, and promised himself, his doctor and his older brother, that he was done with the high life. Everything would be different from then on. Only thing was, the difference was not the healthy mind, healthy body lifestyle that the new, improved Isaac aspired to. 

It started while he was still in hospital. Nothing too disturbing back then. No hint as to what was to come. He was always in bed, inside a room he recognised from home. The farmhouse spare bedroom, instantly recognisable because of the old brass bed frame that was missing one of the knobs. There was also the painting on the wall opposite; one of his own featuring some of the horses he’d grown up around. Underneath this painting stood a chair and that was where she sat.  

She was a pretty, young woman with blue eyes and a gaze that reached way beyond the confines of the dream. Sometimes her hair was very dark. Mostly she was blonde, her hair long and plaited. Always dressed for riding, with a gilet worn over a long-sleeved top and knee length boots over her jeans. She never smiled. 

They would talk, back and forth. Just two people sharing a conversation. In the dream he could hear her, understand her. Though he could never recall what was said after waking. Little by little another sound seeped into this repeating dream. An unremarkable noise, as if something was being pushed or pulled over a hard surface. A stop-start scraping sound that kept getting louder, until it was all he could hear. She would be visibly upset by then, shouting out to him as if he was far away. He may as well have been, because Isaac couldn’t ever hear her above that stop-start grating noise that disturbed her so.  

Her face would contort, gritted teeth, eyes full of tears. She would squeeze those eyes shut, forcing the tears to run down her cheeks as she covered her ears with both hands, shaking her head against it.  

These dreams nearly always came to the same abrupt end; a loud noise... like a gunshot, or the crack of a whip, which would waken Isaac in fright. He would find himself sitting bolt upright in his hospital bed, heart pounding, ears ringing with the echo of an imagined report. At first, he put it all down to the strange place, strange sounds scenario, and didn’t take these nightly disturbances seriously at all. Then he was back home, and things got a whole lot worse.  

Being in his own bed, in his own space and surrounded by his own belongings only seemed to trigger much more vivid disturbances. Nightmares, because that is what they quickly became. Full on, panic inducing nightmares. Realistic and terrifying. Gone was the safety of his bed, the familiarity of that old room with his childish painting on the wall. 

All that was left was the stop-start scraping noise, and her mounting fear that became his fear. Then, sometimes, instead of waking when the gun fired or the whip cracked, he would find his vision filled up with pink and purple flowers and, for just a moment, there would be silence. 

No sound, no movement, just pink and purple flowers suspended before his dreaming eyes. A second of blissful hush, before the flowers vanished as suddenly as they’d appeared, and he found himself surrounded by a cloying, shifting blackness that pressed in upon him like a living thing. It crowded in against them both because she was there with him, unseen, but intensely tangible. He could feel her dread. It was like an infection seeping into his soul, stoking his own fear, and paralysing his mind. The blackness quickly became stifling, claustrophobic, and full of a sinister potential.  

Isaac became acquainted with terror inside those nightmares and believed for a long time that the neurologist was mistaken; he had to be insane due to brain damage suffered either from his drug abuses, or perhaps oxygen starvation during his flirtation with death. Either that, or he was possessed by demons. They really were that bad. They were also relentless.  

Night after night, the same nightmare assaulted Isaac’s mind, turning sleep into something to be feared. He was soon longing for relief, and tried not to crave the oblivion of his favourite narcotics. There were no nightmares on the dancefloor, no sleep in the highs. He drank too much alcohol instead. Get drunk, pass out, repeat. This approach only made it harder to wake up, and so harder to escape the nightmares which managed to push through all but the most alcoholic of barriers. He tried sleeping with the light on, but that just made it brighter when he inevitably bolted up and out of it. He tried to fight back with intellect, committing himself to long hours of study in an effort to get back into some kind of routine. That didn’t stop the nightmares, but it did keep his mind busy during waking hours so there was less time to worry about sanity. 

Isaac read extensively, giving in to tangents and following books down myriad pathways into the past. He drank way too much coffee to stave off sleep for as long as possible, sitting up all night sometimes, working on the dissertation he’d all but abandoned long before the coma interrupted existence. He immersed himself in the history he’d loved since he was a kid. An effort to calm his tortured mind, to distract himself from the fear carried with him throughout every hour of every day by then. In anticipation of the next sleep, and the next nightmare. 

Isaac went to see his tutor eventually, confessed everything, and made heartfelt promises. It was a cathartic meeting, good for his soul perhaps. It didn’t relieve the nightmares one single iota, but it did feel good to return to the university fold, to reconnect himself with that support network. It gave him somewhere to go, something to do, something to strive for. The circumstances were extenuating in the extreme so, with his tutor’s support, the faculty granted Isaac permission to submit his dissertation and sit his finals with the students doing their re-sits over the summer. A second chance that he took hold of with both hands. 

Cutting every tie to his past, deleting his social media accounts, ditching friends as well as lovers, Isaac moved away from Bristol completely. He had grown up on Exmoor and supposed he was seeking a kind of solace by returning to the countryside. He wanted to hear the birds again, the wind in the trees. Maybe the voices of nature would help heal him? They certainly gave him the peace and the space needed to restart his course work. 

He rented an isolated little cottage close to the small Wiltshire town of Malmesbury. It had a garden, trees, and views across neighbouring fields. It was also in a bit of a state, the roof in particular was badly in need of repairs. But the rent was cheap, and Isaac had grown up on a farm where building maintenance was part of the routine. He spent much of his free time fixing things up, and soon had a comfortable little home within which to experience those ever persistent and horribly repetitive nightmares. 

He worked evenings in a local pub to pay his bills. The job didn’t help banish the nightmares either, but it did help stave off some of the social awkwardness that threatened to engulf him again due to the lack of confidence enhancing drugs. Impossible to work behind a bar and not talk to strangers. One less thing to worry about, although Isaac still wasn’t ready to mingle in general, and kept himself very much to himself as much as possible.  

Maybe he was gay?  

That became the consensus among the locals when he even failed to fall for the charms of the resident nympho. Doubtful he’d have been able to get it up anyway as sex drive seemed to have eloped with party animal, and even having a wank seemed like too much trouble at the time. But in truth, Isaac was just afraid to share his bed with anyone in case, as was usual by then, he woke up screaming. 
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IT WAS DURING A BREAK between two halves of an exam that a possible cure presented itself.  

Isaac was sitting in the refectory, minding his own business, head down and doodling. Only he wasn’t simply scribbling, he was drawing what had become a very familiar face to him by then. The face of the young woman he was still seeing, night after night, before he woke himself up screaming and sweating and terribly afraid. He didn’t actually realise he was drawing her face at all until he was distracted from it. His mind looking so deeply inwards that he’d lost touch with the world around him completely, until one of the exam adjudicators physically touched Isaac to get his attention, because it was time to return to the examination room. 

That evening, he had time to look at the drawing more closely, to look at her delicate features and the faraway expression in her incredibly sad eyes and wonder about how well he knew that face as well as what she represented. Fear and distress mostly. Her feelings were his feelings because it was as if they were the same person sometimes.  

It still began with him sitting up in bed, and her in the chair under his painting. Then the stop-start noise would interrupt their conversation, and her face would contort into that familiar anguish. The sudden report rarely wakened him any more. The flowers would appear and then, moments later, he would plunge deep into that nightmare of oppressive darkness, sinister voices, and overwhelming feelings of abject terror. Isaac couldn’t ever see her by then but felt her presence close to him. He felt not just her fear, her distress, but also her acceptance which was as sickening as it was frightening. She knew they were coming for her. Knew what they would do. Knew there was no point in fighting. She was resigned to it. 

The greater her acquiescence, the greater became his resolve to escape. If she wouldn’t flee, then maybe he could do that for them both. He would force himself to move, pushing against the dark with his dream hands. At first it would resist him with solidity. Then, all at once, the darkness would become almost molten, parting like windblown smoke. It would pass him by, leaving Isaac feeling suddenly bereft. He would look back and she would be standing there still, small, and alone and increasingly indistinct as the darkness spread like a stain to fill the space between them. He would see the sorrow on her face turn to anguish as she was pulled even deeper into bloated shadows. She couldn’t escape as he had. She wouldn’t ever be allowed to escape. She would be screaming by then. And Isaac would scream with her, screaming for real, his terror forcing him up and out of the nightmare at last, sobbing with the relief that it wasn’t happening to him. 

There he would stay, frozen for long, drawn out moments, his awareness... his understanding cutting into his mind like shards of glass. Knowing what always happened inside the darkness. As the experience faded, guilt came in to fill up the void the nightmare left inside his mind. A guilt so defined that sometimes he had contemplated suicide. Because he left her. He always abandoned her. Small, afraid, and vulnerable. He would wake up. But she was destined ever to remain, defenceless against the darkness which engulfed her. Maybe if he was dead, she would find her own peace. The woman of his nightmares, and seeing her drawn features in his waking world gave Isaac an idea based on something he’d read online once when seeking advice about dealing with bad dreams. 

Rewrite the ending.  

He was filled with so many conflicting emotions when confronted with her face by then. As well as the certainty that she was the reason he might very well be losing his mind, he also felt the need to protect her, to save her. She was part of him after all, the embodiment of something inside that clearly had to be addressed if he was ever to get a good night’s sleep again.  

There lay his insanity; it wasn’t real, and yet its effects upon him were. Added to that were his defined feelings of culpability because, night after night, he fled like a coward and left her to what he knew was a terrible fate. She was as much a victim of his insanity as he was, and Isaac wondered if he could take her out of his head, and into the real world. Maybe he could change her, improve her, give her the skills needed to fight back against the sickening evil that consumed her inside his mind. If she could also escape, perhaps that would rescue them both.  

Isaac tapped into the primal aspects of his bad dreams and used his knowledge of the ancient world to create a warrior persona for the woman of his nightmares. For months he worked her towards newly defined goals. Intricate drawings spilled over from the pages of his sketch pads, collected oils and acrylics, and then bled out across canvas. His paintings grew to the sizes necessary to accommodate the world he created for her. He painted not simply what the nightmares revealed, but what his conscious mind embellished, producing incredibly detailed landscapes, dark, ominous cities, cut from brooding mountain ranges, surrounded by wide and arid steppes. He created an empire for her to conquer, and a related story as her path to follow.  

Warrior Vida struck terror into the hearts of all who assailed her. She fought and won, battle after battle. Her world was full of women just like her. Vida found them. She killed their tormentors, united, and trained them. They rose up, they hunted, and they killed those who had once enslaved them. They used any weapons that came to hand, weapons they could steal, or make. Vida adored blades. She loved the way they glittered in any light, the way they reflected the keenness of her resolve and the way they extended her reach. She liked to cut, stab and slash. The twin swords crossed on her back regularly united to make heads roll. She collected trophies, and she was utterly ruthless. She became Queen of the Vidian Empire. 

In a few short months Issac had a beginning, a middle and an ending, and soon after that he also had a publisher. Six months after that, Vida was unleashed into the book-buying world.  

And now she had made it all the way to the BBC. 
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