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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT


SAXON


There are several levels to crime thriller reading that resonate with the reader. One that is often overlooked is the companionship, or the bond that develops between the author and the reader as the narrative unfolds. The intercourse between the two is ever new, exciting and immediate as the reader embarks on the literary journey. The reader knows that the author has sacrificed lifestyle gratifications that immediately surround him so that he might commune with distant and unknown minds through his words. The extremely multi-talented Stuart Davies in his debut novel Saxon is one such author. He has begun a formidable legacy for his primary character Paul Saxon that absolutely enthralls. With an impressive and enviable mastery of detail the gory bits are dark, chilling and psychologically thrilling. He straddles the line between the police procedural and the killer’s twisted mind-set expertly. While reading it, the tempo was rapid but I wanted to slow it down, I wanted to make it last longer, to envelop fully the experience of discovering the brilliant mind of the author. In short Saxon is genius. From the start you know where the author/reader relationship is taking you and when the climax arrives – it does not disappoint – you will reap the rewards. So read it and reap.


Tom Reilly, author of, Cromwell at Drogheda. Cromwell – An Honourable Enemy: The Untold Story of the Cromwellian Invasion of Ireland. Hollow Be Thy Name. Life of Reilly. Joe Stanley – Printer to the Rising, Tracing Drogheda’s Medieval Walls, The Story of Drogheda, Drogheda United – The Story So Far and Cromwell Was Framed (Ireland 1649)


A gripping and atmospheric crime novel that won’t leave your fingernails intact.


Nigel Farndale, bestselling author of The Blasphemer


Commander Paul Saxon, leader of a specialist serial killer detection squad, is called upon to investigate an ever-growing number of seemingly random killings which might, or might not, be the work of a single perpetrator. With emotional troubles of his own, Saxon could be forgiven for losing his grip on the gruesome twists and turns he encounters, but his love of the job and the support of his assistant, Detective Sergeant Parker, sees him through to a satisfying finale. This book has a cinematic quality, the camera shifting from one vivid scene to another as the story unfolds. Add to this a strong plot and a broad cast of characters, and you have a suspenseful page-turner with more than a touch of class.


Carolyn Mathews, author of Transforming Pandora and Squaring Circles


Commander Paul Saxon – A new name in crime detection hits the blood stained murder scene, running. The new author Stuart Davies has created a multi-facetted, out of the box thinking detective who is driven by a boyhood personal tragedy to become an officer of the law.


Inventive murders punctuate the narrative which is slickly written with a nice balance of slick storyline movement and attention to detail. The writer’s sense of humour adds an extra layer, often lacking in modern crime novels. The sub-title hints at a series and I for one will be pleased to see the return of Saxon. Recommended reading.


John McGinn, author of Unusually Hot and Chilli Birds


“Understanding the victim is …crucial if we are to understand the perpetrator.” These are the words of Stuart Davies’ chief investigator, Saxon in ‘Book one of the Saxon Chronicles.’ As to be expected from a painter, the scenes of his story are cleverly crafted; his strokes serving to both cast the shadows of the dark tale and highlight it with moments of sardonic humour. His eye for detail is evident throughout the unfolding canvas. Its pace is designed to reveal just enough to keep you watching in wait for the next plot twist in this curious sequence of mysterious murders.


Helen Noble, author of Tears of a Phoenix
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Chapter 1


Sunday, May 5, 2002, The Green Dragon Pub, Sewel Mill, 11.45PM


Christopher Janson sat on a bar stool, sipping a gin and tonic and chatting to Ralph, the landlord of the Green Dragon pub. Ralph, although well-trained in being pleasant to his customers, found Janson to be easy company – perhaps a bit over pleasant and agreeable, but overall, at least not a complainer like some of his regulars. Always well turned out – never scruffy, Janson was sixty-three years old; he had a full head of snow-white hair, which was always kept swept back, with just a hint of gel to keep it under control. A single man, he had gone for early retirement ten years ago, but had lived in the same village for most of his life. Everyone knew him and generally viewed him as harmless and pleasant.


Janson downed the last drops of his third drink of the evening. He never had more than three – walking was a slight problem after three. To have four would be just plain silly. Last orders had been called long ago but that was just a formality in the Green Dragon, the passing trade drinkers would leave promptly. However, the locals stayed on well into the night or until Ralph made it plainly obvious that he would like to get some sleep before they all came back the next day for more alcohol.


Janson heaved himself off the stool and slowly made his way to the door. He waved in the general direction of the drinkers and a few of them muttered ‘goodnight,’ then he set off down the High Street towards home. He always thought that he lived in the right spot in the village. Uphill to the pub, and downhill home. Downhill is good when you have been drinking.


His cottage was only a few hundred yards from the pub and, as usual, he lit a small cigar and looked up through the clear country air in awe at the millions of stars that peppered the sky.


As he reached his gate, he finished his cigar and dropped it down a drain. The key and the lock had a bit of a problem finding each other, but after a minor struggle they were forced to function as intended. He walked through the hallway into the kitchen and picked up the kettle to make himself a cup of hot chocolate. As he reached for the tap, a shudder ran down his back and the hair on the back of his neck prickled. He hadn’t seen or heard a thing. For that split second, he knew he was not alone in his cottage. The instinctive feeling of danger from our primeval past flooded through him. Quickly, he turned and caught a glimpse of a figure as it moved towards him – tall and covered in what appeared to be rough pale-coloured skin. He dropped the kettle in the sink as the figure grabbed his head and twisted it firmly to his left. Janson dropped like a stone to the floor and was dead before his knees buckled.


Fifteen minutes later, Christopher Janson was tucked up in bed, his clothes neatly piled up on a chair. Within ten minutes, the man’s work was almost done. Just a spot of tidying up to do, maybe a quick rub with a duster on the doorknobs. Dry fingerprints could be so stubborn – not that there would be any, but just to be sure he wiped them anyway. He was pleased; the whole process was simpler when there was no blood – less work to do. He allowed himself a slight smile as he surveyed the results of his efforts. Everything, as usual, was going to be perfect. It always was. God, he was good. Even the weather was on his side, although he could hardly take total credit for that. Although he had willed it to be so. The forecast had been for an overcast day ahead, with a slight breeze and the possibility of light rain later. This suited his plans perfectly, and later it would help in the final disposal of evidence.


He brought himself firmly back to the present, mustn’t lose concentration. He left the bedroom, and as he walked along the narrow corridor that led to the stairs, he straightened the pictures that had been dislodged as he brushed past them whilst carrying the body up from the sitting room.


A glance at the clock at the foot of the stairs confirmed he was on schedule. He had of course allowed time for a final check. To do it properly you must eliminate the need to rush. Retracing exactly all of his movements around the cottage, he carefully studied everything he had come into contact with, checking and double-checking that all was in order.


He knew very well, that it is impossible to enter a room without leaving forensic evidence. Or it was until now. He knew that no trace of his presence would remain in the cottage.


He had weighed the risks. In his line of work he had to be precise to the point of obsession, so this kind of thoroughness was not only a part of his character, it was also in some ways an extension of his professional life. By nature, he was a fastidious person. It came easily to him.


Satisfied that nothing in the cottage showed any signs of having been disturbed, he allowed himself to relax a little. There had been no struggle, no dramatic fight; everything had gone smoothly, exactly as he had expected and as it had done on the other occasions. The old man probably was not even aware that anyone was in the house. Death had come quickly to him and there had probably been no pain.


The victim was intended to die, not to suffer, that was not part of the exercise. No weapon had been used. In fact, there was nothing to trace back to anyone, or anywhere.


It was a satisfying thought. Later, when the police were poring over every square inch of the cottage, as they undoubtedly would; there would be nothing else to cause suspicion either, apart from the dead body, tucked up in bed, of course. He looked down. No shoe prints. You needed shoes for that. No footprints, because there were no feet – nothing that would be recognized as feet anyway.


He imagined their confusion and their frustration.


Quietly, he opened the front door. He could not feel the chill of the night on his face.


Monday, May 6, Marylebone High Street, London, 1.15AM


Far away from Sussex, the inhabitants of Brentwood Mansions were all asleep, apart from Emma Saxon, who was sitting up in bed wondering whether or not to phone home.


She guessed her husband would be asleep by now but she also knew he wouldn’t mind at all if she phoned and woke him. However, even if she called him and woke him, what would she say? He may not even be at home. When they were together, he often didn’t come home. Work always seemed to take priority. His work was so important.


Monday, May 6, Angel Cottage, Sewel Mill, 1.20AM


A quick glance up and down the street to ensure no one was early-morning dog walking, or out and about for some other reason, and the killer slipped out from the cottage into the shelter of the hedge. Looking back, he checked that there were no lights on to cause suspicion. Nothing was out of the ordinary. He allowed himself a moment’s irritation at the pretty “Angel Cottage” sign, with its flowers and its pastel colours, but the irritation passed. It was no longer relevant.


Though, perhaps it was now more relevant than it had ever been, if the occupant was no longer in the land of the living.


The sheer brilliance of his approach still thrilled him, but he was never complacent, never careless. It was half a mile across a field to his car and the walk was tedious, necessarily so. He maintained a constant watch on his surroundings, carefully ensuring that he only walked on solid ground – not that it would matter too much if he accidentally left one or two footprints. Soon, those feet would cease to exist anyway. His car, when he reached it, was small, boring, and grey, and he had taken pains to park it where there would be no tyre marks.


There were several reasons why there was very little chance that a policeman would have seen it or noted the number-plate. He ticked them off in his mind.


First, it was near other cars of the same ilk: not that old but definitely not new, certainly nothing flashy.


Secondly, the area was almost devoid of street lighting, so a smallish, slightly shabby grey car just blended into the shadows.


Thirdly, and perhaps most significantly, there were no police to take notice of who parked what car where. They had all been rounded up from the rural areas, and let loose to play cops and robbers in the towns and cities.


While he deplored the principle, he was aware that the lack of rural policing suited him just fine. It meant there was less chance of interference by some local bobby. He had his priorities. He did occasionally wonder, briefly, if he were mad, or maybe in the process of going mad. Nevertheless, if he were, surely the possibility of his own madness would not occur to him, would it? The fact that I even ask myself the question is evidence enough that I am far from mad. It was not a question that lingered in his thoughts for long.


No, on the contrary, what he was doing qualified as both eminently sane and essential. The situation in the country was out of hand. The future was looking increasingly tainted. However, nobody else seemed to have noticed, let alone cared. Every day circumstances reconfirmed his feeling that people were too stupid or too frightened to understand what was going on right in front of them. In the press, on TV, it was everywhere.


But he knew. Thank God. And he had to show the way ahead, albeit without revealing his identity, because he did not intend to be a martyr for the cause. In addition, he knew no good purpose would be served by his identity becoming public knowledge. Not yet, anyway. No, he knew where his best interests lay.


Being in touch with reality was surely another clear sign of a sane mind!


He crossed the field next to the lane where he had left his vehicle, and was about to climb over a five-bar gate when he heard the sound of a car approaching. Quickly he crouched down behind the hedge, expecting it to pass by. It didn’t – the driver brought it to a rapid halt. The killer remained still, and to his dismay, through the hedge he clearly saw a blue light. The police. Why are the police stopping near my car? He heard their car door open and close, followed by the sound of footsteps on the tarmac. Quickly, the footsteps came closer until the driver was standing the other side of the hedge. Then silence for a few seconds, which was broken by the unmistakable sound of a zipper being unfastened. The killer knew that he could kill the man in a second, but there would surely be two of them. He closed his eyes and endured the warm stream of urine as it splattered through the hawthorn hedge and onto his face. When the police car had disappeared from sight, the killer climbed into his car. It started first time.


Monday, May 6, Brookhouse Bottom Woods, Near Sewel Mill, 2.00AM


He had driven five miles into the dark countryside before turning down a lonely single-track lane. Stopping the engine and turning off the lights, he left his car. He took with him a pint-sized plastic bottle, containing surgical spirit, a carrier bag and a garden trowel.


Although he was confident that he would meet nobody, he used only the small light on his key ring to show the way in the darkness. After a while, even that was not necessary as his eyes became more accustomed to the moonlight. He walked some three hundred yards or so into the woods, crouched down, and dug a small hole. He heard a noise off to his left and froze for a moment. The source of the sound scurried away into the undergrowth. Probably just a fox.


Straightening himself, he worked his fingers into the skin around his eyes. The pain of peeling off his temporary outer skin was very short-lived and he hardly noticed it. Any discomfort – and that’s really all it could be described as – was quickly overwhelmed by the warm satisfaction flooding every cell of his body as a result of the night’s work. His movements were quick and efficient.


Practice makes perfect. He was panting slightly from the effort.


His tightly cropped hair made it easier to peel the skin away from his head. He kept it short for that purpose. The latex solution he had used on his head was more diluted, in a further effort to make it less painful to remove. In spite of this apparent kindness to himself, he was confident that the latex was still firm enough to keep what little hair he had securely anchored to his head, and to glue down every flake of skin and dandruff. He wasn’t taking any chances.


He removed the rest of the latex sheath rather like a snake shedding its skin, and it came off almost in one piece. The feet he had moulded for himself came off last. If a footprint were found – though highly unlikely, it would never be matched to any shoe on the planet.


Using the spirit, he set alight to the latex and dropped it into the hole. The little burst of heat it afforded was welcome while he put on his jeans and a sweatshirt.


When the fire finally died away, he covered the remains with the earth he had dug up and scattered the area with twigs, grass and leaves. Even in the relative darkness he was sure it was as though no one had ever been there. At least, not recently. As he walked back to the car and opened the door, it started to rain. ‘Great,’ he said to himself as he drove away.









Chapter 2


Monday, May 6, Rue Boissy d’Anglas, Paris, 5.00AM


One hour ahead of the UK, Fabio Gerard stirred as the alarm sounded. Now he was sorry, as he’d known all along he would be, for the extra hour across the road at the Buddha Bar the night before. He forced himself out of bed.


Fabio did an hour every morning in the gym and then thirty minutes in the pool. He was very motivated. His thirty-fifth birthday was coming up next month. Fabio was anticipating a chorus of ‘No, you can’t possibly be!’ and ‘Oh, I would never have guessed!’ from the guests at the surprise party Kris would no doubt be throwing for him over in London. He was going to be gorgeous. Failure was not an option.


By 7.00AM, in this city of late risers, he was ready for his breakfast and the early-morning news. Fabio liked to get a good start on the day.


Monday, May 6, 29 St Nicholas Lane, Sewel Mill, 8.55AM


Nothing much happened in Sewel Mill, not on the surface anyway. It was the quintessential English village, perhaps slightly prettier than most. With its picturesque streets and very long history, Sewel Mill enjoyed quite a good tourist business, so people went to some trouble with their hanging baskets and window boxes. There was unspoken – but very strong – peer pressure to ensure that even the folk without particularly green fingers didn’t let the side down.


As you would expect with these bastions of rural tradition, village life could be relied on. The summer would guarantee a fete, including the usual flower show, and maybe a cricket match every weekend. Autumn and spring would be occasions for jumble sales in the village hall. Bonfire Night in particular was an occasion not to be missed in Sewel Mill. And all year round there would be a host of activities organised by the WI for the nonworking wives, retired ladies and, occasionally, any surviving husbands, unless the latter could get out of it somehow.


People went about their business and were pleasant to each other in an English sort of way. Outwardly, at least, they kept themselves to themselves. But not much happened in the neighbourhood without it being noticed by someone or other, who in turn felt duty bound to pass it on to another someone. Inferences were made and characters defined, based on the slightest information. Memories were long; grudges were nursed – embellished even – for decades. If you lived there for at least forty years and you were liked, you might begin to be accepted as a local. Maybe.


One of the oldest residents of Sewel Mill, Mrs Edie Hayward, was just stepping out of her little house. She was one of those locals who did the accepting. Or not, as the case may be. One of her favourite tactics was to be deceptively helpful. If Mrs Hayward judged a new arrival to have acceptance potential, she would offer her services as a cleaner.


She could turn her hand to bit of light vacuuming and a quick whip round with a duster. Not because she needed the money, you understand. What better way to know what was going on in the village than to wander freely around people’s homes – and be paid for your trouble?


Mrs Hayward was no fool. She never had been. She had decided as a young girl that if she wanted to lead a comfortable life, she needed to be a reasonably large fish in a relatively small village pond.


Edie Coomber married Cecil Hayward a week after her eighteenth birthday, when he was twenty-one. He had found her girlish charm and naivety irresistible, just as she had intended he should. He couldn’t wait to look after her. Even when she had chosen the date, rehearsed him in what he had to say to her father, and made all the other decisions, he just put this down to romantic enthusiasm.


Just as a politician might salivate over a safe seat, Edie was certain that Cecil would deliver the goods. She was confident from the outset that he would be a success as a small local businessman. And she had been proved right. He had done well.


Another factor in her decision-making, when selecting a mate, was that she felt secure in the knowledge that she would never lose him to another woman, and that he would be around to provide for her forever. In the charisma queue of life, Cecil had been way back with the stragglers. Edie had no problem with that. It wasn’t on her list of criteria and she could live without charisma. Who needed it? Whereas a steady income and an obedient spouse were right up there at numbers one and two.


Mr Hayward was already pottering about in his shed as his wife left the house. He had relinquished the trousers quite soon after their wedding nuptials. Actually, the wedding cake was still crumbling moistly on a plate at the wedding feast when the realisation hit him that some battles are best not fought. Cecil knew that even if he had thought he might win from time to time, victory might come at too great a cost. Why not just go with the flow?


When he had worked, he put in long hours, mainly for a bit of peace and quiet. Then, when retirement finally ambushed him, he spent most of his time either in the garden or tinkering away at one of his many hobbies. Preferably in the shed, and well out of range. He knew she never went into the shed – there he could do just as he pleased.


Mrs Hayward had a very busy day ahead. First in her diary were a couple of hours shampooing Christopher Janson’s sitting-room carpet. Janson was another of the elder mafia of Sewel Mill and the two usually found time to exchange a little news over a cup of coffee during the course of the morning. Mrs Hayward was looking forward to it.


Then she was due at the WI for lunch and had promised Babs Jenner a couple of hours ironing at 3.00PM or thereabouts.


She looked up at the sky. It was going to be a fine day. The walk to Janson’s cottage from her house lasted less than ten minutes, but it was like a journey back in time through a medieval village. The main street had barely changed in the last five hundred years and some properties were even older than that. Film production companies occasionally used it. All they had to do to create a bygone era was to paint over the yellow lines and spread a little straw and horse muck on the road and – cue the action.


Monday, May 6, Kemp Town, Brighton, 8.55AM


Steve Tucker turned over in bed. He farted. He looked at the clock through narrowed eyes. With flexitime, he could afford another five minutes and still be on time for work, provided he put off his shower for another day. No contest.


Monday, May 6, Angel Cottage, Sewel Mill, 9.00AM


No cameras and lights today. Some of the pavements were brick and it had rained a bit the night before, making them very slippery, so Mrs Hayward had taken her time, treading carefully. The stories she had heard (and often repeated herself) of people of her age falling and fracturing a hip, and never leaving hospital again – except in a wooden box – made her cautious. The church clock struck nine as Mrs Hayward knocked on Janson’s front door. No response. She waited. She knocked again, harder. Maybe he was in the bath or still asleep, but that would be out of character. He was always up and about early, always ready when she arrived. She decided to try the back door. It too was locked.


‘Christopher, it’s Edie,’ she called up to his bedroom window. Mrs Hayward was not a patient woman; she had things to do. If Janson were still in bed, it would be the first time. But she would work around him unless he sent her away. She knew that the spare key was in the lean-to shed at the side of the cottage. Within a minute of finding it, she was filling a bucket with steaming hot water in the kitchen sink. She read the instructions on the plastic bottle of carpet cleaner, just to make sure nothing had changed from the last time she used it. Satisfied that it hadn’t, she turned the water to cold. Mustn’t have it too hot.


Monday, May 6, 47 Chudleigh Drive, Cheltenham, 8.55AM


Anna Janson thought of her husband. Today was their wedding anniversary, but the thought no longer made her weep. They had been married forty years ago, but it hadn’t taken her long to realise that he was, as she subsequently put it to a close friend, ‘Flying with a different squadron.’


‘The signs had always been there, Emily,’ she had sighed, over thirty years ago, as the two of them put Anna’s belongings into packing cases at Angel Cottage, ‘but I suppose I ignored them.’


Emily had nodded sympathetically. ‘Well, he might’ve grown out of it, you know. Some chaps do,’ she had offered.


‘That’s what I thought,’ Anna had said, with relief.


But she had been wrong to think that, as had Emily, because he never did grow out of it. The marriage eventually ended after eight years with relief on both sides.


Anna had moved up to Cheltenham, to be near her sister, glad to be out of the village where everyone had known of the circumstances of her sad little divorce. While they were kind to her, she certainly didn’t need to be reminded daily of the failed marriage. And she couldn’t quite escape the feeling that there were those in the village who thought she hadn’t come up to scratch as a wife, and that it was at least in part her fault that Janson was the way he was.


She didn’t miss Sewel Mill at all.


Monday, May 6, Angel Cottage, Sewel Mill, 9.10AM


Mrs Hayward was aware of Janson’s marriage in the dim and distant past. These days most people in Sewel Mill either didn’t notice anything odd about Janson’s behaviour or didn’t care. His walk had a very slight mince, and the male-to-male eye contact lingered just that bit too long for the comfort of some of his acquaintances. None of this mattered a jot to Mrs Hayward – she liked him. He was undemanding and easy to look after. In addition, she thoroughly enjoyed their little chats. Some might have called it gossip but she and Janson never thought of it that way.


While the bucket filled, she put her head out into the hall. Still no sound of life. She stopped by the mirror and glanced at her reflection. Being less than five feet tall, she had to stand on tiptoe to get a quick look at her head and shoulders. Her blue rinse and snug perm were old-fashioned in these days of highlights and natural cuts, but they suited her idea of a respectable appearance. She nodded at herself and then listened again for the man of the house.


‘Christopher, are you there?’ she stage-whispered up the stairs. She herself, hated being woken up too quickly and she extended that consideration to other people. She thought that maybe he would appreciate a gentle rousing from sleep, rather than a sudden shocking awakening. The silence was intense and she began to feel the first shivers of concern. He had specifically said he wouldn’t go out until she got there so that they could talk about the carpet, and so that he could give her a hand moving the armchairs. A long-case clock at the bottom of the stairs next to her chimed nine-fifteen and her heart nearly stopped.


‘Bloody, sodding thing,’ Mrs Hayward muttered to herself with an inward breath, her nerves allowing her to use vocabulary she would never normally give voice to. With her hand on her chest to coax her heart back to something like its normal rate, she stood for a few moments.


Telling herself to be sensible, she began to climb the stairs, checking for dust on the banister as she went. She took her responsibilities as a cleaner seriously. This was in spite of the fact that she didn’t regard herself as a professional cleaner, not as such. She would never, in a million years, have contemplated signing up with one of these cleaning agencies, like Happy House or Mrs Mop, who went in every week, carrying their vacuum cleaners with them.


She was halfway up the stairs by now and she paused.


‘Christopher? Are you all right? It’s gone nine, you know,’ she said. It was as much to quell her nerves as to get an answer. Total silence enveloped the cottage; she had never experienced this before. Always there had been bustle and noise: maybe a radio or the television, the sound of the toaster popping, or even just the pages of a newspaper being turned. This heavy, intense silence was new and uncomfortable.


At the top of the stairs she turned left along the picture-lined corridor. She no longer noticed the paintings. But the gilt-framed awards he displayed there always impressed her. Janson had been an art director in the magazine industry for most of his working life.


Mrs Hayward knocked on his bedroom door. No reply. She went in and saw Janson was still tucked up in bed, but she could tell immediately something was wrong. He was as white as chalk. She had no tray to drop – but her hands flew up anyway and she screamed.









Chapter 3


Monday, May 6, Larkshall Lane, Croydon, 9.20AM


Lynne Parker closed the front door behind her and breathed a sigh of relief. She had the house to herself for the first time in more than forty-eight hours. Her husband was up in London, where he worked at New Scotland Yard, and both the boys had been safely dropped off at school.


She adored all three of them, but right now she didn’t miss them one little bit. She had a list of things to do, a mile long, but for the moment she savoured the peace and quiet. Not only did she have time to sigh, but also she could actually hear herself do it.


Monday, May 6, Angel Cottage, Sewel Mill, 9.30AM


By the time Dr Clive Marks arrived, Mrs Hayward had calmed herself down surprisingly well. She was in the kitchen, making tea. Ten minutes later, when he came back downstairs and found her with the pot brewed and the cups out ready, they sat for a few seconds, sipping in silence.


‘Poor chap, he must’ve popped off in his sleep. Then again, I wouldn’t have expected it,’ sighed Marks, thoughtfully. ‘After all, he was in remarkably sound health.’


Mrs Hayward had started to tremble again and had to put her cup down. Marks prescribed her a mild sedative and told her to pick it up at the chemist, then go home and rest.


‘I can’t possibly do that,’ she snapped, irritation clearly showing. ‘I have work to do around the village, people will be expecting me.’


‘Well, at least take it easy, you’ve had quite a shock, no point killing yourself…’ Realising what he had said, he allowed the sentence to tail off. ‘Well,’ he added, apologetically, ‘you know what I mean.’


‘Don’t you go worrying about me, Dr Marks,’ she answered, pushing her chair back from the table and carrying her cup across to the sink. No rush to wash it up now. ‘I’ll be fine once I’ve gathered my wits.’ Mrs Hayward grabbed her short beige mac from the hall and hurriedly collected the rest of her belongings. She left by the back door.


Upset by what had happened, she was, and sorry for poor old Mr Janson, yes genuinely, but neither of those emotions outweighed her excitement. She could barely stop herself from running, but had to make do with a brisk walk. She relished the fact that nobody else could have the news before she parted with it. She was, after all, the one who had experienced it first-hand.


She waved to Gloria Tufnell, who was watering plants in the window box at the front of her shop in the high street. She didn’t stop to chat.


She was still working out her itinerary for the rest of the morning when she got to Mrs Newbould’s door. Emily Newbould was obviously the first person to call on. As Anna Janson’s closest friend in Sewel Mill, she could be relied on for an enjoyable exchange of views on the subject. Mrs Hayward tried to get her smile under control and replace it with a more respectable expression of grief. It wasn’t easy.


Monday, May 6, Brentwood Mansions, 9.40AM


Kate Brown looked in on Emma before she left. Being the boss meant that Kate could choose her hours. And us creative types don’t tend to get moving too early in the day do we? That wouldn’t be coo-wal, would it? Kate had a healthy sense of humour about the world she lived and worked in. Her office was only down the road in Saint Christopher’s Place anyway. It was two minutes away, if you walked fast, which Kate did.


Both type-A people, she and Emma were old friends from college days, and when she had said, ‘Stay as long as you like,’ that was exactly what she’d meant. Kate was rich, meaning seriously rich. So much so that she didn’t think about how much she had and whether or not she could afford it.


She wasn’t dizzy though, far from it. She just knew she was okay financially and had never known anything else. The family was old money, her father owned large tracts of forest in north Wales, mainly for paper production, and this had been left to his father and his before him. Not being prolific breeders, but bearing enough children to carry on the line, the Brown family was well-provisioned.


She looked down at her friend. Emma seemed to be sleeping peacefully enough now, but she had been restless in the night. Kate had heard her pacing around a little before she herself dropped off.


She was looking forward to her day at work, as she always did, but she would’ve much preferred to wait for Emma to wake up so that they could have a good chat. She had been reluctant to press her friend too much the night before for an explanation of why she’d needed somewhere to stay at such relatively short notice. She was just delighted to have her around and happy to provide a refuge in a time of trouble.


They’d enjoyed an excellent meal, not to mention significantly more than their allotted one unit per night of wine. This was turning the clock back big-time; this was going to be fun.


Monday, May 6, Angel Cottage, Sewel Mill, 9.45AM


Dr Marks went back up to Janson’s bedroom. Something was nagging at the back of his mind. Something wasn’t right. He pulled the duvet from Janson’s face. The angles were all wrong; the head position just didn’t seem to sit right. Granted, this was the head of a corpse and you would expect it to be in a relaxed position. However, this was all wrong, relaxed but not relaxed fully.


Marks held Janson’s head with both hands and moved it gently, and then he felt what he had half-suspected – a click. The realisation hit him almost like a punch in the stomach: a man with a broken neck doesn’t put himself to bed.


By mid-morning, the local police were joined by a couple of specialists. Commander Paul Saxon and DS Guy Parker from New Scotland Yard.


The local police had been on the scene quickly bearing in mind there was no police station in the village. The local officers had in fact come up from Brighton this morning. Sewel Mill had lost its police presence ten years ago and Brighton was the nearest big centre that could offer assistance when a crime was committed, as it clearly had been here.


Introducing themselves to the local officers, Saxon mentioned that he himself lived on their patch, in Brighton, and had just reached the office in London when the call came to return to Sussex. He left them to continue their routine.


‘You see, Parker,’ he said, ‘they call it cutbacks, that’s how they explain it. In the old days, there would’ve been a local bobby, who would know everyone in the village. He would’ve been a mine of useful information.’ Saxon shook his head in frustration. ‘A couple of lads up from Brighton aren’t much use to me.’


Parker had heard it before. In common with many of his colleagues, Saxon regarded the cutbacks as more of a retreat, which allowed the crooks to run amok in the countryside. He was all for value-added work practices and efficient use of people and resources, but this was daft. It meant more police were required to solve the extra crimes, which of course cancelled out any possible savings resulting from the cutbacks.


However, that was another subject, for another time, probably over a pint or two. He didn’t allow himself to get distracted from the business in hand by the questions of policy and politics.


Saxon was looking around the cottage, reviewing the information he had so far. The victim was still upstairs in his bed. Downstairs, where they were now, DS Parker was making notes, which they would later go over together, comparing facts and impressions, knowledge and question marks. The first thing Saxon did on arrival at a crime scene was to fit the things he’d been told, usually by phone, into what he could see around him. He and Parker made a good team.


Joining the police force after university, Saxon had progressed swiftly through the ranks, experiencing most aspects of police work, from drug squad to vice. Now thirty-five years old, he felt he’d found his niche at this comparatively young age. He had in fact been selected from considerable competition to lead a specialist serial killer detection squad. Real life might not be too much like TV, but it was true that murders came in a reasonably steady flow, most of them proving quite easy to solve. The usual scenario was sadly predictable: the jealous lover, the deceived spouse, or a close relative who couldn’t take any more.


Harder to solve were stranger killings, where the victim and the killer were never acquainted. These were much less common. A good thing, when you considered that the lack of motive often gave the police very little to go on. Serial killings, on the other hand, were something else altogether. Saxon and Parker were here in Sewel Mill because their unit assessed every murder case in the UK, with a view to establishing whether or not any connections could be found to link one or more of them in any way.


Monday, May 6, 12 Pavilion Square, Brighton, Flat 3, 10.30AM


Francesca Lewis was unpacking her equipment. She’d been commissioned to get some pictures over at Beachy Head, for a story in one of the local papers on the problems of coastal erosion.


She enjoyed that kind of assignment, particularly on a bright, sunny day. She’d been there at first light and was confident that the pictures would be good. There might be some decent library shots in among them too. Everyone seemed to be interested in the environment again this year. Good news for the world and good news for photographers and journalists. Long may it continue.


Monday, May 6, Angel Cottage, Sewel Mill, 11AM


As Saxon finished his tour of the ground floor, Dr Marks came back in through the front door. He was a tall man. Saxon guessed him to be in his early forties. Marks was slightly foppish in appearance, his forehead covered by a mass of dark hair.


‘Marks,’ he announced, stretching out a hand with the longest bony fingers Saxon had ever seen. ‘Clive Marks. I’m one of the GPs from the Health Centre at the other end of the village. And you are?’ After Saxon introduced himself, and explained that they were from the Serial Crimes Unit, Marks briefed him on exactly what it was that puzzled him sufficiently to cry murder. He explained at some length and a tad repetitively how Mrs Hayward had discovered the body and called him, thinking that Janson had died in his sleep, and how he had quickly deduced that this was not the case. In addition, that he had noticed immediately the similarities between the other two murders and “his” murder.


‘Strange thing is, and I am of course no detective, you understand,’ he smirked, brushing his hair back with a well-practiced gesture, ‘but there is absolutely no sign of a struggle. Not as far as I can see. Nothing is out of place.’


Dr Marks was the proud owner of a pompous manner that quickly irritated people and was starting to annoy Saxon in what was possibly record time. “His neck is broken” would have sufficed.


Saxon took a pair of rubber gloves from his pocket, slipped them on with a loud thwack, and interrupted Marks as he was about to go into some detail about the position of the head.


‘Yes, thank you, Doctor.’ Saxon looked around the room and peered through the window. ‘Tell me, where is the person who found the body?’


There was a slight pause.


‘Well er, she, er, Mrs Hayward, that is, has gone off to work.’ Marks paused again. ‘I let her go because I didn’t think that there was anything suspicious at the time.’ Marks was immediately on the defensive, his voice less authoritative as his confidence waned slightly.


Saxon paused before responding. ‘That wasn’t very clever, was it? Tell my DS over there and he’ll take her details so that we can get in touch with her.’ Parker looked across and nodded, acknowledging that he had heard the conversation.


‘Would you please show me where the body is, and I trust you haven’t touched anything?’


‘No, not a thing, Commander, it is all as I found it.’ Marks was clearly offended. ‘We may not get many murders down here in Sewel Mill, but I do know…’


‘Yes, thank you, Doctor.’ Saxon asked Marks to leave the cottage and wait outside for the scene-of-crime officers to arrive. Marks seemed slightly put out at being dismissed in such a cursory fashion. He had expected to accompany the commander upstairs so that the latter could benefit from expert medical advice. Marks was even more aggrieved that Saxon had given him such a minor role to play. How many times was he going to have to give his story? Somewhat reluctantly, he complied.


Saxon went back to his car and rummaged around in the glove compartment for a pair of plastic covers for his shoes. Properly clad for the task, he started his examination.


The doormat was clinically clean and it didn’t take him long to realise that inside the cottage all of the surfaces, painted, brass or glass were also spotless. Too clean. Mrs Hayward hadn’t even started to tidy up, but the place was as clean as an operating theatre. The only signs of human habitation were the teacups waiting to be washed up on the draining board, from Mrs Hayward’s tea break with Marks, and the teapot still on the table.


This looked far from promising.


Monday, May 6, Conquest Hospital Mortuary, Brighton, 11.30AM


Jake Dalton was on automatic. He knew what he was doing and he mostly worked with good people, people he could trust. Much as he enjoyed his work, he was a million miles away right now, reliving the flights at the weekend. The weather had been brilliant and he’d clocked up four hours of gliding time.


Melanie Jones interrupted his reverie. ‘Jake,’ she said, apparently for the second or third time, judging by the tone of her voice. ‘It’s got to be you or Dr Clarke.’ She paused expectantly. When he looked at her blankly, she went on. ‘One of you is going to have to say something to him.’ She sounded exasperated.


‘Sorry, Mel,’ he answered. ‘Who are we talking about? What’s the problem?’


‘He stinks.’ She was disgusted.


‘Not Steve again,’ Jake said, despondently. Steve Tucker was the fly in the ointment, the bane of his life. His working life anyway. They all hated working with him.


‘I’ll swear he hasn’t been near soap and hot water for weeks, and we just can’t stand it anymore.’


Most of the female staff, particularly the younger ones, found his presence uncomfortable. There was an unspoken pact not to leave each other alone with him, if it could possibly be avoided.


Melanie was particularly anti-Steve. It was because he never seemed to have enough room to pass her by. The gaps were always too tight – he always had to squeeze past, rubbing against her as he went. Sometimes he stood right up against her when making tea in the little kitchen. Of course, she moved away immediately. She verbalised her annoyance often, telling him to go fuck himself, but Steve, thinking that he was being witty and clever, merely grinned and suggested that she loved it, and waggled his tongue up and down suggestively.


Complaints were frequently made about his behaviour, but they were overlooked by the powers that be, since finding people prepared to do that kind of job was not an easy task, and the candidates weren’t exactly queuing up at the door. Therefore, Steve kept his job, although Melanie and the others knew he should have been sacked. They knew their rights. They knew what constituted gross misconduct, and he was a frequent offender.


‘Okay, okay,’ Jake nodded. ‘Don’t worry. I’ll have a word.’ The clouds and the sunshine were far away already.


Monday, May 6, Angel Cottage, Sewel Mill, 11.40AM


‘Thank you, Mr Killer, sir, for being so thorough. Fucking waste of time this is turning out to be,’ Saxon muttered under his breath. ‘But we’re going to keep looking anyway, you bastard, because maybe you weren’t as thorough as you thought you were.’ Saxon was prone to talking to himself when he was truly focused. Even when people could overhear what he was saying. ‘So you know what you’re doing, do you? You know how to cover your tracks, eh? You’re good, but how good? I wonder. How good are you?’


He was thinking about the two other murders that Marks had referred to. Both had taken place recently and within fifteen miles of Sewel Mill. The other two also involved single men, living on their own, who had been murdered in their homes.


David Crowley, a retired headmaster, had been found on March 12, when a neighbour raised the alarm. He was discovered sitting in his armchair, as if watching television. His neck had been broken.


Rupert Hall was a male nurse, who was reported missing on April 10 by his personnel manager at the Conquest Hospital. He had failed to turn up for work for three days in a row and nobody could reach him at home. He was found stretched out on his sofa, with headphones still on. His neck had also been broken.


When news of Janson’s death came in earlier that morning to New Scotland Yard, with the preliminary report of a broken neck, Saxon decided to look at this one personally. Hence, the drive back down to Sussex. This was looking very much like a serial killer. There were other similarities too. All three bodies had been positioned to appear as natural deaths. The only difference was that Christopher Janson was in bed, Rupert Hall was on his sofa, and David Crowley was in his armchair. All were over fifty.


The other two were homosexuals. Hall was well and truly out of the closet and was something of a character around the hospital during shifts he worked. He was also a leading light in the social whirl of Brighton’s thriving gay nightlife.


Crowley, on the other hand, was still firmly tucked away in his closet. They found plenty of evidence at home of his sexual preferences. It was something they would have to look into as far as Janson was concerned. God forbid that they should have a killer of gay men on the loose. The tabloids would have a field day.


In both the other cases, there was no forensic evidence of the killer and little or no evidence even of the killer’s presence, apart from the body of the deceased, that is. As for motive, they were still looking for links between the two men, and now they would add Janson to the equation.


Monday, May 6, Anvil Wood House, Sewel Mill, 12.15PM


Babs Jenner was sitting down to an early lunch. She’d had a busy morning, but it had all been paperwork, which she didn’t mind at all. She enjoyed being organised. One of us has to be! She smiled as she tucked into home-made soup.


They had been almost fully booked over the weekend. No classes were scheduled until the late afternoon on Mondays though, thank goodness. She liked children well enough, but the noise they made was extraordinary. The horses were well used to it though and patiently endured the endless circuits. Babs was thinking of getting one of the stable girls to do more of the lessons. Her various business ventures were doing well and she was sure they could afford it.


Monday, May 6, Angel Cottage, Sewel Mill, 12.15PM


‘Boss, you up there?’ Detective Sergeant Guy Parker called from the bottom of the stairs.


‘Yes, come up carefully, Parker, don’t touch anything or you’ll be checking parking tickets…forever…without overtime, and certainly with no chance of parole.’


Parker was also moved to talk to himself from time to time.


‘And that, my friends, was from chapter one of the Ladybird guide to “Instructions for Behaviour Appropriate to a Crime Scene” and we are very grateful indeed for the refresher course, aren’t we boys and girls?’ he muttered beneath his breath, as he started climbing the stairs.


As he did so, he glanced out of the window next to the front door and saw Dr Marks, and realised immediately that Saxon’s remark had been made as much for the education of Dr Marks, as much as for Parker himself. He smiled to himself. That doctor was a pain in the arse, far too precious for Parker’s liking.


Parker was a beanpole. He was fair-haired, twenty-eight years old and balding rapidly, with a big nose that pointed up and out at the same time. He resembled someone who was continually being led around with a meat hook up his nose. This didn’t go unnoticed among his colleagues, and canteen-ridicule culture in the police force is not only without mercy but relentless. Consequently, Parker was frequently referred to as “Nosy Parker”. No one would say this directly to his face though. He was known to have a temper, and a bit of rank, which he was more than happy to use when required.


Saxon handed him a plastic bag containing an address book. ‘When that has been checked for prints and DNA, I want you to get it photocopied, then get the team to phone everyone in it.’


‘Little black book, eh? Full of girlfriends is it?’ Parker asked.


‘Well, that’s what I want you to check out for me, Sergeant, so maybe you’ll get lucky.’ Saxon pointed at the bag. ‘Just get on with it and have some respect for the recently deceased.’


‘Sorry, boss. Anything else?’


‘Yes, you can make a note of all the framed awards on the landing. I want to know where and when Mr Janson was employed for the last umpteen years. Not only that, I also want to know who he worked with and for – could be a jealousy thing, could be an old vendetta. Long shot though, I doubt it will lead us anywhere. And check out for a will. Some of those paintings are not bad at all. Perhaps he has other stuff to pass on to a relative or friend. Maybe someone couldn’t wait.


‘Also, get on to traffic and check if they were in the area taking random number plates.’ Saxon paused for breath.


‘I’ve already checked that out, boss, there was a squad car in the area, but they weren’t checking plates.’


‘Shit, you’re kidding – bring back the old days. What do they do all night – sit in side streets and stuff their faces with pizza? At least it might have given us something useful, rather than fuck all. And where is sodding SOCO?’


Monday, May 6, Conquest Hospital Bus Stop, Brighton, 12.35PM


Tucker was livid as he approached the bus stop at some speed. Two people were waiting and they both looked up in surprise as he strode up, muttering to himself loudly. ‘Fuckin’ bastard! Who’s he think he is? Fuckin’ arsehole, that’s what.’ He glared at his prospective fellow passengers, an elderly man and a middle-aged woman. They both recoiled. His face was almost purple with rage.


‘What right does he ’ave to go on at me about me personal high jeans an’ stuff?’ He was still marching back and forth. The elderly man looked at the middle-aged woman and they both backed away from Tucker and towards each other.


‘Go ’ome and fuckin’ wash ’e said!’ Tucker pointed his armpit indignantly at the couple. They withdrew further.


Monday, May 6, Angel Cottage, Sewel Mill, 12.45PM


Guy Parker was on his hands and knees on the top landing, painstakingly listing the details of each of the awards on display. He was fervently wishing that Janson hadn’t been quite as successful.


Saxon glanced at him as he went back to the bedroom. He considered Parker to be an excellent police officer and, when necessary, reliable and tough. He was streetwise in a way that Saxon knew he himself wasn’t, or not to the same extent. If a situation got a bit heavy, Parker was definitely one to have on your side. Not only did he have the height, he was also fit and wiry. Not many people could’ve gotten close enough to Parker to land a punch, even if they’d had the bad sense to try in the first place. Saxon once pictured him as a gibbon on steroids, an image that had stuck in his mind subsequently. But he’d never mentioned this to him.


Parker wasn’t one to seek out trouble though. The vibes he gave off were sufficient. His appearance meant that he very rarely had to use the physical prowess people just assumed he had. He was married with two children, a fact that often played on his mind. When a police officer died in the line of duty, the newspapers always described the deceased as “married with two children”. Never three, or one, it always seemed to be two.


Parker smiled, as always, at the thought of his kids. This case would mean more time away from home, while he stayed at a police house in Brighton rather than commuting daily back to South London. He didn’t mind. Working sixteen-hour days meant that he would hardly have seen them anyway, so it made sense to be close by. He’d make a point of calling home in the early evening, when they were home from school and just after they’d had their tea.


He and Lynne had a routine that worked well. He talked to both boys about their day, and had a few minutes with her on the phone afterwards. She accepted the lot of a detective’s wife without complaint. That was a rare thing, in Parker’s experience, and something for which he was eternally grateful. The call home, though brief, was the highlight of his day, followed closely by their exchange of emails.


He went back to a thorough inspection of the upstairs of Janson’s cottage, continuing with detailed notes of each of the framed awards. At this stage, he wasn’t trying to infer much from the contents, just to get the details down in his notebook. They would go over them together later and see what avenues needed further exploration. Right now, the important thing was to gather the information, accurately and completely. The challenge of putting it all together came later.


Monday, May 6, Conquest Hospital Mortuary, Brighton, 12.50PM


Jake didn’t want to delay anyone for long but he wanted to say something about Steve Tucker. He had called a brief staff meeting.


He was well aware that Tucker was an unpleasant individual and probably always had been. Not attractive, even to his mother, would be Jake’s guess. Twenty-six years old but with a mental age of around thirteen, and that was on a good day. Five feet three inches of rampant body odour, he had the habit of fondling his genitals. In public, or private, it made no difference. Well, not to him, anyway.


His skin had the texture of someone who has dedicated their life to smoking as much as possible during their waking hours. It followed of course that with such dedication to nicotine came a certain amount of phlegm, so spitting was another facet of Tucker’s charm. This was usually done with the same rules as the genital gymnastics…anywhere that took his fancy, and with little or no regard to the comfort or safety of anyone in the vicinity. Although if there was a handy wall within range, it was more entertaining to half of his brain cells to watch it dribble the way gravity dictates. The other brain cell was occupied with breathing, noisily through a permanently open mouth.


With his round face and pop eyes, heavy eyelids and bags to match, he looked like an overgrown bug with blackheads.


Jake could well understand why the women Tucker worked alongside were disgusted by him. But Jake was also touched by a feeling of “There but for the grace of God”.


‘You have to reinforce the message,’ he explained to Angie, Mel and Clare, hoping that if he could get them onside, the other women would at least give Tucker another chance.


‘What? Rewarding good behaviour? Is that what we’re talking about?’ Clare asked.


Jake nodded. ‘If he thinks there is a good reason for having a shower every day, then he might do it without me having to nag him about it, that’s all.’


‘So you want us to praise him for making an effort to clean himself up?’ asked Melanie. ‘Right?’


‘Bit like a puppy, when you’re trying to toilet train it?’ Clare was an expert in such matters.


Angie could be relied on to see the funny side of any situation.


‘So, can I smack him on the nose with a rolled-up newspaper whenever he gets out of line?’ she asked, innocently. ‘That’s okay with you?’ The other two girls were instantly convulsed with laughter.


Jake couldn’t help but laugh himself. ‘Well, if all else fails, maybe we’ll try that,’ he answered.


The meeting was over. Jake was pleased to have taken some action but not at all convinced that his words with Tucker would have any lasting effect. Neither were the girls.


They all liked Jake very much but thought he was too nice about Tucker. They all wondered why.


‘Maybe misplaced guilt,’ said Angie, when they discussed it over sandwiches in their usual spot outside the hospital.


Melanie frowned.


Angie went on. ‘It’s obvious. If you’re tall, blond, gorgeous and very, very fit, not to mention…’


Clare interrupted. ‘Angie, you’re drooling again. Stop it!’


The three of them laughed. Jake was not bad-looking by anyone’s standards and he seemed to be a pretty decent bloke.


‘So you think he’s kind to Steve because Steve’s ugly and stupid and disgusting…’ Melanie began, clearly not convinced.


‘Yeah, because Jake’s gorgeous and good enough to eat…’ Angie was off again.


‘Mmm. Not to mention funny. And kind. And very clean,’ Clare put in, laughing.


‘And healthy.’ Angie was not to be stopped.


‘Good teeth?’ Melanie offered.


Angie hooted. ‘Great teeth.’


They fell about giggling over their sandwiches and Melanie had to grab her Evian bottle to stop it falling over. People walking past them turned to look and smiled to themselves at the sight of three attractive young women, laughing together in the sunshine.
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