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The Killing Field

Animals don’t die of old age.

Well, some do, of course.

The occasional Galápagos tortoise might make it all the way to the end.

Or one of those ageless jellyfish.

Maybe a beloved pet.

But that’s not many. Not when you consider how many animals aren’t tortoises or jellyfish or beloved pets.

For most animals, old age is a terrifying, hungry existence. Predators starve to death. Prey animals get eaten. Beef cows get slaughtered. Dairy cattle stop producing milk and become a financial burden. Elderly, incontinent pets become an inconvenience.

But sometimes, just sometimes, something far worse comes along.

More brutal than old age. Indiscriminate. Unforgiving. Devastating.

And, in a roundabout way, it occasionally kills humans . . .

Detective Sergeant Washington Poe wasn’t thinking about a terrifying and hungry existence that morning; he was thinking what a nice day it was. He and his friend and colleague, Tilly Bradshaw, were breakfasting outside and he was thinking he might have another piece of toast before they drove to the Sellafield Visitors’ Centre.

He hadn’t wanted to go to the Sellafield Visitors’ Centre. He’d told Bradshaw that he’d rather set his teeth on fire than go to the Sellafield Visitors’ Centre. But she’d insisted. Said he should see it before it was demolished. She’d been three times and she lived in Hampshire, she’d told him. He hadn’t been once and he only lived half an hour away. Poe had told her that was everything she needed to know about his interest in nuclear fuel.

In the end he’d compromised. That is to say, he gave in. As he always did.

In truth he didn’t mind. They had a whole week off and he enjoyed her company. And there was a lovely pub nearby. It did steak and kidney pudding with buttered mash. Real gravy. If they didn’t hang around in the science place, which was what he called it, they could get to the pub before it stopped serving lunch.

‘It’ll be great, Poe,’ she’d said. ‘They have these interactive games where you can dress up as an isotope.’

He’d looked at her. ‘Don’t make me change my mind,’ he’d said.

Before they could leave, Poe had to navigate his way through their ongoing discussion about his diet. This one was about wholemeal bread, specifically Poe’s refusal to eat it.

‘Life’s too short to not eat white bread, Tilly,’ he said as he reached for the last piece of toast. He slathered it with salted butter and took a bite.

‘You keep saying that, Poe,’ she said. ‘But all you’re doing is stacking up problems for tomorrow.’

He held it up. ‘It’s one bit of toast.’

‘That is one bit of toast, Poe. But so were the other seven bits you’ve eaten.’

‘I thought you’d be pleased,’ he said. ‘You’re always saying I eat too much meat.’

‘You do eat too much meat, but eight pieces of toast is too much toast.’

He sighed, tried to throw it back on his plate but only succeeded in dropping it on the ground. Luckily Edgar, his English springer spaniel, was off chasing curlews somewhere, so Poe was able to safely retrieve it. Grabbing food off the floor was the quickest way to get bitten on the hand.

‘Typical,’ he grunted. It had landed butter side down and was now covered in dry grass and dust. Probably sheep shit. Poe was a keen proponent of the five-second rule but he had limits. He put it on his plate in disappointment. Now all he’d be able to think about was toast. He picked it back up. Considered scraping off the worst of the muck.

‘What is typical, Poe?’

‘Huh?’

‘You said something was typical?’

‘My toast, it always lands on the buttered side when I drop it. It’s typical of my bad luck, I suppose.’

She gave him a look. One he recognised well.

‘It’s maths, Poe, not luck,’ she said without a trace of irony. ‘Toast usually falls from the table and is almost always butter side up when it does. Unless there are outside factors involved, the spin rate is rarely fast enough for it to go through a full revolution before it reaches the ground. If tables were ten feet high, we would say that toast always seems to land butter side up.’

Poe said nothing.

‘Actually, I wouldn’t say toast always seems to land butter side up, but people who don’t understand fundamental physical constants would. I can show you the maths if you want.’

‘I’d rather dress up as an isotope.’

She didn’t respond.

‘What is it?’ he said.

‘Someone’s coming.’

Poe didn’t get casual visitors. His isolated former shepherd’s croft was on the wind-ravaged, sheep-heavy Shap Fell. It was two miles from the nearest road and could only be accessed on foot or by all-terrain quad bike. Even with directions most people couldn’t find it.

But Bradshaw was right: there was someone coming. A man. They watched him approach. He was obviously a cop – the short hair and no-nonsense machine-washable suit were dead giveaways. Poe hoped his week off was about to get a day shorter.

‘Hello,’ Bradshaw said.

‘Hi,’ the man said. ‘I’m sorry, have I interrupted your breakfast?’

‘No, I just like holding toast,’ Poe said. ‘Who are you and what do you want?’

‘I’m Detective Constable Mike Penhaligon. I’ve been asked to come and get you.’

‘Why?’

‘We have a situation.’

‘What situation?’

‘I’ve been told your first impressions are particularly intuitive so I’ve been instructed to say nothing more than we’ve found two bodies.’

‘I don’t work for Cumbria police any more. Tilly and I work for the National Crime Agency’s Serious Crime Analysis Section.’

‘We know, Sergeant Poe, but Detective Superintendent Nightingale’s the senior investigating officer and she asked for you personally.’

Which was odd. Nightingale was a great cop, a great SIO and had a solid team around her.

‘Why?’ Poe said. ‘Jo knows what she’s doing.’

‘The circumstances are . . . unusual. She thought you might be able to add value.’

‘Let’s go,’ Poe said.

Penhaligon drove. Up to Carlisle then left. It was a warm day. Poe and Bradshaw both had their windows down. The air began to smell unpleasantly sweet. Penhaligon turned towards Great Orton airfield and Poe put two and two together. He put his window up, told Bradshaw she might want to do the same.

‘We heading to where I think we are?’ he said to Penhaligon.

‘We are.’

‘What’s happened?’

‘It might be best if you saw it for yourself.’

The 2001 foot-and-mouth outbreak ripped the heart out of Cumbria. It was the most serious animal epidemic in modern times and it turned the usually peaceful county into a place of turmoil, carnage and despair. More than a quarter of Cumbria’s livestock, the majority disease-free, were culled. Accumulated breeding programmes of earlier generations wiped out by the slaughterman’s bolt gun. Legacies snuffed out.

Poe remembered the thousands of chemical footbaths, the ‘Keep Out: Animals Under Observation’ signs, the ‘Do Not Leave the Road’ signs, the ‘Closed’ signs on parks, woods, even children’s playgrounds. He remembered how eerie the sheep-free fells had been. The empty pubs and towns. Foot-and-mouth had decimated the tourist industry. When the lakes and fells were out of bounds, Cumbria had little else to offer.

With over two miles of mass graves, the long-abandoned RAF airfield at Great Orton was Cumbria’s foot-and-mouth graveyard. Known locally as the ‘killing field’, it is the largest mass burial site in the world. Half a million carcasses are buried there in twenty-six pits. Diseased animals, killed on their farms, had been transported there in leakproof containers on articulated lorries. Healthy animals had been taken there alive, lined up and killed by Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food slaughtermen. Tipped into pits twenty at a time.

The animals are still there now.

Rotting.

Decomposing.

Leaking . . .

Penhaligon parked at the rear of a long row of vehicles. Mostly police, but there were Environment Agency vans there as well. Poe could see shapeless people in baggy white biohazard suits working inside a cordon hastily constructed around a recently opened pit. Some of them were inside, others milled around the edges. He couldn’t tell if they were Environment Agency or CSI. Probably both, he thought. A bunch of cops were hanging around the outer cordon, all of them wearing facemasks.

‘The boss is waiting down there for you, Sergeant Poe,’ Penhaligon said. He handed them a facemask each. ‘You’ll want to wear these. They won’t entirely stop the smell but at least nothing floaty will get into your mouth.’

‘I’d like six, please,’ Bradshaw said.

Poe approached the group of cops outside the cordon, the rank, gamey stench getting stronger with each step. By the time he reached the cordon, the heavy, cloying smell of decaying tissue, the liquid slime of bodies breaking down, was leaching through the facemask’s permeable barrier. He remembered a previous case, one that had involved men being burnt alive in Cumbria’s myriad stone circles. One of the detectives involved in the case had described the smell as miasmatic. Poe had needed to look it up. It meant noxious vapours from decomposing organic matter. A word of the day if ever there was one.

The smell got into his throat and he gagged.

‘Did you know that the nose is the only organ that can see into the past, Poe?’ Bradshaw said. ‘Smell is retrospective. It’s already happened.’

Poe appreciated her attempt at distraction – he thought it was probably as much for her as it was for him. And it might have worked if he hadn’t started to hear buzzing. He stared into the pit. The carcasses appeared to be moving. He knew it was an illusion. It was flies. Millions of fat bluebottles, feasting on their rancid bounty. Laying their eggs. In a few days the pit would be crawling with maggots.

‘You can stay in the car if you want, Tilly.’

She shook her head and set her face. Looked determined. She was in this for the long haul.

A tall woman broke away from the group. She had short dark hair and the greenest eyes Poe had ever seen. She was called Jo Nightingale and they’d worked cases together before. She was one of the few police officers he respected.

‘It’s been a while, Poe,’ she said. ‘Hi, Tilly.’

‘Hello, Detective Superintendent Nightingale.’

‘Still trying to get Poe to stop eating like a teenager?’

‘What’s happened, ma’am?’ Poe said, eager to avoid another discussion about white bread.

She pointed at the pit. ‘This is pit fourteen. The soil in its interceptor ditch, a sort of moat around the grave, was being routinely monitored for biosecurity and water quality when a rupture was detected.’

‘Meaning?’

‘The pit’s developed a leak.’

‘Aren’t they sealed?’

‘They are.’

‘But it’s leaking? I thought these things were impregnable.’

She shrugged. ‘They’re supposed to be. DEFRA used geosynthetic clay liners here. Half a metre thick. The pit has sumps and cut-off ditches. Boreholes to test the water table.’

‘But it failed?’

‘The prevailing theory is that one of the carcasses had rotted down to its skeleton. The weight of the animals above it had gradually forced one of the bigger bones through the clay. A bit like an invasive tree root.’

She pointed at a fresh slash in the ground. It was a new burial pit, adjacent to the festering one being exhumed.

‘DEFRA constructed this yesterday. The plan was to exhume the carcasses from the leaking pit and transfer them into this new one. It has a more modern liner. The whole thing was scheduled to take one day.’

Poe could see a mound of bones and rotting fleeces at one end. He reckoned they’d transferred about a fifth of the leaking pit’s sorry occupants.

‘And they found something they weren’t expecting?’

She nodded.

‘The remains of two adult men,’ she said. ‘Hog-tied with barbed wire. Gagged with shorn sheep wool.’

‘Oh my goodness,’ Bradshaw said.

‘That’s not the worst of it. They’d been sewn inside the carcasses of cows.’

‘Blimey,’ Poe said. ‘That’s new.’

‘Indeed. Someone had slashed the bellies of two cows. Removed the lungs, stomach, intestines and heart to make room. The men were then put inside – alive, we think, as their lungs seem full of animal juices – and the cows were stitched closed with baler twine.’

‘Poe,’ Bradshaw said. ‘I think I will go back to the car now, if you don’t mind.’

‘I think that’s a good idea, Tilly. You don’t need to see this.’

‘I can go and get you something to eat, if you want?’

‘It’s OK, I won’t be long.’

Nightingale looked at him strangely but said nothing.

‘I assume they’ve been in there since 2001?’ Poe said.

‘Yes, they’re just as badly decomposed as the animals. Infected animals were destroyed at their farms of origin. It was sometimes a week before they were collected for burial. We assume whoever’s behind this snuck onto an infected farm at night and stitched them inside two of the carcasses. Left them there to be collected by the army. It would explain why they were gagged.’

‘What a horrific way to die,’ Poe said.

‘Your tone doesn’t match your words, Sergeant Poe,’ Nightingale said. ‘What do you know that I don’t? And why did you tell Tilly you’d be with her soon? I could do with your help on this.’

Poe didn’t respond.

‘Do you want to see them?’ she said. ‘The Home Office pathologist is still in the pit as we don’t know how to recover the bodies intact. I suggested a sieve and I was only half joking.’

‘I’m good.’

‘I think we’re going to need a forensic anthropologist to help identify them,’ she said. ‘I’ve not dealt with corpses in this condition before. Not really sure where to start to be honest.’

‘Their names are Mark Strawbridge and Vince O’Connell and they’re from Newcastle,’ Poe said. ‘If you contact Northumbria Constabulary they’ll give you everything you need. There’s an open file on them.’

Nightingale’s mouth opened in astonishment.

‘How the hell . . .’

‘Do you know what “hefting” is, ma’am?’ Poe said.

‘I’ve heard the phrase but I’ve never bothered to find out what it means.’

‘It’s an ancient shepherding technique. If somewhere – the Cumbrian fells are a great example – has low-quality grass, you need sheep that can roam and forage over large areas to survive. They need far more space than lowland species, which means fencing them in is impractical. Isn’t cost effective. So, generations ago, shepherds would persuade their flock to stay on their part of the fell without the need for dry stone walls or fences. They’d do this by feeding them at dusk in the same place every day. During the day the sheep wouldn’t stray too far. Eventually the shepherd had no need for food. When the flock’s knowledge became intergenerational, they could be considered “hefted”. They had a loyalty to a particular fell and would always have a loyalty to it.’

‘OK . . .’

‘There are farmers out there who are hefted to the land just as much as their livestock is. They’d do anything to protect it.’

Nightingale looked thoughtful.

‘Were you aware that, during the foot-and-mouth crisis, farmers were compensated but only if their livestock was slaughtered?’ Poe continued. ‘Those who suffered as a result of government-ordered restrictions of movement got nothing.’

‘I didn’t know that.’

‘Financially speaking, farmers with restriction-of-movement orders were in a far worse position than those whose animals were being culled. They had no compensation and no way of moving or selling their livestock.’

‘You think this is linked to insurance fraud?’

Poe shook his head.

‘I was a beat cop in 2001,’ he said, ‘and I heard a rumour. Less than a rumour really, but it had a strange ring of truth to it. Two men, Geordies, were approaching the farmers of uninfected animals with a way out. They’d got hold of some diseased carcasses and for a fee they’d leave one on your land. Infect your livestock. Make sure you got your compensation. That you wouldn’t lose your farm.’

‘You think anyone took them up on their offer?’

‘Do I think there are farmers out there who would have been willing to purposefully infect their animals just to save their livelihood?’

She nodded.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I do think there would have been farmers who’d have at least thought about taking the easy option.’ He paused. Took in the terrible scene that was unfolding two hundred metres away. ‘And here’s what I think happened. I think there’s a farmer out there who was approached by these men. Listened to them offer to destroy his family’s legacy. All for an insurance payout. I think he considered everything and recognised that these men presented a risk. That even if he sent them packing with a load of shotgun pellets up their arse, what’s to say his neighbour would do the same? And if a farm is infected, every farm within a three-mile radius is considered infected.’

‘You think he killed them?’

‘I think he did what no-nonsense farmers do best.’

‘What’s that?’

‘Identified the problem, and eliminated the problem.’

‘A permanent solution,’ Nightingale said.

‘And a deterrent.’

Nightingale nodded. ‘How did you find out about this?’

‘My mate’s dad was a vet,’ he said. ‘He told me about a farmer who claimed he’d been offered an infected sheep for five hundred pounds.’

‘You did some digging?’

‘More to satisfy my own curiosity.’

‘And?’

‘And the rumours had stopped. Which meant it had either been a rural myth, or—’

‘Or that,’ Nightingale cut in, pointing at the burial pit.

‘Or that,’ Poe agreed. ‘So, I contacted Northumbria and asked them to talk me through their missing persons. Strawbridge and O’Connell fitted the bill perfectly. Both men disappeared around the time the rumours stopped, both had records for rural offences. Theft of livestock and farm equipment. Poaching.’

Nightingale thought for a few moments.

‘You were expecting this, weren’t you?’

‘Nothing this extreme,’ he said. ‘But it wouldn’t have surprised me if they’d turned up one day in an old septic tank or slurry pit. Farms are second only to abattoirs when it comes to disposing of bodies.’

‘Strawbridge and O’Connell will be on the DNA database,’ she said. ‘If it’s them, we’ll have a match in a couple of days. Do you want to be kept informed?’

He shook his head.

‘I don’t,’ he said. ‘And I’ll tell you two things, ma’am. One: this crime will never be solved. Strawbridge and O’Connell offered this service to the wrong farmer and they paid the price. He won’t have told anyone what he did, and your forensic evidence recovery techniques won’t be able to cope with animals that have been decomposing for the last twenty years.’

‘The pathologist has already said as much. No trace evidence whatsoever.’

Poe grunted.

‘You said there were two things?’ Nightingale said.

‘I don’t give a shit about this,’ he said quietly. ‘Strawbridge and O’Connell offered an honourable man something dishonourable and they paid the ultimate price. I’m not saying they got what they deserved, but they did deserve something. I won’t be shedding a tear tonight.’

And with that, he turned and walked away. Bradshaw met him at Penhaligon’s car.

‘Are you OK, Poe?’

‘I am, Tilly,’ he said. He told her what had happened.

‘That’s horrible,’ she said.

‘It is. But come on, it’s our week off – let’s get Penhaligon to give us a lift back to mine so we can go to your science place.’

‘OK, Poe. But we should get your steak and kidney pudding first. They close for lunch soon and the Sellafield Visitors’ Centre stays open until six o’clock.’

Poe turned and looked at the pile of rotting carcasses in the new pit. It was steaming. He tilted his head and squinted. It might have been his imagination, but the pile had a certain ‘pudding’ shape to it.

‘I’ve gone off the idea, Tilly,’ he said. ‘I think I’ll have a bacon sandwich instead.’

‘On wholemeal bread?’

‘I’ve told you – life’s too short to not eat white bread.’

Bradshaw paused, but not for long. ‘You eat too much meat, Poe . . .’


Why Don’t Sheep Shrink?

‘I’m not sure we should trust a thermometer calibrated for a dog’s rectum.’

That’s what started it. Thirteen words. There was a pheasant too, of course. Or maybe it was a peacock? And there was a smell that might have been something in the fridge, but could have been coming from behind the fridge. That was never resolved.

But mainly it was the words. Thirteen words. Thirteen unlucky words.

Unlucky for Detective Sergeant Washington Poe.

Much unluckier for someone else . . .

Day 1

Tilly Bradshaw said Poe’s cough was continuous. Poe said it wasn’t. Said he’d just eaten a crisp the wrong way.

‘And there are hardly any cases in Cumbria,’ he added.

Bradshaw shook her head.

‘That doesn’t matter, Poe,’ she said. ‘This doesn’t spread like the flu. Flu’s R-naught is about one point three. That’s the mathematical term that indicates how contagious an infectious disease is. But this virus’s R-naught is three, and no one has been vaccinated. That means if one person infects three people, and those people infect three people, and so on, by the end of the tenth day that first person has indirectly infected fifty-nine thousand people. Three days after that the number is over a million.’

‘You’re joking!’ he said.

She wasn’t, of course. She rarely made jokes, and when she did, they were never about maths. There was more chance of the Pope saying Jesus’s last words on the cross were ‘I’ll be back in three days; don’t eat my Easter eggs’ than Bradshaw making a joke about maths. It would be sacrilegious to her.

‘But I’ve not left the house in ages.’

‘You were at the pub last night.’

‘Apart from the pub, I’ve not left the house in ages.’

‘You were at the butcher’s on Tuesday.’

‘OK, yes, and the butcher’s.’

‘You were there on Wednesday as well.’

‘I’d forgotten my sausages. But apart from that, I’ve hardly seen anyone.’

‘I’m here, Poe.’

She was. The Serious Crime Analysis Section – SCAS, the National Crime Agency unit that investigated serial killers and apparently motiveless murders – was in the rare position of having no active cases. Poe had accrued a lot of leave. He had said he’d rather be paid for it but his boss, Detective Inspector Stephanie Flynn, had told him to piss off.

‘I’m not having you go a whole year without taking leave again, Poe,’ she had said. ‘That was ridiculous. Tilly needs a break too, and you know she won’t take time off unless you do. Take it before the country is locked down.’

So here they were. Cumbria in springtime. Glorious weather. Newborn lambs frolicking. Birds nesting. Daffodils everywhere. Bradshaw had taken a room at the nearby Shap Wells Hotel. She had drawn up an itinerary and then the virus had begun spreading across the country. The places she’d wanted to visit were closing because of the virus, so they needed a rethink. Which was what today was about.

Or would have been about if Poe hadn’t started to cough . . .

***

‘Do you have a temperature, Poe?’

He felt his forehead. ‘No.’

‘I think we should check anyway.’

‘Fine,’ he said. ‘I’ll go out and get a thermometer tomorrow.’

Some battles weren’t worth fighting. And it was the responsible thing to do. Bradshaw’s R0 numbers were astonishing.

‘It’s OK, Poe; I have one here,’ she said. She picked a thermometer off the side of his sofa and leaned over. ‘Open up.’

He did. Bradshaw popped the thermometer in his mouth and he manoeuvred it under his tongue. He thought that was how you were supposed to do it.

‘Where oo get ’at from?’ he said.

‘Excuse me?’

Poe briefly removed the thermometer.

‘I said, where did you get that from? I know you come prepared when you visit, but even you wouldn’t have brought a thermometer.’

‘It’s yours, Poe. I came across it yesterday when I was looking for an apple.’

‘You found it? Here?’

‘Well, I certainly didn’t find an apple.’

Poe popped it back in his mouth and frowned. He had never owned a thermometer in his life.

‘’Ow me ’ere oo got it from.’

‘What did you say, Poe?’

He pulled the thermometer out again. ‘Show me where you got it from, Tilly.’

Bradshaw walked over to a cupboard and retrieved a wooden box. She held it up so he could see.

‘Oh, you’ve got to be kidding!’ he said.

He looked at the thermometer then flung it away as if it were red hot. It landed on his rug. He ran to the sink and swilled out his mouth. Gargled for a full minute.

‘Whatever’s the matter, Poe?’

‘That’s Edgar’s thermometer, Tilly!’

At the mention of his name, the springer spaniel opened his eyes and thumped his tail on the floor.

‘Edgar’s?’ Bradshaw said.

‘Yes, Edgar’s! The vet wanted me to monitor his temperature after he ate that dead seagull and couldn’t stop spewing.’

Bradshaw frowned. ‘But how does Edgar know to keep it in his mouth?’

‘It’s a rectal thermometer, Tilly. It goes up his bum.’ He looked at the thin glass tube on his rug. It was glistening with his saliva. ‘And I’ve just had it in my bloody mouth.’

Bradshaw looked at it. ‘Oh,’ she said. She picked it up. Scanned the reading, then glanced at him.

‘What?’ he said.

‘You have a temperature, Poe.’

‘Anyway, so that’s how I ended up with a mouth full of dog shit,’ Poe said to the laptop.

Flynn’s face filled the screen. Poe’s was in a small box in the top corner. He hated videoconference calls. He didn’t see why it was necessary to see the person with whom you were on the phone. He certainly didn’t know why he had to be on the screen as well. He suspected it was the latest desire of the egomaniac: to look at yourself while you were speaking.

‘Tilly says you need to self-isolate,’ Flynn said.

Poe could tell she was trying hard not to laugh. ‘Tilly’s not a doctor,’ he said.

‘Yes, I am,’ Bradshaw chipped in.

‘Not a real doctor.’

She was polishing Edgar’s thermometer. She held it up so Poe could see how clean it was. He glared at her.

‘OK. What did the medical doctor say?’ Flynn said.

‘That I was fine.’

‘Tilly, what did the doctor say?’

‘That Poe has to self-isolate for seven days.’

‘Anything else?’

‘Yes. When she asked Poe if anything else was bothering him, he said, “Why don’t sheep shrink when it rains?”’

Flynn didn’t immediately respond. ‘I find it oddly comforting that you’re a dickhead to everyone, Poe,’ she said eventually.

‘All I’m saying is, I’m not sure we should trust a thermometer calibrated for a dog’s rectum,’ he said.

‘Tilly tells me you also have a cough?’

Poe said nothing. He didn’t feel ill, but Bradshaw’s number of 59,000 was rattling around his head.

‘Poe?’

‘Fine,’ he sighed. ‘I’ll stay here for seven days. Not a moment longer, though.’

‘I really don’t know what you’re complaining about, Poe,’ Flynn said. ‘You and Edgar, all on your own on that fell of yours. A government instruction not to interact with anyone. Isn’t that your idea of nirvana?’

Bradshaw cleared her throat. She looked uneasy.

‘What is it?’ Poe said.

‘DI Flynn has missed an important point.’

‘Which is?’

‘I have to self-isolate as well.’

‘Why? You’re not coughing. And don’t think I didn’t see you stick Edgar’s arse thermometer in your mouth earlier. If you have a temperature, you’d have said.’

‘No, she’s right, Poe,’ Flynn said. ‘The guidance is explicit. Anyone in the same house as someone displaying symptoms is required to self-isolate too. Fourteen days.’

‘That’s no big deal,’ he said. ‘Tilly’s almost as bad as me for wanting to be left alone.’

Flynn smirked. ‘I don’t think you realise what I’m saying,’ she said. ‘Tilly can’t go back to her hotel and she can’t go home.’

‘I don’t understand – where’s she supposed to stay?’

But all of a sudden he did understand . . .

‘You don’t mean here!’

‘It’ll be fun, Poe,’ Bradshaw said. ‘We can learn a foreign language.’

Poe put his head in his hands and groaned.

‘This is going to be epic,’ Flynn said.

Day 2

‘You’re not listening, are you, Poe?’

‘That’s a funny way to start a conversation, Tilly.’

‘Oh, ha ha. I asked what you were doing. You’ve been on my laptop for an hour now.’

‘I’m emailing people I don’t like to tell them that, due to having the plague, I’m unavailable for meetings.’

She looked at him blankly. ‘Why? You always say you’re unavailable for meetings anyway.’

‘To annoy them.’

‘You’re wearing your T-shirt inside out,’ she said eventually.

‘What time is Victoria Hume coming?’ Bradshaw asked.

‘Soon. She’ll leave everything outside so we don’t have any contact with her. It’s lambing season so she can’t afford to get ill.’

Despite living two miles away, Victoria was Poe’s nearest neighbour. She was a sheep farmer and they were good friends. She looked after Edgar when Poe was away and he let her use his land for free. He’d called her and asked if she could drop off some stuff to see them through the next seven days.

‘What is she bringing?’

‘Fuel for the generator,’ Poe said. ‘Meat. Potatoes. A thermometer that hasn’t been up a dog’s arse. The usual.’

‘Is she getting anything for me?’

Poe nodded. ‘I sent her a text with what you wanted. She had to go all the way to Ulverston, though. Eventually got it all in a weird little shop run by a woman called Moonchild.’

‘I’ll make us a nice lentil loaf tonight, Poe.’

‘You’re spoiling me,’ he said.

‘And tomorrow, we have to find something to do.’

Day 3

‘Shall we go for a stroll, Poe?’

‘Yes, Grandma.’

‘Pardon?’

‘Old people take strolls, Tilly. A walk might be nice, though. Edgar wants to go out anyway.’

‘What are you doing?’ Poe said.

‘I’m looking to see if there are reports of an escaped peacock.’

‘I told you!’ he snapped. ‘It was a pheasant!’

‘It was a peacock,’ she said stubbornly.

‘We need something to do,’ he said.

Day 4

There was a weird smell in the fridge. Poe had been taking things out one by one and sniffing them. So far, he hadn’t been able to locate the source. He had thrown out a bunch of food, though. A bag of lettuce he’d bought in a moment of ill-advised optimism. A bit of cheese so mouldy it was a short evolutionary jump away from developing lungs. He’d thrown out the milk, too. Not because it was sour – it wasn’t. It was to stop Bradshaw ruining his cup of tea. She had a once-in-a-generation mind but clearly didn’t understand what ‘just a splash’ meant.

Poe gave up. The smell was still there but it wasn’t the food. He wondered if it was coming from behind the fridge. There wasn’t much of a gap between the top of the fridge and the bottom of his kitchen bench, so he had to wiggle it out.

And as he manoeuvred the fridge towards him, something fell down the back.

He reached behind and pulled it out.

It was a file.

An old case file.

He smiled.

Finally, he had something for them to do.

They could start tomorrow.

Day 5

‘This was one of the most infuriating cases I ever worked, Tilly,’ Poe said. ‘In fact, apart from me, no one even believed there was a case.’

The file that had fallen behind the fridge was an old investigation. An unofficial investigation, to be accurate. A sort of hobby case. One he couldn’t let go of. Kept going back to it whenever he had some spare time. Poe remembered hiding the file under the kitchen bench before SCAS had met at Herdwick Croft during the Immolation Man case. He’d forgotten it was there.

‘When was this, Poe?’ Bradshaw said.

‘A couple of years before you started, Tilly. I was still the DI and DI Flynn was my sergeant.’

‘What was the victim’s name?’

‘A man called Michael John Sims.’

‘I don’t remember that on the case-referral database, Poe.’

‘It was never official. It was Mary Picken, Michael’s sister, who tried to make the referral.’

‘Tried?’

‘The coroner returned a verdict of death by misadventure. No crime, no case.’

‘So why did Mary Picken contact SCAS?’

‘I’d better tell you what happened, Tilly.’

‘Michael John Sims drowned in the bath after having an epileptic seizure,’ Poe said. ‘This is a fact and it’s undisputed. Not even Mary Picken thinks otherwise.’

‘I see,’ Bradshaw said.

‘The bathroom door was unlocked but otherwise the house was secure.’

‘He lived on his own?’

‘With his partner.’ Poe picked up the file, found a photograph and passed it across. ‘Heather Fitt. Worked in adult education. She has a degree in English Literature.’

Bradshaw snorted.

‘That’s not a real degree,’ she said. ‘How can reading stories for three years be a degree?’

‘My point, Tilly, is that for some reason she wanted me to know about her English Literature degree. I never found out why.’

‘What did the post-mortem reveal?’

‘Sims had what is called a tonic-clonic seizure. It made him lose consciousness and he drowned.’

‘The coroner’s verdict appears correct then,’ Bradshaw said. ‘He had an epileptic fit in the bath and drowned. Why did you think otherwise?’

‘His sister seemed so sure,’ Poe said. ‘She said her brother was wealthy and that Heather Fitt had only ever been in it for his money. She’d been trying to get pregnant for ages but had just found out she couldn’t conceive.’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘Mary Picken thought the only reason Heather wanted children was to secure her future.’

‘And when she found out she couldn’t conceive, she had him killed.’

Poe nodded.

‘But how?’ Bradshaw said. ‘He was an epileptic who died during a seizure, inside a locked house. It is very sad, obviously, but this does happen.’

‘Mary didn’t know how. Just that her brother was murdered.’

‘Did Heather Fitt inherit everything?’

‘The house. Shares and savings,’ Poe said. ‘Added up to almost three million quid. So, initially, to satisfy my curiosity, I did some digging. I reviewed the coroner’s files, the PM report and the police investigation. Accessed her phone records. The usual.’

‘What did you find, Poe?’

‘Dick all. Nothing remotely suspicious.’

‘Why do you have a secret file then?’

‘Because when I told Mary Picken her brother hadn’t been murdered, she asked me to speak to Heather Fitt before I closed my investigation.’

‘And you did?’

Poe nodded.

‘And she let something slip that convinced you there was more to Michael John Sims’s death?’

‘She did more than let something slip, Tilly,’ Poe said. ‘She said she murdered him.’

‘What?’ Bradshaw said. ‘Why isn’t she in prison then?’

‘Because when she was formally interviewed she denied that was what she’d said.’

‘You arrested her?’

‘She’d just confessed to murdering her partner. You’re bloody right I did.’

‘What happened next?’

‘She denied it.’

‘She said you were telling fibs?’

‘Implied it. Told the interviewing detectives that she felt responsible. Michael wasn’t supposed to have baths when he was on his own and, as she didn’t try to stop him when she found out he was still having them when she wasn’t at home, his death was partly her fault. Her solicitor said I had deliberately misinterpreted her words.’

‘Why do you think she confessed at all, though? Do you think she panicked before she took legal advice?’

‘I don’t think that at all, Tilly. I think she wanted someone to know how clever she’d been. That she’d committed the perfect murder. Enjoyed knowing there was nothing I could do about it. I pushed it for a while, of course. Even went to see her all mic’d up. Nothing. Never uttered another self-incriminating word. Eventually her solicitor made a complaint against me and I was ordered to stay away from her. The case was officially designated as no criminal activity having taken place.’

‘What a scoundrel,’ Bradshaw said. ‘How did she know Michael John Sims was having a bath, and not a shower, if she wasn’t at home?’

‘She said she had been missing him. Called to tell him as much. He told her he was about to get in the bath and could they speak later. She said she’d go one better.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘She asked him to tell her when he was in the bath. She said she then sent him a video of herself naked. She said it was to stop him thinking about other women.’

‘Oh,’ Bradshaw said. ‘And did she send it?’

‘We think so. There was a message on his phone but we couldn’t see it. It was on an app called FlitTalk. I don’t understand the technical side of it, but I’m told that as soon as the message has been viewed it sort of self-destructs. Apparently, it’s to stop people becoming victims of revenge porn months, even years, later.’

Bradshaw nodded. ‘FlitTalk use Public Key Asymmetric Encryption, so it’s secure to most forms of cyberattack. A bit like Snapchat. Deleted messages are kept on their servers for twenty-four months, but users can’t access them after they’ve been viewed.’

She may as well have been talking duck. He said as much.

‘FlitTalk use the recipient’s public key along with the private key that matches the public key. The user sends a message encrypted with the public key, which is then decrypted by the recipient’s matching private key.’

Edgar whined. So did Poe. ‘I bet remembering that makes me forget something important,’ he said.

‘Sometimes speaking to you is like speaking to a Martian, Poe,’ Bradshaw sighed. ‘It basically means that the moment Michael John Sims opened that message, it couldn’t be retrieved by anyone who didn’t have access to the FlitTalk servers.’

Poe rolled his eyes. ‘Isn’t that what I said two minutes ago?’

Bradshaw nodded. ‘The other day you said you wanted me to explain the science behind absolutely everything,’ she said. ‘So I am.’

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I did say that, Tilly. On an unrelated note, how are you getting on with those irony-recognition exercises I set you?’

‘I think I’m getting good at them, Poe.’

He smiled at his friend. ‘Anyway, here’s the file. It’s everything I’ve managed to put together. I’ve been through it hundreds of times and I’ve never passed “Go” once.’

It was about an inch thick and contained interview transcripts, mobile-phone records, post-mortem and toxicology reports. A few other things he’d cobbled together.

Seeing the case through Bradshaw’s eyes would be useful. She had no preconceptions, no inventory of similar cases percolating in the back of her mind. She’d look at the evidence in a way he couldn’t: as a singular problem with data to analyse.

‘Do you need anything explained?’ he said.

‘Why don’t you go for a stroll with Edgar?’

‘Because I’m not ninety years old.’

But Bradshaw was no longer listening. She had her laptop open and her nose in the data. She would be like that for a while.

‘Come on, Edgar. Let’s go for a walk,’ he said.

‘I heard what you said, Poe,’ Bradshaw remarked when he returned. ‘There’s nothing wrong with the word stroll.’

‘You find anything?’ he said. ‘It’s OK if you didn’t. I’ve had the file for years and got absolutely nowhere. I might have to learn to live with the fact that Heather Fitt got away with murder. And I do have other cold cases we can review. More promising ones.’

Her laptop beeped. She swivelled and read what was on the screen.

‘Aha!’

‘What is it?’

‘I’ve solved it,’ she said.

‘You’ve solved it?’ Poe said. ‘You’ve had the file less than an hour and you’ve solved it? How’s that even possible?’

‘I just need to check this database first.’

He looked at her laptop. ‘They’ll never give you permission to access that, Tilly.’

‘Why would I ask for permission?’

He winced. Bradshaw had a peculiar blind spot to the law when it came to accessing databases: she ignored it.

‘OK. Then what?’ he said.

‘Then you’re going to do one of those interviews when you get someone to tell the truth by telling them a fib.’

‘I told you,’ he said, ‘I’m not allowed to speak to Heather Fitt. I’m not even allowed to be in the same room as her. I assume that includes videoconferencing.’

‘I don’t want you to speak to Heather Fitt, Poe.’

‘You don’t?’

‘No, I want you to speak to a man called Andrew Hill,’ she said. ‘And here’s what you’re going to say to him . . .’

Day 6

Andrew ‘Call me Andy’ Hill was a well-built man with silver hair and a ready smile. He had a permanent squint, like he was trying to read the specials’ board in a restaurant. He was in an interview room at Oxford police station.

Flynn was sitting opposite him.

‘Mr Hill,’ Poe said into the laptop’s camera. ‘You understand that this is an informal interview? That you can leave at any time?’

‘I do.’

‘And that DI Flynn is present because I’m currently self-isolating? Otherwise, I’d do you the courtesy of being there in person.’

‘What’s this about, Sergeant Poe? I can’t imagine I’ve done anything that would bring me to the attention of the National Crime Agency.’

‘No?’

‘No.’

‘How long were you having an affair with Heather Fitt?’

‘Who?’ he said, fooling no one.

Flynn opened a file on the desk and passed him a document.

‘These are guest records for a hotel in the village of Harwell, Oxfordshire,’ Poe said. ‘DI Flynn has highlighted several dates where your credit card was used to book a room or to buy drinks in the bar. Can you confirm that you were there?’

Hill wasn’t stupid. He knew they had him and there was no point lying.

‘I was.’

‘You live and work nearby,’ Poe said. ‘Why would you spend so much time in a hotel?’

‘We sometimes go for a drink after work. Occasionally, I have too many and, rather than disturb my wife, I take a room.’

‘What is it you do, Mr Hill?’

He didn’t answer.

‘Why don’t we come back to that?’ Poe said. ‘Can you show him the next two documents, boss?’

Flynn slid them across the desk.

‘The first is the mobile-phone record for Heather Fitt during that same period,’ Poe said. ‘The second is a report showing triangulation data from the mobile base stations that “pinged” Heather’s phone. I know you understand this stuff so I won’t insult you by explaining what it means. As you can see, on the dates you stayed at this hotel, Heather Fitt did too. And the funny thing is, each time she was there, she texted her husband that she was somewhere else entirely.’

‘OK!’ he snapped. ‘Yes, we were having an affair. It’s not illegal and we’re not seeing each other any more.’

‘Jolly good,’ Poe said.

‘Have you seen her, Sergeant Poe?’ Hill said, smiling lewdly.

‘I have, as it happens.’

‘She approached me in the bar one night. Bought me a drink. I was hardly going to kick her out of bed for eating biscuits, if you know what I mean.’

‘No,’ Bradshaw said. ‘I don’t.’

‘Who is this, please?’ Hill said.

‘A colleague,’ Poe said.

Bradshaw was watching the interview but wasn’t facing the screen. She could see Hill, but he couldn’t see her.

‘A colleague who recognised the name Harwell, as it happens,’ Poe continued. ‘Do you want to know why?’

‘I doubt I could stop you telling me.’

‘She says there’s a place nearby called the Harwell Science and Innovation Campus.’

‘She’s right.’

‘And one of the agencies on this campus is the Defence Science and Technology Laboratory. They’re sort of the Ministry of Defence’s research and development wing. A bit like Q-branch in the James Bond films, only far more insidious, I imagine.’

Hill said nothing.

‘You work for DSTL, don’t you, Mr Hill?’ Poe said. ‘Specifically in the Emerging Technology for Defence Programme.’

‘How can you possibly—’

‘My colleague knows about the Emerging Technology for Defence Programme as she had discussions about joining them,’ Poe cut in, dodging any questions about whether Bradshaw had or hadn’t illegally accessed their database. ‘Unfortunately, it didn’t work out.’

Hill smirked. ‘We have extremely high entrance standards,’ he said. ‘Very few people have the intellect, I’m afraid. She shouldn’t get disheartened.’

‘You misunderstand me, Mr Hill. She wasn’t applying for a job: DSTL was trying to recruit her. They didn’t turn her down, she turned them down.’

‘Bullshit. No one turns down DSTL.’

‘I now want to talk about secrets,’ Poe said. ‘Did you know they fall broadly into two categories: the secrets you own and the secrets that own you?’

Hill squirmed in his seat. Even via the stop-start juddering image of the videoconference, Poe could see his forehead was beaded with sweat.

‘You have a secret, don’t you, Mr Hill?’ Poe said. ‘A secret that owns you.’

‘I think I’d like to leave now,’ he said.

‘I wouldn’t if I were you,’ Flynn said. ‘You’re only going to get one shot at this.’

‘I questioned Heather Fitt when her partner died, you know,’ Poe continued. ‘Two things stood out: one was extraordinary, the other was odd. The first thing is that she told me she’d murdered Michael John Sims.’

Hill’s jaw dropped.

‘No, I didn’t think she’d have told you that,’ Poe said. ‘And the other thing, the odd thing, is that she kept banging on about her degree in English Literature. Made no sense at the time. Now I understand she was simply making sure I understood that she had no technical expertise whatsoever.’

Hill’s brow furrowed.

‘But you have technical expertise, don’t you, Mr Hill?’ Poe said. ‘And one of the things my colleague told me is that the Defence Science and Technology Laboratory had completed research on whether or not it would be possible to inflict physical harm on someone over the internet.’

‘I wouldn’t know about that,’ Hill said. ‘And even if I did, I wouldn’t be able to tell you.’

‘It’s OK, Mr Hill. I’m told it was unsuccessful and the research was shelved.’

‘There you go then.’

‘A report was written summarising what had been done.’

‘I’m sure it was. We’re accountable to the taxpayer.’

‘And in the addendum of this report was a paper on one possible use. Do you want to know what this was, Mr Hill?’

‘Not really.’

‘No?’ Poe said. ‘I think I’ll tell you anyway.’ He picked up a document and read from it. ‘However, if a ten-second strobe GIF with a flicker rate of between sixteen and twenty-five times per second was sent to a person with photosensitive epilepsy, it will be possible to trigger an attack remotely.’ Poe put the document down. ‘That wouldn’t be a problem usually, but if someone were in the bath . . .’

Silence filled the room.

Poe continued. ‘I imagine Heather told Michael she’d send him a naughty video as soon as he was in the bath. I bet he even dimmed the lights. Probably amplified the effects. Never once suspected he was opening a bespoke death message.’

‘That’s a nice story, Sergeant Poe,’ Hill said. ‘But it sounds like science fiction to me. Unprovable science fiction. And I think you know that, hence this informal interview.’

‘My colleague doesn’t think it’s science fiction. She says it’s entirely plausible. She also says that even if it hadn’t worked, Michael Sims wouldn’t have remembered anyway. And she understands science far better than me. Far better than you as well. I can guarantee that. She also thinks it’s provable. That the evidence will be out there and, now we know it exists, it’s just a matter of searching the right database. Applying for the right warrant. She thinks we’ll be in a position to charge in a fortnight.’

Hill frowned. ‘You keep mentioning this mystery “colleague”, Sergeant Poe,’ he said. ‘Does she have a name?’

‘Of course,’ Poe said. He swivelled the screen so the laptop’s camera was facing Bradshaw.

‘Hello, Andrew Hill,’ she said. ‘My name is Matilda Bradshaw but you can call me Tilly.’

Hill’s lips moved without making a sound.

‘Tilly Bradshaw . . . Tilly Bradshaw,’ he finally mumbled. ‘Where have I heard that name before?’

Uncertainty rippled across his face. The swagger disappeared.

‘Not the Tilly Bradshaw? The Tilly Bradshaw who solved the Birch and Swinnerton-Dyer conjecture when she was just sixteen?’

‘The what?’ Poe and Flynn said together.

‘It’s an open problem in the field of number theory,’ Hill said. ‘It’s widely recognised as one of the most challenging mathematical problems of all time.’

Despite his precarious situation, he seemed to be fan-boying Bradshaw.

‘Was that you, Tilly?’ Poe said.

‘It was easy, Poe,’ Bradshaw said.

‘Tilly now works for the National Crime Agency, Mr Hill. She put all this together in under an hour. Do you believe me when I tell you there’s no such thing as anonymity on the internet where Tilly’s concerned? There are no firewalls she can’t breach. No database you can hide in.’

Hill nodded. ‘I doubt even the CIA are safe,’ he said.

‘And do you believe me that if you don’t admit to writing a strobe GIF program for Heather Fitt for the express purpose of murdering Michael John Sims, we will go and interview Heather next. Get her side of things. She’s waiting in a cell not far from you. I am told she’s desperate to make a statement.’

As far as Poe knew, Heather Fitt was still at home. That was the fib Bradshaw had said he’d have to tell. He needed Hill to panic. To think he was about to be left chairless when the music stopped.

‘She will then be offered the same chance to explain herself,’ Poe continued. ‘The first person to talk might convince the CPS they were just an unwitting accomplice. That person might not be charged with murder. The other person, though, they’re going down for at least twenty-five years.’

Poe let that sink in.

‘In exactly one minute, DI Flynn will put you in a cell and we’ll take this offer to Heather Fitt. See if she has any interest in self-preservation.’

Hill’s face turned ashen.

Poe looked at his watch and said, ‘Tick tock.’

Hill couldn’t roll over on Heather Fitt quickly enough.

He admitted to writing a program for the express purpose of triggering an epileptic attack, although he said he didn’t know it would be used to commit murder. He was lying but it was about damage limitation now. A jury would sort that out later. In addition to his statement, he provided all the evidence they would need to convict Heather Fitt of the murder of Michael John Sims. Bradshaw made sure it was robust and couldn’t be challenged.

After they had finished, Bradshaw stretched in her seat and yawned. She removed her glasses and polished them with the little rag she always carried with her.

‘That was fun,’ she said. ‘What shall we do tomorrow? If it’s a nice day, would you like to go for a walk?’

‘No, Tilly,’ Poe smiled. ‘But I would like to go for a stroll.’


Dead Man’s Fingers

If Edgar hadn’t chased the rabbit, it wouldn’t have happened. If Poe hadn’t chased after Edgar, it wouldn’t have happened. And if Bradshaw hadn’t chased after them both, it wouldn’t have happened.

But Edgar did.

And Poe did.

And Bradshaw did.

So it did happen.

Like all previous disagreements, Tilly Bradshaw won because she was stubborn, selectively deaf and had a full understanding of the facts. To the best of his recollection, Washington Poe hadn’t won a single one, which was remarkable considering he was technically her superior.

This was their perennial disagreement about the word ‘stroll’. Bradshaw liked it, Poe didn’t. He said old people took strolls; people their age went on a hike or a walk. He said he’d rather accept the American ‘schlep’ before he accepted stroll.

She said he was being pig-headed, obstinate and mulish. He said that when you use three words that essentially mean the same thing, you’ve lost the argument. He was then subjected to a twenty-minute lecture on the etymology, linguistic and philosophical meaning of the words she’d just used, and why they didn’t mean the same thing.

When she’d finished, Poe said, ‘That’s just semantics,’ which made her giggle.

‘You’re a doofus, Poe.’

‘I am.’

‘And you said you owed me a favour.’

‘That’s true.’

A few days earlier, she’d solved one of his hobby cases – a locked room murder that had been burning an acidic hole in his stomach for years. Hadn’t even left Herdwick Croft to do it. Just looked at some data. Hacked into some secure databases. Uncovered what was supposed to stay covered. Arrests had followed. A woman and her lover had been charged with the murder of her partner. Whole thing had taken about two hours.

So Poe had agreed they could take a stroll. He just hoped it didn’t lead to her describing him as ‘spry’ in the future. That really was only used to describe the elderly. Usually in an obituary.

He’d suggested another few miles around Shap Fell but Bradshaw had refused.

‘It’s boring, Poe,’ she’d said. ‘There’s nothing to see.’

How could he respond to that? In his eyes, Shap Fell was the most striking place in the country. Endlessly desolate, as barren as the moon and almost as uninhabited. The only people who lived there were him, his springer spaniel, Edgar, and thousands of Herdwick sheep. The grass was like fuse wire and the few trees were stunted, wind-bent and clung to the earth like skin clinging to flesh.

How could Bradshaw not love it like he did?

But, to be fair, they had been walking around the fell for a week now, ever since lockdown started. Perhaps it would be OK to mix it up a bit.

‘I know a nature reserve we can visit,’ he’d said. ‘It’s called Clearview Fold and it has woods and meadows. It’s very pretty this time of year. Edgar will have to stay on the lead, but that’s OK – he went for a long walk this morning.’

‘Stroll,’ she said. ‘And I’ll pack a picnic, Poe . . .’

***

. . . which consisted of things that could be eaten by the animals that lived on the nature reserve, but not by him.

‘What’s this again?’ he said, suspiciously eyeing a tub of beige paste.

Bradshaw had just scooped some out with a carrot baton. ‘It’s called hummus, Poe.’

‘And what’s that?’

‘It’s a chickpea dip. I soaked some last night and mashed them up this morning while you were shouting at that man on the radio.’

‘Looks more like grout,’ he said.

He copied Bradshaw and dipped a carrot baton into the tub.

‘It tastes like bloody grout,’ he grumbled after he’d bitten off the end.

He offered the rest to Edgar but the spaniel turned his head away and growled.

‘Blimey,’ he said. ‘And Edgar eats sheep shit.’

Bradshaw giggled and reached into her rucksack.

‘Here you are, Poe,’ she said, passing him something wrapped in greaseproof paper.

He sniffed it. Touched the shiny patches where fat had soaked through. Licked his finger.

‘Is that what I think it is?’

‘It is, Poe.’

‘But . . . how—’

‘How did I get it?’

Poe nodded.

‘They’re shut,’ he said.

‘The shop is, Poe, but they’re still doing deliveries to the hotels that have remained open for essential workers. I had it delivered to Shap Wells and I collected it this morning when you were out with Edgar.’

Poe carefully unwrapped the parcel.

It was a pork pie. And not just any pork pie. This one was from his butcher. Rock-hard, hand-raised, water-crust pastry. Roughly chopped local pork, back-filled with jellied stock. Just the right amount of pepper. The king of pies in his opinion. So bad for you that he tried to limit himself to just one a week.

‘But how did you know what to get?’ he said.

‘I emailed your butcher and asked him what you would be missing.’

‘You did?’

‘He said Cumberland sausage, but I told him you had a freezer full. He suggested one of these instead.’

‘Only one?’

‘Yes, Poe. Of all the things you eat, these things have to be the unhealthiest. I estimated how much fat they contain and, by my calculations, you can’t have anything else to eat this week.’

‘That’s how you can tell it’s nice, Tilly.’

‘You’re an idiot, Poe,’ Bradshaw said. ‘But you’re also my friend and you’ve been good during this lockdown. I thought a treat might cheer you up.’

Poe took a bite.

Edgar whined.

‘You can piss off,’ Poe said.

‘Why did we come here, Poe?’ Bradshaw asked. ‘Were there no nearer places?’

Clearview Fold was ten miles from Poe’s croft and they’d had to drive. Bradshaw had worried they would get stopped but Poe reminded her he used to be a cop in Cumbria so they wouldn’t bother him. She’d reminded him that, with very few exceptions, Cumbrian police officers hated him, which was a fair point. It seemed that every time he was involved in a case up here, he ended up annoying someone on their senior team.

‘We’re here because, although it’s a nature reserve, it’s still private land,’ Poe said. ‘That means we’re unlikely to be disturbed by anyone, so this social distancing thing you keep going on about won’t be an issue.’

‘But if it’s private, why are we allowed on it?’

‘A long time ago I did the landowner a favour.’

‘What did you do?’

‘I got him off a murder charge . . .’

‘Do you remember that murder we solved last year, Tilly?’

‘Which one?’

Poe smiled. It was true. Bradshaw had only been with the unit a few years, but they’d already solved some of the highest-profile murders in the country. She kept inventing new and exciting ways to get too close to the bad guys.

‘The double murder,’ he said. ‘The one at the airfield.’

‘Yuck,’ Bradshaw said. ‘That was gross.’

‘It was. But you remember what it was about?’

‘The 2001 foot-and-mouth crisis?’

‘Exactly,’ Poe said. ‘But what you don’t know, what you can’t know, is what it was like to live in Cumbria then.’

Poe broke the last piece of pork pie in two and gave half to the drooling Edgar. He popped the final bit into his mouth and chewed thoughtfully. The foot-and-mouth outbreak had happened almost twenty years ago, but it still felt raw. He didn’t actually like talking about it, but knew that for Bradshaw to understand what he was about to tell her, she’d need the context.

‘Cumbria took a punch in 2001, Tilly,’ he said. ‘One it took years to recover from.’

‘I saw it on the news, Poe. All those dead animals. It must have been horrid.’

Poe nodded. He’d expected Bradshaw to say something along those lines. It’s what everyone said. Unless you had lived through foot-and-mouth, the animals were what people tended to focus on. And while the slaughter of an almost incomprehensible six million sheep, cattle and pigs was horrific, it was only part of the story. He tried to explain.

‘Cumbria is a county that relies on agriculture and tourism, Tilly,’ Poe said. ‘You take that away from us and we have nothing left but Sellafield in the west and BAE Systems in the south.’

‘Yes, Poe,’ she said. ‘In 2018, day trippers and overnight visitors combined produced sixty-eight million tourist days, bringing in three billion pounds. The tourism industry accounts for twenty per cent of Cumbria’s employment.’

‘That much?’

‘It’s a lot of money, Poe.’

‘It is. And our agriculture is inextricably linked to tourism. It’s the farmers who keep the fells open. Who keep everywhere looking like it did in Beatrix Potter’s time. The tourism board might think they’re the custodians of the Lake District, but without the hill farmers, Cumbria wouldn’t exist as it does now. They may as well pave the county.’

Poe opened the flask and poured tea into two small plastic mugs. He only had one flask so they’d compromised on nettle tea. Bradshaw liked it and he didn’t hate it, which was as close as they ever came to communal dining.

‘And the thing about hill farming in Cumbria is that there’s no money in it,’ he continued. ‘Not really. The fells around here produce tough, wiry grass that only the hardiest breeds will put up with.’

‘Like Herdwick sheep?’

‘Exactly. They were brought over by the Vikings a thousand or so years ago. And compared to the less hardy breeds, they have a low yield.’

‘Yield?’

‘They don’t produce as many lambs, Tilly, and they produce them later in the year than other sheep.’

‘Why is that, Poe?’

‘Because the grass-growing season is shorter up here, the farmers have to time it so their lambs are born when there’s something for them to eat. And because of the tough climate they live in, they’re necessarily selfish sheep – if the conditions aren’t right, they won’t breed at all.’

‘So why do the farmers even bother, Poe?’

‘Because their dads did it, Tilly,’ Poe said. ‘And their dads’ dads and so on. Hill farming is a way of life up here. Breeding programmes aren’t planned over weeks or months, they’re planned over generations. Foot-and-mouth wiped out a third of those legacies. All that accumulated breeding acumen, culled. In total, over a third of the county’s livestock was slaughtered, most of it healthy.’

‘Healthy animals were culled?’ Bradshaw said. ‘Why on earth would they do that?’

‘We’re getting to the rub of it now, Tilly. You see, foot-andmouth is one of the most contagious animal diseases there is, and the Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food, as they were known then, decided that the best chance of containing it was not only to cull the animals on infected farms, but to cull the animals on surrounding farms too. Can you imagine that? You’ve done your best to obey the rules. You’ve made sacrifices to keep your flock healthy, and then a neighbouring farm gets it. Not only do their animals get killed, yours do too.’

‘But that’s awful, Poe.’

‘It was. And farmers went to extraordinary lengths to keep their livestock safe. They confined themselves to their farms. They stopped their children going to school. They refused visitors, including vets and feed suppliers. They hunkered down and tried to wait it out. A bit like we are now. Except there were no toilet roll wars in 2001.’

Poe finished his drink and threw the dregs onto the grass. Watched Edgar run off to see if it was something he could eat or annoy.

‘And, although a lot was made of the fact that Cumbria was closed to visitors, in a much more insidious way it was worse for the people who lived here. Particularly the children and the women. Wives had to tend to husbands who could talk of nothing else, to children who couldn’t see their friends. And this was pre-Facebook, don’t forget.’

Edgar ran back, his tail wagging faster than the eye could see. Poe knew that look – he had been up to something.

‘There was this farmer,’ Poe continued.

‘The one who was accused of murder?’

‘The very same. His name was John Cowan, and he was a eighth-generation hill farmer. He and his family had bred and sold Herdwick sheep on the fells around here for hundreds of years. Incredibly well respected. On the rare occasion they sold tups, they went for ten times the average price. In theory, he was in a good position. He and his daughter, Sheena, didn’t leave their farm once, and they owned so much land that if a neighbouring farm did get infected, they would be outside the three-mile exclusion zone.’

‘He got it anyway, didn’t he, Poe?’

‘He did. And in the blink of an eye, and the crack of the slaughterman’s bolt gun, a two-hundred-year-old breeding programme was reduced to nothing.’

‘Oh, gosh,’ Bradshaw said. ‘That’s awful. But how did the sheep get it if they didn’t leave their farm? Did someone visit them who had it?’

‘That was certainly the line of enquiry MAFF took when they did their contact tracing,’ Poe said. ‘But it turned out it was Sheena who had unwittingly brought it on to the farm.’

‘But you said she never left the farm, Poe.’

‘Because that’s what she had told the MAFF inspectors.’

‘She wasn’t being truthful?’

‘No, she wasn’t. She was actually head over heels in love with a boy from a neighbouring farm. Philip Selkeld. And, as the Selkelds and the Cowans had been locked in a boundary dispute for a generation, both fathers had forbidden them to see each other. You know what young love is like, though.’

‘No,’ Bradshaw said, ‘I don’t.’

‘It’s powerful, Tilly. You get two kids in love like that and, short of chaining them to separate tractors, there’s nothing you can say, no threats you can make, that will keep them apart. Just can’t be done.’

‘And because they weren’t allowed to see each other, Sheena Cowan had to keep it secret?’

‘Exactly,’ Poe said. ‘Her father had been drinking heavily during the crisis – a lot of farmers developed alcohol problems in 2001 – and she would wait until he had fallen asleep before she climbed out of her window. I understand Philip Selkeld did the same. They met up, did their thing and went home again.’

‘What thing, Poe?’

‘I’m not spelling it out for you, Tilly; use your imagination.’

Bradshaw’s brow furrowed and Poe was reminded that she hadn’t had a normal childhood. Far from it. She’d been whipped out of school at a young age and thrust into academia. She’d missed out on the experiences other children took for granted. There was more chance of a hen hatching a codfish from a fried egg than there was of Bradshaw understanding why two smitten youngsters might risk their families’ livelihoods, or what they might get up to when they were risking their families’ livelihoods.

‘They were having sex, Tilly.’

‘Oh,’ she said, predictably going red.

‘Anyway,’ Poe continued, ‘long story short, the animals on the boy’s farm were infected, but, because foot-and-mouth has a three-to-six-day incubation period, by the time anyone had realised, it was too late – Sheena had infected her own farm.’

‘What happened when John Cowan found out?’

‘That his bloodline had been destroyed because his daughter couldn’t control herself?’

‘Yes.’

‘This is where it got strange,’ Poe said. ‘As soon as Sheena realised it was she who’d brought the disease on to the farm, she admitted everything. Told her father she had, despite strict instructions not to, continued to see Philip Selkeld.’

‘John Cowan must have been very angry, Poe?’

‘He admitted he was. Can’t blame him, really.’

‘I bet Sheena Cowan was distraught.’

Poe shrugged. ‘That’s just the thing,’ he said. ‘No one got to ask her. By the time John Cowan had told MAFF it was Sheena who’d condemned his animals, she and Philip had disappeared.’

‘Was foul play suspected, Poe?’

‘Yes, Miss Marple.’

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘Doesn’t matter,’ Poe said. ‘And yes, the inspector in charge certainly thought so. The early line of enquiry was that John Cowan, in a fit of anger, had murdered them both. Farmers have access to guns, poisons and heavy machinery, and they’re, comparatively speaking, desensitised to death. And, apart from an abattoir, I can’t think of a more effective body-disposal business than a farm.’

‘You didn’t think so, though?’

‘It didn’t make sense to me, Tilly. When I spoke to him it became clear he was more worried about his daughter going missing than he was about his livelihood. “My great-grandfather started this bloodline, Constable Poe,” he said to me. “And I can start a new one. It’s a setback is all, and there are folks out there who’ve had it a lot worse than me.” I believed he was an honourable man; if he’d lost his temper and killed them, he’d have admitted it.’

‘So what did you think had happened?’

‘I thought the pair of them, realising how much trouble they had caused, skipped town. Fled and never came back.’

‘I’ve known you long enough to know you’d have had more to go on than that. You have strong instincts, Poe, but you always back them up with evidence. Even if you have to do extremely stupid things to get it.’

‘Thanks,’ he said. ‘But you’re right. There was a car. A 1968 British racing-green MGB Roadster. Beautiful thing judging by the pictures I saw. It had been John Cowan’s when he was a younger man, but he’d given it to Sheena on her eighteenth birthday. Probably found he wasn’t using it as much when he took over the farm from his dad. From the discussions we had with Sheena’s friends, she absolutely loved that car. Washed it every day. Spent the weekends buffing the chrome until it gleamed. Even painted the tyres black.’

‘Something had happened to it?’

‘It was missing. Disappeared the same time they did.’

‘Which made you think maybe they hadn’t been murdered?’

‘In my eyes, nothing pointed to John Cowan killing his daughter anyway. After his wife died, he doted on Sheena. And yes, he’d have been devastated about his family’s legacy being destroyed, but, as he said, he could have rebuilt it. And foot-and-mouth was finding its way onto farms regardless of the precautions being taken. It was airborne in the right conditions, and wild animals like deer were known to spread it. It didn’t matter what pre-emptive actions were taken, no farm was safe.’

He emptied the dregs of the flask into his mug and swigged down the last of the lukewarm nettle tea.

‘And the missing car bugged me,’ he continued. ‘It had been his pride and joy and it was now Sheena’s pride and joy.’

‘So why was it missing?’ Bradshaw said.

‘Exactly. The conclusion I came up with, and the missing persons investigation eventually concurred, was that they had left the country.’

‘Did they have passports, Poe?’

‘Sheena did,’ he said. ‘Used to carry it around with her so she had ID when she was doing farm business at the bank or the auction.’

‘But Philip Selkeld didn’t?’

Poe shook his head. ‘I didn’t think that mattered, though. In those days border security, particularly at the ferry ports, wasn’t thorough. I suspect when they got to Dover or Hull, or whichever port they chose, he simply got in the boot. When Sheena parked on the car deck, he either stayed where he was or climbed out and mixed with the rest of the foot passengers.’

‘What about border security in France or Holland?’

‘Rudimentary. Sheena would have shown her passport and been waved through. And on the mainland, the EU’s internal borders are unmanned most of the time. It would have been easy enough for them to choose somewhere they liked, find a flat and get jobs. Somewhere exotic, like Amsterdam or Prague. No reason they would ever need to come home.’

Bradshaw reached down and stroked Edgar. Played with his ears. The spaniel licked her hands. He loved everyone he met, but he had a particular attachment to Bradshaw.

‘I think they were more in love than anyone had realised,’ Poe continued. ‘And when Sheena found out she’d brought foot-andmouth to her dad’s farm, she either persuaded Philip to run away or he persuaded her. Probably the latter. He was feeling hemmed in at home and it might have been just the excuse he was looking for. Sheena had always made it clear she wanted a career outside of farming, but Philip had been expected to take on his family’s tenancy.’

‘It’s like Romeo and Juliet then, except this one had a happy ending.’

‘I like to think that’s what happened anyway,’ he said. ‘And, after a while, my superintendent agreed. There was no evidence that John Cowan had committed murder and the case was marked as “No Crime Committed”. And, as both Sheena and Philip were eighteen, they couldn’t be classed as missing – not when the prevailing theory was they’d simply run off.’

Which was when Edgar decided to do the same . . .

Poe had been watching the spaniel for a while. Ever since his ears had pricked up and he’d started whining. He had assumed it was low-level begging, an effective trick that Bradshaw was a willing sucker for. But when she offered him a carrot baton – the weirdo loved carrots for some reason – he’d barely glanced at it. He was staring past them, mesmerised by something Poe couldn’t see.

That wasn’t surprising. Although dogs are a predator species, because of their increased peripheral vision they don’t have great binocular vision. They can’t actually see that far. But what they do have is excellent motion sensitivity.

And that meant Edgar could see something Poe couldn’t because it was moving. And he was whining because it was something he liked to chase. Birds or rabbits, Poe reckoned.

Edgar barked.

And down in the valley, Poe saw the tell-tale flash of white tails.

Rabbits. Lots of them.

A few years ago, a German evolutionary biologist had explained the mystery of why a prey animal with beige, camouflaged fur would have a contradictory, prominent white tail. It wasn’t, as Poe had previously thought, to warn other rabbits there was danger nearby, although it was undoubtedly a positive side effect. It was so that when they were being chased, the predator would fixate on the easier-to-see white tail, ignoring the larger body of the animal. When the rabbit executed a sharp turn, the white spot would disappear and the predator would have to refocus, gaining the rabbit valuable seconds.

Just as Poe was thinking this, Edgar made his move. He wriggled out of Bradshaw’s hug and went for it.

‘Edgar, no!’ Poe yelled.

But the spaniel was off, sprinting down into the valley, yelping with excitement.

‘Oh, you little prick,’ Poe said, getting to his feet and stuffing everything into his pockets. ‘You stay here, Tilly. I’ll go and get him.’

‘Don’t worry, Poe,’ Bradshaw said. ‘Edgar wouldn’t hurt a rabbit.’

‘He most definitely would,’ he said, starting to run after his dog.

Poe was getting to the age when a prolonged sit really had to be followed by a series of stretches and groans and comments about being too old. This time he got up and ran.

He wasn’t bothered by Edgar chasing the rabbits. Because he barked first, they’d had a massive head start. They’d be safely in their burrows before he got anywhere near them.

But Poe was worried about what would happen if Edgar ran into the meadow area of the nature reserve. The fell they’d been sitting on was as rough and as ragged as any in the Lake District. The only difference was that it didn’t have sheep on it and that meant certain things had been given a shot at establishing themselves. A few small trees and plants that sheep would have either eaten or trampled flat. But there was essentially nothing on the fell that Edgar hadn’t seen a thousand times before.

The meadow was different, though. Legally designated as a Priority Habitat, it was a delicate ecosystem that supported a plethora of flowers, insects, animals and birds. An excitable English springer spaniel could do untold damage in a place like that.

So Poe ran.

‘Get here, you little dimwit,’ Poe said. ‘As if they’re going to come out now.’

Edgar had run himself into the ground, sprinting from one rabbit hole to the next, barking like a lunatic. Poe watched on, bemused. The spaniel certainly wouldn’t need a walk later. He put him on the slip leash and Edgar immediately calmed down. A few moments later, a breathless Bradshaw joined them.

‘Did he catch one, Poe?’

‘Nah,’ he said. ‘Nowhere near.’ He stuck a thumb over his shoulder. ‘And he didn’t get into the meadow over there, which was my main concern.’

Bradshaw looked where he was pointing and said, ‘Oh, wow, that’s beautiful.’

It was.

The foot-high grass supported a cornucopia of all that was good about British wildlife. Exotic dragonflies hovered, their wings more beautiful than any cathedral window. Rare Scotch Argus butterflies swam through the air, guided by the silent scent of nature’s graffiti – the perfumed flowers, multicoloured freckles that decorated the green canvas. Ponds and bogs teemed with pool frogs, great crested newts and grass snakes. Woodland reverberated with the drumbeat of green woodpeckers.

‘It used to be John Cowan’s intake land,’ Poe said. ‘Lowland pasture he’d bring his pregnant ewes to when they were due to give birth.’

‘I thought you said Herdwick sheep survived all year on the fells, Poe?’

‘They can. Most of them do. But, if they have land like this, farmers will use it. Better grass for the ewes means better milk for the lambs. And it’s easier to keep an eye on them. Help out inexperienced ewes with difficult births. Make sure foxes aren’t in the area.’

‘He donated this land as well?’

‘He did. And, as you can see, it’s the jewel in the nature reserve. I have a wander through every now and then and I always see something I haven’t seen anywhere else.’

‘Can we have a look now?’

‘What about your hay fever?’

‘I have very powerful medication, Poe.’

‘You do?’

‘Yes, Poe. I take tablets to block the action of my leukotrienes. They’re the immune system chemicals that cause allergy symptoms.’

‘Sorry, Tilly. You can take as many latrine tablets—’

‘Leukotriene tablets, Poe.’

‘That’s what I said. Anyway, we can’t go down there, I’m afraid. It’s nesting season and it’s strictly off limits to everyone. We’d cause all sorts of problems.’

‘Darn.’

‘But, if we act like conspiracy theorists and head over to that grassy knoll over there, we’ll be able to watch what’s going on for a bit. I have my binoculars with me. We can sit and finish our picnic.’

‘That will be nice, Poe.’

‘You sure you didn’t bring another of those pork pies?’

‘Quite sure, Poe,’ she said. ‘But I have something you’ll like even better.’

‘Yeah?’ he said hopefully.

‘Cheeseless cheesecake. It’s soy-based and dairy-free. Doesn’t even have sugar in it.’

Poe scowled.

***

They finished their lunch in peaceful silence. Just the sound of chirping birds and a panting spaniel. The type of lunch you don’t mind spending hours over. Poe had tried the cheeseless cheesecake but surreptitiously spat it out. It was even worse than he’d feared, and he’d feared it would be bad. When Bradshaw wasn’t looking he offered the rest to Edgar. The spaniel gave him a dirty look and ignored it.

‘Arsehole,’ he muttered, wrapping the squelchy remains in his handkerchief and stuffing it into his pocket.

‘That was delicious,’ he said when Bradshaw looked at his empty plate.

Afterwards, Poe lay on his back and stared into the azure-blue sky. It was the perfect spring day. Not too hot, not too cold. No breeze to speak of and the air was heady with the scent of a thousand flowers. The grass on the knoll was soft and springy and before long Poe felt his eyes closing.

Two minutes after that he began to snore gently.

‘Typical,’ Bradshaw muttered, putting the binoculars to her eyes and scanning the meadow below them.

‘Poe! Poe! Wake up!’

Poe opened his eyes and squinted into the sun.

‘Tilly, I was just having a little kip,’ he said.

‘What are those flowers called?’ she said, pointing down to the meadow.

‘Eh?’

She repeated her question.

He sighed and sat up. Rubbed some sleep from his eyes. ‘Which flowers?’

‘The purple ones. They’re everywhere.’

Bradshaw handed him the binoculars and he trained them on the patch of meadow she was pointing towards. The purple flowers were indeed everywhere. Apart from a tennis-court-sized patch in the middle, they had pretty much colonised the entire meadow floor. Poe twisted the zoom and brought them into focus.

They were about two feet tall with sturdy stems. The leaves were green and shiny and the flowers were dark purple spikes.

‘That’s the early purple orchid, Tilly,’ Poe said. ‘Quite common here now, although it didn’t used to be. Sometimes gets called dead man’s fingers.’

He tried to pass back the binoculars but, instead of taking them, she took her phone from her pocket. Poe stroked Edgar while he waited for her.

After a minute she looked up.

‘I think I know what happened to Sheena Cowan and Philip Selkeld, Poe,’ she said.

The last time Poe had been to John Cowan’s farm there had been a cacophony. Barking sheepdogs, growling tractors and squawking geese. Poe knew that farmers often kept geese, not for their meat, delicious as it was, but for their guarding skills. They were notoriously skittish and far more effective than dogs, burglar alarms and security lights.

This time there were no dogs, no geese, no heavy machinery and the smell was different. It was fragrant, as if the bouquet of spring had finally beaten back the pervasive stench of a working farm. Silage, diesel fumes, animal smells, all gone. The farm was no longer a farm, it was simply a home.

Poe parked beside a clean Audi. He noticed the plates were old. Not a valuable car, but well looked after. Very much in keeping with what he knew of Cowan. After rapping his knuckles on the front door, he and Bradshaw stepped back and waited.

Cowan didn’t take long to answer. The door opened cautiously, just wide enough for him to peer out, not so wide he had to remove the security chain.

Poe’s first thought was that the previous twenty years had not been kind to Cowan. He hadn’t expected him to look the same – no one went through two decades unscathed – but the change in his appearance was stark. The last time Poe had seen him, he’d been a strapping farmer: as tough as teak and as strong as a bull. Not an ounce of fat and with a full head of hair. The man standing in front of him was an old man. Frail with rheumy eyes. Stooped shoulders and thin hair.

Poe held up his ID card.

Cowan squinted while reading it. ‘I know you,’ he said.

‘My grandfather cheated his grandfather, Sergeant Poe,’ Cowan said. ‘It was us who were at fault for the feud our two families had been engaged in all those years.’

They were in Cowan’s living room. It was clean, but functional. A sofa and an armchair. A coffee table, but little else. No television, no photographs. He probably only used it when he had guests. Poe suspected he spent most of his time in the kitchen they’d passed through. That had a smouldering log fire and a comfy seat by the radio. Poe had been asking him why Philip and Sheena felt they could only see each other in secret.

‘Cheated how?’ Poe said.

‘I don’t know all the details, and for years I’d been told it was the Selkelds who tried to cheat us, but, from what I understand, my grandfather put up a dry stone wall on Selkeld land, then lied on a surveyor’s report. Hired a better solicitor and won in court.’

‘And this would have been before electronic records,’ Poe said. ‘In those days it was who had the most convincing argument.’

Cowan nodded. ‘Anyway, that’s why Philip’s father told him he wasn’t to see Sheena.’

‘But, as we know, they did.’

Cowan nodded again.

‘Why are you here, Sergeant Poe?’ he said. ‘You already know this. You’re with the National Crime Agency now, you say?’

‘I am.’

‘Doesn’t surprise me. Even to my untrained eye, you were the most competent policeman I met when Sheena went missing. Weren’t prepared to accept the first explanation that fell in your lap.’

‘Perhaps I should have,’ Poe said quietly.

Cowan stared, his rheumy eyes that little bit brighter. They began to moisten. Not enough for a tear to form, but enough for Poe to know he was on the right track.

‘You’ve found her then,’ Cowan said. ‘How?’

‘My dog chased a rabbit,’ Poe said.

‘I think I know what happened to Sheena Cowan and Philip Selkeld, Poe,’ Bradshaw had said.

Which, even for her, was an extraordinary statement. She’d been sitting beside him the whole day and the only information she’d had to go on was what he had told her. But he’d known her long enough to be aware that she wouldn’t have made such an outrageous claim if she couldn’t back it up.

So instead of saying something like ‘Don’t be ridiculous’, he’d said, ‘Tell me’.

And she had.

It was all to do with a field full of early purple orchids. Dead man’s fingers, all pointing towards a grave.

When he’d told her what the flower carpeting the meadow was called, she’d quickly researched their pH preference. Whether they thrived best in acidic or alkaline soil.

If it had been the former she’d have let him go back to sleep.

But it wasn’t the former. Dead man’s fingers grew best in alkaline soil. They struggled in acidic soil. Didn’t exactly die, but didn’t do well either. Over time, in acidic soil, they just wouldn’t grow.

She’d told him this and he’d said, ‘OK.’

She’d then told him the type of things that could turn the pH level of soil acidic.

Sulphur.

Certain fertilisers.

Nitrogen.

Iron . . .

Poe had seen the tennis-court-sized patch of meadow that was free of dead man’s fingers when Bradshaw had asked if he knew what the purple flowers were. He’d not given it any thought at all.

But then again, he wasn’t a scientist.

Bradshaw was. She had a curious mind. So she had given it some thought.

She knew most of the soil in the meadow had to be alkaline. She also knew that the patch without the early purple orchid had to be acidic.

Something had changed that patch’s pH level.

And there was a 1968 British racing-green MGB Roadster that had disappeared off the face of the earth. An old car with lots of iron parts. Bradshaw didn’t think the Roadster was in Amsterdam or Prague at all.

She thought it was buried in the nature reserve they’d been having lunch next to. Leaching iron into the soil for the past twenty years.

Poe thought her theory was absurd.

Fantastical.

Obscene even.

And yet he knew this was exactly what had happened.

‘This can all be checked, of course,’ Poe said. ‘The car will still be there in the morning. Whether or not it’s uncovered by a specialist forensic team is now entirely down to you, Mr Cowan.’

‘What do you want from me?’

‘Talk,’ Poe said.

So Cowan talked. Talked about his beloved Herdwick sheep. About his farm. About his great-grandfather’s legacy.

And then he talked about how none of that mattered when it came to his daughter. That the sun rose and set with her. He’d only ever wanted her to be happy. That she not wanting to continue the family’s legacy was fine. Another family could have picked up the mantle.

When he found out it had been Sheena who’d brought the virus onto the farm, he’d been angry. But not as angry as she’d been distraught. She’d told him she loved Philip Selkeld with a burning ferocity, but her love for her father was stronger. Much stronger. That letting him down so badly felt worse than losing her mother.

‘I didn’t notice she’d been gone for a few hours, Sergeant Poe,’ Cowan said. ‘I had MAFF officials to deal with. My sheep had to be culled and they needed my cooperation with logistics and access. That type of thing. So I didn’t notice Sheena hadn’t come down in the morning. And when I did, I assumed it was because she was scared. Ashamed.’

‘When did you realise she’d gone?’

‘It were later that day. I called her down for soup and a sandwich, our usual lunch. When she didn’t appear I took up a tray. Was going to leave it outside her door, but something made me knock and go in. She weren’t there. Bed hadn’t been slept in.’

‘That was when you called the police?’

‘No,’ Cowan said. ‘I called Gail, Philip’s mam, first. I always got on with Gail. She’s a no-nonsense Cumbrian lass. Comes from good farming stock. Didn’t have the baggage of the disputed land like her husband did.’

‘You thought Sheena might have been there?’ Poe said.

‘Aye, I did. But Gail said she were about to ring me. Said that Philip were missing too. Was worried sick about him. I telt her they were kids and they were in love but in trouble. If they’d run away together they’d be back when they were skint. She weren’t convinced, though. Said Philip only really knew the farm and the village. He wasn’t sophisticated like Sheena.’

‘It was she who called the police?’

‘Aye.’

‘What happened next?’

‘Some uniformed chaps turned up. Looked around her room and the farm. Got the feeling they weren’t really interested. Ticking boxes.’

‘When did you notice her car wasn’t there?’

‘Same time. The policemen were searching the outbuildings and she’d always parked it in the new shed. Less pigeons in the rafters. It were gone. I telt the policemen that if her car were gone, then she was gone. Must of run off with that boy.’

‘They didn’t believe you?’

‘They did. It were William Selkeld who telt them otherwise. He wouldn’t accept his son would sneak off to see my Sheena. Said that Philip hated us Cowans. Even when Gail told him it weren’t true, he wouldn’t ’ave it. Telt the police I’d killed his boy so he’d have no one to take over the farm, just like me. He were irrational like.’

‘But someone in Cumbria police listened,’ Poe said. ‘Otherwise I wouldn’t have been involved.’

‘Think William were a freemason,’ Cowan said. ‘Anyway, you know the next bit. I were questioned about a double murder. You were one of the few who didn’t see it that way and, eventually, the police accepted what I’d been telling them all that time – Sheena and Philip had driven off. She’d always wanted to go to the big cities in Europe and I reckoned that’s exactly where they were.’

‘You’re sticking with that, are you?’

‘I’m not. I’m just telling you what happened. What I thought then. I never lied to you or the police, Sergeant Poe. When you were on my farm, what I told you was what I believed. It were later, after you’d all gone, that I found out I was wrong.’

‘I’m listening.’

‘You know I used to bring my ewes down from the fells and on to Clearview Fold every year? Help them out a bit.’

‘I do, yes.’

‘Aye. Well, even though MAFF were coming to cull my animals, until they did, I were still responsible for their welfare. Still needed to do my rounds. Check up on them.’

Cowan faded into silence. His eyes glistened then went wet. A solitary tear ran down his craggy, weather-beaten face. He made no attempt to wipe it and Poe didn’t embarrass him by looking away.

‘I found them,’ Cowan said. ‘They were in her car. Driven right into the middle of Clearview Fold they had. Thought they’d got drunk and fallen asleep at first. Even called out to them. Asked them what they thought they were playing at, frightening the ewes like that.’

‘They were dead?’

Cowan nodded but said nothing. He walked over to a traditional-looking roll top bureau near the window. It was made of a dark wood. Walnut, Poe thought. He opened a drawer and pulled out a well-thumbed piece of paper. He passed it to Poe.

‘Seems my Sheena couldn’t live with what she’d done, Sergeant Poe,’ Cowan said. ‘And it seemed Philip wasn’t prepared to live without her. They took a load of pills and drank a load of Vodka. Fell asleep and died. That’s her note in your hands.’

‘May I read it?’ Poe said.

‘Please.’

Poe did. It was gut wrenching. Past echoes of two kids who couldn’t see a way out. Just like every suicide note he’d ever read, it was a permanent solution to a temporary problem. When he finished he passed it to Bradshaw.

She was crying before she reached the end.

‘Can you take a copy please, Tilly?’ Poe said gently.

She sniffed and nodded.

‘This isn’t a joint note, John,’ Poe said. ‘It’s from Sheena to you. Where’s Philip’s?’

‘Where do you think?’

Poe didn’t answer immediately. He ran through everything he knew about the man standing in front of him. A beaten man. A proud man. Probably a stubborn man. But an honourable man nonetheless.

The answer was obvious.

‘You gave it to Gail Selkeld,’ he said.

Cowan nodded.

‘When I saw them I didn’t know what to do. Thought about calling you as it happens. But then I fast-forwarded a bit. Their bodies would be recovered. They’d be buried apart. William would insist on it. But they died together and I thought they should remain together. So I waited for William to leave his farm and went to see Gail. Showed her Philip’s note, told her what I was thinking. Said that the decision was hers, though, and I’d abide by whatever she chose. If she wanted a Christian burial for Philip, then we’d call the police right then.’

‘She didn’t?’

‘She wanted to see them. And she wanted to see Sheena’s note. Afterwards she said she agreed with me. That, if we could manage it, they should be left in peace.’

‘You buried them in Clearview Fold?’

‘Right where young Miss Bradshaw said they are,’ Cowan said. ‘Took my JCB down there and dug a trench. Cut it deep. Then, after saying a few words, Gail and I rolled the car, my daughter and her son into it. I backfilled it and we spent the rest of the night making it look as natural as we could. Didn’t need to be for long as it were spring and the grass were growing quick. The following year, after everything had grown over, I contacted the wildlife trust and told them I had some land they could have on permanent loan. I go down there occasionally. Have a quiet word with Sheena. Ask her what she’s up to. Tell her what type of day I’ve had. Sometimes I see Gail, but most of the time I’m on my own.’

‘It’s beautiful there,’ Poe said. ‘And it’s a fine final resting place.’

Cowan looked at him quizzically. ‘You’re not going to arrest me?’

‘Not today, Mr Cowan,’ Poe said. ‘I’ll check with Gail obviously, but assuming she confirms your story, and I’ve got no doubt she will, I wouldn’t want to disturb the pair of them either.’

‘Thank you,’ Cowan said.

‘Goodbye, John,’ Poe said. ‘And I’m so dreadfully sorry for your loss.’

‘Can we come back from time to time, Poe?’ Bradshaw said as soon as they were back in the car.

‘I think that would be a nice thing to do, Tilly.’

‘And can we plant some purple wildflower seeds when we do?’ she continued. ‘Acid-loving plants so Sheena Cowan and Philip Selkeld’s grave looks nice.’

‘As long as they’re native to here, I think that’s a great idea.’

‘It also means someone who thinks like me won’t see a bare patch of grass and wonder why.’

Poe nodded then and glanced at her.

‘No one thinks like you, Tilly,’ he said. ‘You’re a true one-off. A genius, but also a nice person.’

‘Thank you, Poe,’ Bradshaw said.

‘Generous too. Especially to your friends.’

‘You’re not getting another pork pie, Poe.’

‘Saw through that, huh?’ He grinned.

‘You’re not very subtle, Poe,’ she said. ‘But don’t worry, I have something I think you’ll like even more.’

‘You do? What?’

‘I bought two of those cheeseless cheesecakes you like so much. We can have the other one tonight.’

And, in the back of the car, Edgar growled.


Want more of Washington Poe and Tilly Bradshaw? Read The Curator, the latest book in M. W. Craven’s thrilling and fiendishly twisty series, out now …
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If you think you know what’s happening, you’re where he wants you to be . . .

It’s the end of the year and a serial killer is leaving displayed body parts all over Cumbria. A strange message is left at each scene: #BSC6

Called in to investigate, the National Crime Agency’s Washington Poe and Tilly Bradshaw are faced with a case that makes no sense. Why were some victims anaesthetised, while others died in appalling agony? Why is their only suspect denying what they can irrefutably prove but admitting to things they weren’t even aware of? And why did the victims all take the same two weeks off work three years earlier?

When a disgraced FBI agent gets in touch, things take an even darker turn. Because she doesn’t think Poe is dealing with a serial killer at all; she thinks he’s dealing with someone far, far worse – a man who calls himself the Curator.

And nothing will ever be the same again . . .
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