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M. W. Craven was born in Carlisle but grew up in Newcastle, returning after thirty-one years to take up a probation oﬃcer position in Whitehaven and eventually working his way up to chief oﬃcer grade. Sixteen years later he took the plunge, accepted redundancy and became a full-time author. He now has entirely different motivations for trying to get inside the minds of criminals.


His first novel featuring Washington Poe and Tilly Bradshaw, The Puppet Show, was published by Constable to huge acclaim, and it has since won the CWA Gold Dagger Award and been shortlisted for the Amazon Publishing Readers’ Awards: Best Crime Novel, the Goldsboro Glass Bell Award and the Dead Good Reader Awards. His second book in the series, Black Summer, has also been longlisted for the CWA Gold Dagger Award.


M. W. Craven lives in Carlisle with his wife, Joanne. When he isn’t out with his springer spaniel or talking nonsense in the pub, he can usually be found at punk gigs and writing festivals up and down the country.
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To all the English springer spaniel lovers out there




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.
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