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            PRINCIPAL CHARACTERS

         

         
            Dunmorse Hall estate

            Hans Hartzog, financier, 42, owner

            Tobias Hagley, 53, head gamekeeper

            Cecil Barley, 60, underkeeper

            Luz Fernandez, 25, housekeeper

            
                

            

            Castle Farm

            Marcus Bellton, 62, cattle breeder

            Pauly Bellton, 32, his son

            
                

            

            Grange Farm

            Marina Oak, 36, owner

            Jericho Oak, 34, Farm Shop entrepreneur, her husband

            Max Vereker, 8, her son, his stepson

            Tomasz, 50, farm shop manager

            Pavel, 9, his son

            Anita Carew, 32, manager of Grange Farm Small Businesses

            Duncan, 72, head gamekeeper

            Sally Robb, 20, apprentice gamekeeper

            
                

            

            Eastmarsh Country Sports

            Locksley Maude, 35, proprietor

            
                

            

            Others

            Julius Lombard, 47, primary schoolteacher

            Detective Chief Inspector Martin Robb, 53

            Detective Sergeant James Winter, 28

         

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER ONE

            The Draw

         

         Supporting his paunch on the edge of the central table, and using both hands to heave his eighteen stone upright, Arthur Longwood OBE, Chairman of the Gamebird Preservation Trust, rose ponderously from his seat and surveyed the crowded room. He clinked sharply with his knife on a water-glass, waiting for the clatter and chatter to die away as all faces turned to him.

         He cleared his throat. ‘Now we come to the moment you have all been waiting for,’ he announced in his deep, gravelly bass. ‘The moment which – dare I say it? – may well be the reason we are enjoying your company here tonight.

         ‘Ladies and gentlemen, I have the great pleasure of asking Mr Hans Hartzog to draw the winning ticket for the Starcliffe Highflyers’ raffle, which he has so generously organised to raise funds for this very good cause, entitling the winner and his team to a day’s shooting over the five best drives in the glorious Starcliffe valley next December.’ He raised a beckoning hand. ‘Hansi: over to you.’

         Hans Hartzog, tall, thickset, and heavily handsome, rose from Table No 1 and swaggered to the dais with the assurance of one whose financial wizardry had made him a millionaire in his teens and a billionaire before he was forty. His smoothly-tanned face seemed set in a permanent smile as he acknowledged the scattered round of applause: it was no secret that his nickname ‘Mr Merger’ had been earned at the expense of many small businesses which Hartzog Holdings had gobbled up in the past decade, and though widely respected he was not greatly loved.

         He clasped the chairman’s hand in both his own before turning his attention to the open game-bag filled with coloured raffle-tickets that had been placed on a baize-topped card table.

         ‘Take a look at those!’ he exclaimed. ‘Better make sure they’re well mixed. We don’t want the ones on top to have an advantage.’ Only the faintest flattening of vowels proclaimed his South African origins, but it was enough to grate on the ears of Jericho Oak, sitting stony-faced at Table 2. Look at them all, he thought disgustedly, glancing round the room. Eating out of that shyster’s hand because he’s set up this silly stunt, and bulldozed me into taking part in it.

         ‘Now, are you ready? Here goes…’ Hartzog stirred the papers vigorously, then fastened on a single ticket.

         In expectant silence, he unfolded and read it. ‘The winner is…’ – long pause for effect – ‘number 467, blue. Can anyone here produce the counterfoil to ticket number 467, blue?’

         There was a rustle and stir at the far end of the room, where a party of City boys were scrutinising their tickets, then they began laughing, shouting, and pushing one of their friends to his feet. ‘Go on, Rods! It’s yours. You’ve won! Go and show him.’

         Propelled towards the dais, ticket in hand, young Rodney Owen appeared completely overwhelmed. His face was scarlet and his throat moved convulsively as he tried to speak. ‘It’s… This is …’

         He thrust the counterfoil at Hartzog, who looked at it carefully and nodded. ‘This is indeed it,’ he announced. ‘Well done and congratulations. And your name is?’

         Rodney’s response was drowned by the cheers and hoots from his table and an outburst of clapping from the rest of the room. Above the hubbub, the chairman tapped his glass again.

         ‘Ladies and gentlemen: we have a winner. Mr Rodney Owen from Berkhamstead – a very worthy winner. Now, Mr Owen –’

         ‘Rodney, please,’ mumbled the boy.

         ‘Very well. Rodney, let me tell you exactly what you have won and who has donated each of these drives as a contribution to a very special day. First and foremost, let’s show our appreciation to Mr Hans Hartzog, owner of Dunmorse Estate, whose world-famous Stubbles will be your first drive.’

         ‘World-famous! What rot,’ muttered Jericho.

         ‘And whose very testing drive known as Skyscraper – for obvious reasons – will sort the men from the boys after lunch.’

         A ripple of laughter.

         ‘Your second drive has been given by Messrs Marcus and Paul Bellton, of Castle Farm, known to many of us as prizewinning breeders of the noble Devon Red cattle. Marcus, do you have a name for this drive of yours?’

         With his rubicund face glowing beneath a thick grey thatch of hair and side-whiskers, beefy Marcus Bellton lurched to his feet, grinning broadly. ‘Can’t say as we do,’ he rumbled.

         ‘Call it The Splash, dad,’ shouted his copper-haired son from across the room. ‘That’s ’cos half the birds we shoot fall in the river.’

         ‘Very good,’ the chairman beamed. ‘That gives you an idea what to expect, Mr Owen – er – Rodney. And your third drive, kindly donated by Mr and Mrs Jericho Oak of Grange Farm – where are you, Jericho?’

         ‘Stand up,’ hissed Marina to her husband. ‘Try to look as if you’re enjoying yourself.’

         But I’m not, he thought, rising reluctantly and forcing a smile that was more of a grimace. I’m not a performing monkey and I never wanted to take part in this wretched circus of Hartzog’s, damn his eyes.

         ‘Ah, there you are,’ exclaimed the chairman heartily. ‘Good to see you and Marina here tonight. As I was saying, your very challenging Maiden’s Leap will be the last drive before lunch, which Mr Hartzog has kindly offered to provide in the Dunmorse Barn; with Skyscraper to follow and then, as a final treat, Mr Locksley Maude of Eastmarsh Country Sports has offered to wrap up an outstanding day with an evening flight over his oxbow lakes. Thank you, Locksley. That should provide a memorable finale.’

         And put your fledgling shooting-school on the map. Just what the doctor ordered, thought Jericho, watching Maude bowing and saluting towards the dais, an excited flush on his high-cheekbones and tanned face beneath a thatch of strongly-waved dark hair. He’s a first-class instructor, thought Jericho, watching him, even if he was lucky to keep his licence after that trouble in Afghanistan. Only escaped prison by a whisker. Oh, God, here comes Hansi to make my day…

         But Hartzog was heading for Marina, bending to whisper in her ear in his damned proprietorial way. Rage bubbled up in Jericho as he watched. With her fair hair drawn smoothly back and coiled in a classic chignon, emphasising the lovely line of her neck, and her gentle enigmatic smile, she was by far the most beautiful woman in the room, and to see Hartzog placing one of his pudgy paws on her bare shoulder made her husband feel sick.

         What was he asking her? What delightful cultural treat had he planned – something that he knew would bore Jericho to tears but draw Marina into Hansi’s company, if not into his bed? A first night at Covent Garden with supper in his box? A recitation of works by post-War German poets? A quick flip to Bayreuth for the new production of Parsifal? Anything that would reinforce the perception that the brilliant and beautiful pianist Marina, who had played in many of Europe’s greatest concert halls, would have been better suited by marriage to Renaissance Man Hansi Hartzog, rich, sport-loving, clever and cultured, than that lumpen proletariat hick with earth beneath his fingernails, Jeremy Richard Oak.

         Then she shook her head, making her emerald drop earrings flash green fire, and Jericho, who had been unconsciously holding his breath, let it out with a sigh. Whatever it was, she had turned it down, and all was well with the world.

         He sat down and picked up his wineglass, but now Hansi was edging round the table, pushing between the chairbacks with smiling apologies, in order to give him a politician’s greeting, left hand clasping forearm while right did the shaking, pulling Jericho forward into such uncomfortable proximity that he feared a man-hug might follow.

         ‘Jerry, old boy!’ Jericho winced, and then cursed himself for wincing. How could Hartzog know that ‘Jerry’ was his pet hate? The loud, harsh-edged voice boomed on: ‘Great that you could make it tonight. Well, we’ve got our winner: Owen seems a nice lad, even if he is still wet behind the ears. His uncle gave him the ticket as a birthday present – which is just the sort of story the press will love – and he’s going to pick a team of friends and let me have their names asap. Couldn’t be better. A Highflyers’ Day will be a real treat for them rather than having the prize go to some old blimp who shoots three days a week all winter.’

         Jericho said stiffly, ‘You must let us help with the costs, Hartzog. Fair do’s. We’ll all kick in – be glad to.’

         ‘Balls, old boy. My idea – I’ll pay for it. Can’t have Maude and old Bellton feeling they have to fork out their hard-earned cash for something I dreamed up. They’re doing their bit as it is by letting us shoot over their ground, and so are you.’

         Across the table, Marina was listening. Hartzog glanced at her and said, ‘On quite another tack, I’ve been trying to persuade your lovely wife to come to a Benefit Concert at the O2 next Thursday. It’s being given by an old friend of mine, Klaus Leprovitch, and it should be pretty special. I know he’d love to meet her and they’d find a lot of friends in common. Won’t you try to talk her into it?’

         ‘Too kind of you, Hansi,’ said Marina smoothly, flicking a glance at her husband, ‘but it’s one of our Open Days, and we’ve got a lot of schoolchildren coming. I really can’t let them down.’

         First I’ve heard of it, thought Jericho, but her eyes were pleading with him not to contradict her. ‘Ah, yes, of course. Hang on a tick.’ He fiddled with his smartphone and nodded. ‘You’re right. Thursday the sixth. Open Day. Good job you remembered, darling.’

         Hartzog’s smile vanished. ‘Surely one of your staff could take them round the farm?’

         ‘Wouldn’t be the same,’ said Jericho firmly, cursing both Hartzog and Marina for forcing him into a corner. Now he’d have to make it true by organising an extra Open Day, or the word would surely get out. Not for the first time he wished that the Dunmorse Estate had been bought by anyone other than Hans Hartzog.

         All too clearly, he remembered the morning when this whole charade had begun.

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER TWO

            Setting Up

         

         On that bright morning last year, Jericho and Marina had been finishing breakfast in companionable silence, sipping and sorting the mail: letters, junk, charity appeals, catalogues, while the March sun streamed through the east-facing window and in the farmyard the regular scrunch of tyres on gravel signalled that the small business units in the Rickyard were opening for the day.

         Abruptly the peace was shattered by Jericho’s exasperated growl. ‘He’s at it again. Unbelievable!’

         ‘Who’s at what?’ The long thick envelope in slightly too bright a blue provided Marina with an unwelcome clue.

         ‘Hartzog. Who else?’ Slapping down the letter he was holding, her husband looked at her with such an expression of outrage that she nearly laughed. She was well aware that his views on their most recent neighbour were unlikely to be charitable.

         ‘Take a look.’

         He flicked the sheet across to her and waited, glowering, as she read.

         ‘Bloody cheek, if you ask me,’ he muttered. ‘First he tries to buy our woods, and when that doesn’t work he comes up with a cock-eyed proposal like this. Look at that garbage about ‘joint endeavour’ and ‘good of the community’ – pure hot air. What he’s after is publicity for his Shoot and that bloody great barracks he’s probably run out of money to pay for. No wonder his wife can’t stand it.’

         Third wife Kelly-Louise Hartzog had made it clear from the start that she had no interest in shooting and meant to spend very little of her time in the big old Victorian house.

         ‘Not a country girl,’ added Jericho. ‘Happier on the catwalk, I imagine.’

         ‘More like the front row of the Collections. Still, Hansi can afford it. Everyone knows he’s made of money.’

         ‘Ah, but how was that money made?’

         She shrugged. ‘Dot-com start-ups? I think that’s what he said when I sat next to him at the Macleans’.’

         ‘Putting small companies out of business and their employees on the dole,’ he corrected, recalling with renewed annoyance how she had listened, apparently enthralled, as Hartzog droned on.

         ‘Who says that?’

         ‘No one you’d know. You’re not interested in business, remember?’

         ‘Oh, darling! You know perfectly well I was joking.’

         Nevertheless, he brooded, remembering her laughing explanation as they drove home. ‘Honestly, darling, I never take in a word when men tell me about business. I can’t even pretend to work up any interest. I just say Yes and No and Super when they pause for breath, and they love it. Gives me time to enjoy the food.’ She had smiled, shaking her head gently. ‘I think the message did trickle through eventually, but it took some time.’

         Jericho wasn’t ready to let her off the hook yet. ‘Well, at least you’ll agree that the way he treated Tommy and old Nan was a disgrace. Even the Maltese developers behaved better than that.’

         This was hard to deny. Old Nan had been nurserymaid to Marina’s father, and come out of retirement to look after Marina herself. Over eighty and still in full possession of her wits, she had eventually gone to live in the Dunmorse gatehouse with her ancient husband Tommy, who acted as caretaker and handyman during the interregnum, and neighbours had been shocked when Hartzog gave the old couple notice to quit barely two months after buying the estate.

         ‘Turfed out without a word of warning,’ said Jericho, rubbing it in. ‘All I can say is, it was lucky we had the cowman’s cottage empty to give them a roof over their heads. And they weren’t the only ones, not by a long chalk. Typical Hartzog. Out with the old and in with the new. Grab what you want and never mind who gets trampled. I bet he was the kind of boy who likes pulling wings off flies.’

         ‘That’s a horrible thing to say.’

         Jericho fingered the envelope, seeking something else to complain about. ‘Bloody man. Pops up everywhere, changing things, interfering in matters that are none of his business. Must have a hide like a rhino. Look at this! Should have been addressed to you, not me.’

         ‘It’s a natural enough mistake, I suppose, because you’ve always run the Shoot.’

         ‘So what about it?’ he nagged, as she sat holding the letter, apparently lost in thought. ‘Thumbs down, I take it?’

         ‘Hang on.’ Marina’s fair head nodded gently as she turned the page, then re-read the letter from the beginning. ‘It’s not such a bad idea, you know.’

         ‘It’s a terrible idea. And who the hell asked Fancy Hansi to butt in anyway? He’s only been here five minutes –’

         ‘Five years, darling, and just look what he’s done in that time. Rebuilt Dunmorse from scratch. Well, from worse than scratch, really. The house was in a terrible state. And that was only the beginning. He’s re-fenced the whole estate, built walls, restored the farm buildings, re-roofed all the cottages. Ploughed money into every charity, every fund-raising effort in the county.’

         ‘That’s what gets me. Thinks he can wave a cheque book at anything. Well, I for one am not prepared to roll over and agree to let him take our best drive bang in the middle of the season so that he can invite a lot of over-fed, under-bred, Eurotrash millionaires to shoot our birds for the benefit of the Gamebird Preservation Trust or anyone else.’

         She said gently, ‘Come on, love, get off your high horse and read his letter properly and you’ll see that’s not what he’s proposing at all. It’s not his millionaire friends who’d be shooting our birds, but whoever wins the raffle.’

         ‘You mean it’s a raffle? For a day’s shooting here? Fellow must be off his rocker. You need thousands of acres and probably a title as well to run one of those.’

         ‘I don’t see why not. It’s just a question of scale. Two hundred tickets which anyone can buy for £80 each, and everyone has the same chance. So for less than the price of a meal out, the winner and his friends – or she and her friends, come to that – get a day’s shooting over – what does he call it – ‘five world-famous drives,’ one of which would just happens to be – ahem – generously donated by Mr and Mrs Oak of Grange Farm, i.e. us.’

         ‘Let’s have another look…’ he took back the letter and scanned it with more attention. ‘“World-famous” is a bit rich,’ he mused, ‘Dunmorse has only got one halfway decent drive – the one they call Skyscraper because you only get head-high birds anywhere else. And what about the rest of it? I see he’s copied this to old Marcus Bellton and that chap who’s started a shooting school up at Eastmarsh, what’s his name?’

         ‘Maude. Locksley Maude.’

         ‘That’s right. So he must have his eye on the best drive each of them can produce, and presumably he’ll offer Skyscraper plus one other. Well –’ He sat back, unwilling to give up his objection entirely. ‘The thing is, darling, it may look all right on paper, but I just don’t see it working.’

         ‘Because?’

         ‘You know as well as I do that the Bellton Syndicate and the shooting school outfit are at daggers drawn. Why the silly buggers don’t merge into one decent shoot rather than fart about on two pocket-handkerchiefs beats me, but they won’t.’

         ‘That’s why I feel this might be the chance to kick-start some kind of co-operation.’

         ‘In your dreams!’ Jericho stamped over to the windowsill and blasted himself another shot of Nespresso. He said reflectively, ‘Sometimes I honestly believe they all enjoy needling one another, Dunmorse included. Pinching one another’s beaters. Enticing birds across the boundary. Playing Tom Tiddler’s Ground in no man’s land. It all adds spice – a bit of drama. A bit of fun.’

         Marina’s nose wrinkled. ‘Not so funny when people get hurt.’ As Chair of the Parish Council she took a dim view of petty law-breaking, and the recent theft of a quad bike which had led to a vehicle wrapped round a tree and two teenagers in intensive care had seriously blotted the village’s crime record. ‘Or when it gets racial. Haven’t you noticed the Poles Go Home graffiti down at the car-park? The supermarket manager says every time he gets it scrubbed off it’s back again next day.’

         ‘Low grade stuff,’ said Jericho dismissively.

         ‘You may say that, but I’ve noticed it’s getting worse every year. Using different pubs. Dividing the village. Where guns are involved there’s always the chance that some idiot will lose his rag and do something…well, idiotic. And don’t forget both those other shoots are commercial to some degree. We may run ours for family and friends and absorb all the costs ourselves, but they’re out to make money. The Belltons call themselves a syndicate, but the members have to pay for every bird they shoot; and as for Locksley Maude’s lot – haven’t you seen his ads? They’re plastered all over the sporting press, both here and on the Continent. On the internet, too, for all I know. Improve Your Score. Take on the Highest Birds. Success Guaranteed. that kind of thing.’

         Jericho laughed. ‘Talk about hype.’ He spread Marmite out to the very edges of his second slice of toast. ‘Anyway, that’s their problem, not ours, and that’s why I think you’d be well advised to turn this ridiculous proposal of Hartzog’s down as flat as a pancake.’

         ‘I’ll think about it,’ Marina had tucked the letter back into its envelope, and given him a long, considering look. ‘Tell me honestly, darling: why have you got such a down on him? It’s not like you at all.’

         For a moment he met her eyes, then looked down at his toast again. ‘Wrong sniff,’ he said shortly.

         ‘Be serious. Right from the first time we met him, you’ve disliked him, haven’t you? Why?’

         Because he’s too good to be true. A dozen reasons chased through Jericho’s mind as he envisaged Hansi Hartzog. Too rich, too smooth, too confident, too… entitled, and a damned crook as well, according to his City friends. The rumour that “Mr Merger” was eyeing up their company would send a chill through the boardroom of many an under-capitalised business. ‘Don’t let him get a foot in the door,’ his old mate Archie Swindon had advised after Trading Standards had forced his once-thriving brewery to close. ‘I know Hartzog was behind the campaign to choke off our suppliers, but there was no way I could prove it.’

         The damned thing was that all these reasons to dislike him sounded so petty. Almost as if he was jealous. Was he jealous? Jealous of Fancy Hansi’s effect on people. On women. On his own wife?

         All right, let her laugh at him if she wanted. At least it would be out in the open. He said, ‘It sounds ridiculous, but when he smiles at you, I feel a great urge to punch his nose.’

         ‘Darling!’ But she looked as if she knew this already.

         ‘Call it personal chemistry,’ he blundered on. ‘Natural antipathy. And when you smile at him, I want to pick up a club and beat out his bloody brains.’

         ‘Why, Dad?’

         Neither of them had heard the boys come in. How long had they been standing by the door?

         ‘Why what?’

         ‘Why do you want to beat Mr Hartzog’s brains out?’ Max took a good view of anyone who offered boys rides in his helicopter.

         ‘Your father was only joking,’ said Marina repressively. ‘Now hurry up, or you’ll be late for school.’

         ‘Stepfather.’ Max grinned, circling the table, seeking something to devour. He was a solid, square-built eight-year-old, curly-headed and fresh-complexioned, a compact rubber ball of a boy, while Pavel, son of Tomasz the foreman, an inch taller although only six months older, was pale and rangy, his melancholy dark eyes almost obscured by a floppy, over-long fringe.

         Max stuffed an apple into an already bulging pocket, then grabbed the one remaining bread roll and menaced Pavel, who stepped back nervously. ‘Look out, you snivelling Slav, I’m going to beat your bloody brains out.’

         ‘Max!’

         ‘Joking. Just like you.’ He threw the roll back on the table. ‘Come on, slavering Snivel, or we’ll miss the bus.’

         ‘Ghastly child!’ Marina rolled her eyes as the door slammed behind them.

         ‘Feeling his oats,’ said Jericho, grinning. ‘Time he went to boarding school.’

         ‘Oh, darling, you couldn’t! You know what ghastly things happen there. The redtops are full of it, day after day.’

         Jericho pulled a face. ‘Besides, think how much I’d miss him,’ she added, ‘and Pavel would be bereft.’

         ‘Shouldn’t be too difficult to replace him,’ he teased, and she gave him a darkling look.

         ‘I don’t think I heard that… All the same, he’d better watch his language at school. Miss Montague is mustard on Race Relations.’

         ‘Don’t worry: they’re best mates, and anyway, Pavel gives as good as he gets. It’s a mercy that Miss Montague doesn’t understand Polish.’

         ‘But you do.’

         He grinned. ‘Well, the odd word, and those are enough to make Miss Montague’s hair stand on end. God, look at the time! I must be off to the Rickyard. Anita says that reams of paperwork await me, dammit.’

         Which super-efficient Anita will have in perfect order long before you get there, thought Marina, who knew how many little detours and chats he usually had before running out of excuses to avoid his desk. Though the Rickyard was no more than a couple of hundred yards from the main house, Jericho could effortlessly spin out his approach for half an hour.

         He said guilelessly, knowing she liked to be consulted on farming matters, ‘Will you look into the Rickyard later, darling? Haldane has delivered a consignment of seed potatoes I don’t think much of. You’d better give them the once-over: see if they’re fit to plant. Oh, and –’ he hesitated, nodding at Hartzog’s letter – ‘what shall we do about this?’

         ‘Leave it to me.’ She had swept the bright-blue envelope off the table and added it to her bulging folder. ‘Old Marcus Bellton’s bound to sit in on the Planning Committee hearing this afternoon, so I’ll sound him out about it then. My guess is that he won’t want anything to do with it. He’s pretty sore about this application for a vast dairy unit that Hansi’s put in – says it would swamp his whole business.’

         Let’s hope you’re right, thought Jericho, making for the door.

         This was how their farming partnership was structured, and on the whole it worked well, though he could never forget that it was not what she had trained and strained for at the Royal College of Music, and then on the concert circuit. The trouble, as she had reluctantly recognised at last, was there were too many super-star accompanists for the merely talented to flourish. She had married a velvet-voiced American tenor specialising in Lieder, and for several years they had toured European concert halls, but when he ran away with a pupil half his age, Marina – pregnant with Max – had returned to her family home to lick her wounds.

         There she found Jericho, trained in Land Management and full of new ideas, helping her father turn his loss-making mixed farm into a small business park combined with an organic farm shop; and two years before her father died, she and Jericho were married.

         A match made in heaven, said friends and neighbours with determined optimism overlaying their doubts. She’s a couple of years older than him, and their interests are worlds apart: in fact they’re as different as chalk and cheese, but they need one another – and so it proved. She made the strategic decisions; he carried out her plans. She handled the money; he bought and maintained the machinery, and together they hired and fired labour and decided who should occupy the various cottages and redundant buildings unsuitable for modern farming methods.

         Jericho’s claim to understand the odd word of Polish was an understatement. During his years at Agricultural College, he had spent every vacation ferrying farm machinery from his uncle’s factory in Leeds to Eastern Europe, where newly-liberated barley barons were hectically mechanising former collective farms. Week-long stays in villages up and down the country while each consignment was distributed had led to many friendships, and these had been followed by sporting invitations – shooting wild boar in Hungary, partridges and pheasants in Poland – and inevitably plenty of requests for help with visas, work permits, and job offers for family members.

         ‘Father’s a pal of Jericho’s,’ people would say. ‘Used to shoot with his family near Krakow,’ and this was usually recommendation enough. However poor their English when they arrived, these smiling, hardworking sons and daughters of “Pals of Jericho’s” slotted into English country life very easily. They were delighted with the minimum wage, and much in demand locally as gardeners and grooms, happy to clip and weed, cook and clean, ride work and muck out in a way that most digitally-savvy products of the British education system were not prepared to.

         ‘They’re more like we were when we were young,’ people would say. ‘Before we had all these labour-saving machines, and forgot how to do things by hand.’ Indeed, their understanding of farm work and how to handle animals, both wild and domesticated, was something their English contemporaries were in a fair way to losing completely.

         Nobody’s perfect, of course, and at times these rural skills that came so naturally were put to illicit use. Many a pheasant poult, struck senseless by a stick flung horizontally, end over end, found its way into a Polish oven weeks before the shooting season opened; and who would not prefer a handsome rainbow trout from the well-stocked lakes owned by Locksley Maude to a pack of frozen fish fingers?

         Pub landlords, too, quickly learned to identify the most heroic drinkers among their new customers as well as the ones who liked to conclude a convivial evening with a punch-up in the car park; while keen-nosed housewives lamented their otherwise perfect cleaners’ and home-helps’ addiction to tobacco. However, these were mere pinpricks. Over the past ten years, attendance at the Catholic church had doubled, and there had been a number of Anglo Polish marriages.

         It had been Jericho’s cousin, big, blonde, bouncy Anita Carew, whose mother’s family once owned Dunmorse Hall, who suggested that he and Marina should turn their redundant rickyard into self-contained units for small specialised rural crafts and businesses – blackmiths, makers of wicker furniture, saddlers and wood-carvers – as well as Anita’s own party-catering enterprise, and these had flourished, attracting so many customers that they were thinking of expanding into the old cart-shed and stable as well.

         Anita herself had moved into a converted loft belonging to her cousin. This overlooked the Rickyard, and where once half a dozen stable-boys had eaten and slept, she installed huge freezers, an office and a well-equipped kitchen to supply pubs, restaurants, and private clients with upmarket, locally-sourced food.

         While Grange Farm had flourished, Dunmorse Hall and its estate had declined steadily in the ten years since the death of its last owner. When childless and choleric Sir Philip Dunmorse had chosen, in a misguided attempt at fairness, to bequeath the big early-Victorian house to his elder niece, a psychologist, and the furniture to her sister, a struggling housewife, while the land was left to his glass-engraver nephew, the three heirs were left with no option but to sell up.

         Since then the Dunmorse Hall estate had passed through several more or less savoury hands before being acquired from a Maltese property development consortium by Hans Hartzog, and while anxious locals held their breath waiting to see what he would do with it, he set about restoring it to its former glory, no expense spared. He even made a point of asking Anita to shoot.

         ‘What was it like?’ Jericho had asked with assumed indifference, waylaying her as she arrived at her smart little office in the Rickyard.

         Anita had shaken back her blonde mane and sighed. ‘Oh, amazing. Everything completely perfect. Well, a bit too perfect, really. OTT.’

         ‘Then why the sigh?’

         ‘Well, I suppose I’m not used to such splendour, particularly at Dunmorse. You know what a shambles my uncle made of a Shoot. Order, counter-order, disorder. Gamekeeper shouting at beaters, dogs running wild. Uncle Phil purple in the face and roaring at everyone. You know.’

         ‘It could be a bit chaotic,’ he agreed. ‘Not always,’ he added, and she laughed.

         ‘Don’t try to be diplomatic. You know it was frightful. Always. Mum simply hated it, particularly after that poor beater was peppered. That took a bit of hushing up, I can tell you.’

         ‘So what was your day like?’ Jericho had asked again, adding, ‘Actually, I’m surprised you could bear to see it under the new management. It would have stuck in my throat to have someone like Hartzog lording it over my family home.’

         Anita grinned. ‘Ah, but I’m not a romantic like you. Of course I went. Sheer nosiness. I couldn’t wait to see what he’d done to the old place, and as I said – it’s amazing. But –’ she hesitated.

         ‘But what?’

         ‘Well, OK, some of the Guns were slightly strange.’ She saw his sharpened interest and added quickly, ‘I don’t mean dangerous, nothing like that. If anything they were too correct – as if they’d read books about shooting etiquette but never done it themselves. Dotting the i’s and crossing the t’s, you know.’

         ‘Anyone you knew?’

         ‘Oh, no – but they were very friendly. I think they were surprised to see me there, even though I shot like a drain, alas. Out of practice: I should have booked a lesson at Locksley’s shooting-school to bring me up to speed.’ She sighed histrionically. ‘Ah, gone are the days! Since starting my business I’ve rather taken my eye off the shooting scene. Got to earn a crust these days.’

         ‘Pull the other one, Anny!’ He knew very well that in his cousin’s order of priorities, business would always come a very poor second to pleasure. Anita was a party girl with an impressive range of friends and acquaintances. Lovers and ex-lovers he knew about included dukes and water-bailiffs, policemen and nightclub managers, diving instructors and professional polo players, who had darted in and out of her life like a shoal of minnows ever since she left Cheltenham Ladies’ College, and it stood to reason that there must be a good many more of whom he had no knowledge at all. No matter how hectic she claimed to be, the many little “trip-ettes” and sporting breaks she managed to fit into her working schedule was a source of wonder to her clientele.

         ‘Did you get the Guns’ names? Maybe I know some of them.’

         ‘Somehow I doubt it.’ Her eyes had laughed at him, knowing he was longing for a damning verdict to confirm his own prejudices but unwilling to provide the ammunition he wanted. Hansi was certainly noisy and brash, either unaware or dismissive of country people’s sensitivities, but she was sure he would tone things down by degrees. Until she had proof of the stories about his ruthless business methods, why not give him the benefit of the doubt? Besides, she had scented a commercial possibility at Dunmorse: Hartzog had hinted he wasn’t satisfied with his present arrangements for shooting lunches and was looking for a new caterer.

         ‘Oh, you know I’m hopeless with names,’ she said vaguely. ‘Some were foreign –’

         ‘Mafia thugs? Russian oligarchs?’

         ‘Lord, no! Business friends, I gathered, and judging by their cars, all of them absolutely rolling. Very competitive, too. Keen on their numbers.’

         ‘How many did they shoot? Two hundred? Two-fifty?’

         The corners of her mouth turned down and she wrinkled her nose. ‘Something like that. I don’t really like wholesale slaughter, especially so early in the season, but that was obviously what the Guns were expecting. ‘

         ‘Were they surprised to see a woman shooting?’

         ‘A bit. But Hansi explained that my family used to live at the Hall.’

         So bloody Hartzog had added Anita to his collection of scalps, thought Jericho mournfully. He gave up his interrogation and started the quad to move out of her way. ‘Well, I mustn’t keep you. Business won’t wait while we stand here gassing, will it? Glad you had a good day, anyway.’
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         Sitting on the long verandah of the Canadian log cabin he had erected overlooking the larger of his oxbow lakes, Locksley Maude pinched out the stub of his roll-up as he watched the tail lights of the day’s last angler bump away towards the main road. Then he gathered up the day’s takings to dump on the scarred table in the cubbyhole of an office at the back of his workshop, and sat for a minute staring at it.

         Three catch-and-release fees, and those of the two fishermen who had opted to take their catch home to eat: £70 all told. Slim pickings, which were all he would have to rely on from now until the clay-pigeon shooting season got underway, with novices booking private lessons for him to tell them where they were going wrong. Then the money would start trickling in again but meantime the bills arrived in torrents. Timber for building his towers. Clay pigeon launchers. Hire of diggers, hire of labour, hedge-cutting and mowing the rides between the traps. Tree thinning. Even though he did most of the work himself it all totted up to a hell of a lot going out when little or nothing was coming in. The continual worry of how he was ever going to pay back the bank loan he’d needed for the clubhouse, let alone hiring heavy plant for digging the lakes and landscaping… and on top of it all, of course, there was the bloody maintenance. The kids didn’t get any cheaper when they left primary school, or Marlene’s demands any less outrageous.

         Seventy pounds for a day’s work! Maude switched on the table-lamp and twiddled the combination lock of his safe until the door swung open. A far cry from the heady days of the winter months when his continental clients flew in with money to burn. Say what you liked about their manners and their notions of gun safety, Continentals expected to pay for their sport, and tipped lavishly. If a group booked the whole weekend for lessons and unlimited use of the traps, he could be looking at thousands, rather than miserable small change.

         If only he had room to expand! If only Hansi Hartzog, damn his eyes, was not so infernally territorial, and if only Tobias Hagley, his head keeper, had the sense to point out to his boss that the fifty acres of Waterstone Wood were stuck out in a corner of the Dunmorse estate too far from their release pens to hold anything but a few wild birds. No use to them, but potentially extremely useful to Eastmarsh Country Sports.

         Stealthily, before the sale to Hartzog went through, Maude had encroached on Waterstone Wood until he had come to think he had the right to shoot there; a notion that was swiftly terminated by a sharply-worded letter from Hartzog’s solicitor, accompanied by a large-scale map with their respective boundaries highlighted in yellow. It didn’t do to mess with anyone who reached for his lawyer so readily: you’d think neighbours would be ready for a bit of give and take in the interests of good relations, but with Hartzog it was all take and no give. He certainly wasn’t slow to ask favours himself, whether cut-price shooting lessons for his City bigwigs, most of whom couldn’t hit a barn door at fifty paces, or fishing for their WAGs, and there was always the veiled threat within the request: don’t forget that I could close you down if I wanted, so don’t make me want to.

         The worst of it was that this was true. If only I’d had a proper search done before I went ahead and bulldozed out the lakes, thought Maude. If only I hadn’t listened to old Simon Jackson who said no one but fly-tippers ever used that lane because it didn’t lead anywhere. Jackson had been keen to sell his land and move to his daughter’s bungalow on the outskirts of town: Maude had been keen to buy.

         With money from the sale of his garden machinery business burning a hole in his pocket, and an equally burning wish to put distance between himself and Marlene, he had snapped up the old quarry and four marshy fields where nothing would grow except reeds and willow, and excavated two lakes, one above the other, connected by sluices and fed by the Arne brook, which continued its downhill course to join the Starcliffe river at the bottom of the valley.

         Only when he had landscaped the banks into attractive bays and promontories, and planted shrubs for windbreaks, nesting sites and year-round colour, did a chance remark from big bluff Marcus Bellton, neighbouring beef farmer, who had watched the creation of the lakes with interest tinged with suspicion, alert Locksley Maude to the possibility that his access to them might be challenged.

         ‘Nice job you’ve made of them ponds,’ he had rumbled, leaning on a metal gate with barbed wire wound round the top bar to stop bullocks rubbing against it. ‘Might take a day’s fishing off you meself, if I ever get the time.’ A pause, then the killer question: ‘Suppose you got an agreement with Dunmorse’s lawyer to use that lane?’

         ‘It’s a public right of way,’ said Maude, with a chill touching his stomach.

         ‘That it ain’t.’ Bellton’s certainty carried complete conviction. ‘It’s Dunmorse land, that is. Old Sir Hugh bulldozed out the lane when they were quarrying stone for the Orangery, couple of generations back. Nothing to do with a PROW.’

         Maude said nothing more, but a hurried search of the Land Registry showed that Bellton was right. In order to approach the Shooting School, vehicles had to cross eighty yards of Dunmorse’s back drive before turning on to Eastmarsh, and unless he was prepared to cut down about twenty trees, there was no other feasible spot for an entrance. While Dunmorse Estate remained on the market, its infrastructure slowly crumbling, Maude felt safe enough; but Hartzog’s arrival altered matters and sure enough the new owner lost no time in pointing out that he could cut off access to the lakes any time he wished.

         Not only did he refuse to consider establishing a permissive path for Maude’s clients, he declined to allow him to pay a rent. ‘Look here, I’ve bought this estate in its entirety, and I’ve no intention of chopping off bits here and there to accommodate businesses like yours. I’m sorry, but that’s final.’

         Sorry! thought Maude bitterly. But it was no use. He’d just have to keep well in with Hartzog and make the best of things. As a former weapons instructor, he was used to making the best of things, never complain, never explain, bend with the wind, take the rough with the smooth – great mantras which kept him steadily climbing the ladders and dodging the snakes until the shockingly unexpected day when his career’s upward trajectory was halted by the discovery of two unexplainable Heckler and Koch semi-automatic pistols in his mate Bill Creedy’s kitbag after their second tour in Afghanistan.

         Pressed to divulge their provenance, Bill had attempted to implicate Maude, and although the court martial exonerated him, and his service record remained unblemished, the episode effectively stifled any hope of promotion, and when his service commitment ran out, he was glad to leave the Army and accept his brother Geoff’s offer of a partnership in his garden machinery business.

         The change from the military to civvy street had not been an easy one, particularly for his wife. She missed the social side of regimental life and resented having him at home so much. To his horror his fluffy, giggly, cuddly Marlene transformed almost overnight into a shrill, nagging duplicate of her mother – just as his brother Geoff had warned she might. Geoff had always been a cautious bird where women were concerned, with the result that he had never married; whereas he, Locksley, could hardly see an attractive girl without wanting to have her in his bed. This had been a cause of friction with Marlene right from the start.

         An acrimonious divorce followed. If it hadn’t been for Geoff making him a partner in his garden-machinery business, things would have gone badly for Locksley Maude.

         ‘Mind you keep your nose clean now, Locky, and I’ll see you right,’ Geoff had said with the fruity chortle that seemed to come from the depths of his big belly; and Maude had sworn on their mother’s head to go straight as a die from then on. He meant it, too. Super-sized Geoff was one person he would never let down. The coronary thrombosis that killed poor Geoff in the last few minutes of a Premier League match five years later was not only a tragedy for Locksley but removed the constant support he had relied on since childhood. Thereafter, he knew, he would be on his own.

         ‘Play to your strengths,’ Geoff used to advise when they were boys, with Gramma and Grandy bringing them up in their cottage backing on the woods, while Mam worked for a fruit importer in Cardiff. ‘You’re not very big, but you’re quick – quick-moving and quick to learn. You’d make a good scrum-half.’

         Geoff was always positive, no matter how unpromising the situation. Even when his younger brother left the Army under a cloud, he refused to see it as a disaster.

         ‘Cheer up, Locky. This may be the best thing ever happened to you. Join me in the business and we’ll make a go of it together. We’ll be a team, see? You’ve got the looks and I’ve got the business brain. You get on with people, especially the ladies. Don’t deny it – you’ve had girls after you ever since you were fifteen. Plus, you’ve got a good eye. And you understand machinery in a way I don’t. That alone should be enough to give you a start.’

         As usual, he was right, and their partnership had flourished, with Locksley attending to the repairs and management while Geoff did front-of-shop sales. But after his brother’s death all the fun went out of the business, and he was not sorry to sell up.

         With money in the bank for the first time in his life, he was determined to follow his dream of creating a sporting enterprise which would pay for itself, with well-stocked lakes to attract fishermen all year round, plus a shooting school geared to the tastes of aspiring continental sportsmen. A crazy dream? He had tried to assess it through Geoff’s eyes. After all, you only live once, he told the ghostly echo of his brother’s voice, urging caution. If I can find the right place, I reckon I can make it work.

         A weary hunt he had had for the right place. Yorkshire – too expensive. Ditto Norfolk. Northumberland – too remote for those all-important Continentals. Kent – too tame. Devon, Shropshire, Somerset – now you’re talking… His lucky break came at last when he chanced on old smallholder Simon Jackson advertising Land for Sale in the Starcliffe Gazette, and snapped it up before anyone else could.

         Everything he had been looking for: swampy ground in a natural hollow below the double-ridged escarpment, whose thickly wooded slopes ran down to Grange Farm on one side and the stableyard of Dunmorse Hall on the other. The existing pond could, with very little difficulty, be enlarged and landscaped to form a good-sized lake, and with a couple of hired diggers a smaller oxbow could be joined to it by a short stretch of running water crossed by a humped wooden bridge. He had no doubt that the waterfowl now commuting between the pond and the river below would quickly adopt the new lakes as their home; and if he positioned his butts and launch tower on the steep wooded slope behind Jackson’s decrepit stone byre, the sound of gunfire would not disturb them.

         Everything he needed was here – or had been, before Hans Hartzog moved in. Surely he would see sense in time, and agree to sell him a right of access from the lane?

         The winter sun was underlighting gunmetal clouds in a final spectacular blaze as Maude locked up the wooden cabin and sat for a moment on the steps of the verandah watching circles on the dark, glassy water showing where the rainbow trout were feeding. Lifting his gaze to the horizon, he surveyed the great sweep of escarpment to the north-west, then focused his binoculars on the patchwork of fields in the V-shaped valley. He loved this view; all he had slaved to create with his lakes and winding paths, glades and thickets in the foreground, and below it the valley wreathed in tendrils of evening mist rising from the river.

         I made this, he thought. Created it out of a patch of useless neglected swamp that no one wanted and no one thought worth trying to improve. It’s mine now, whatever bloody Hartzog’s solicitor may say, and no one’s going to take it away from me.

         Rush-hour in Starcliffe, he reflected with an ironic grin, as familiar vehicles moved about the lanes in their habitual evening pattern. The big blue tractor towing a load of bales would be Pauly Bellton feeding his father’s youngstock; if he looked hard enough he might be able to make out the dogs that went everywhere with him, a sheepdog perched on the ledge at the back of the cab, no doubt, and a couple of labradors crouching between the black bales. Dogs loved Pauly, and he had quite a reputation locally among owners who had let their pets get out of control. ‘Six sessions with Pauly or a lethal jab – it’s your choice,’ Locksley had heard a furious husband exclaim when his wife’s Yorkie savaged the vicar once too often.

         There was the red postvan, too, stopping to open the mailbox on the junction of Fiddler’s Lane and the main entrance to Dunmorse Hall; and now Locksley could see the smart new Yamaha quad bike issued to Tobias Hagley, headkeeper for Hans Hartzog and scourge of vermin up and down the valley.

         Here at the summit the land might be useless to a farmer, but as an OP it was without parallel: without moving from this seat Locksley could monitor most of his neighbours’ movements and activities. Dunmorse Hall’s immaculate gravel sweep and row of neat cottages behind the house made a striking contrast to the Belltons’ chaotic farmyard cluttered with machinery, stacks of polywrapped round bales, and turnip clamps. Two large covered yards housed the mahogany-coated Ruby Reds which were Marcus Bellton’s pride and joy. Their heads could just be seen as they jostled against the crush barriers which kept them from trampling their feed. On this still evening steam rose in a column from the huge sprawling muckheap.

         Swivelling in his seat, Locksley could also look down on the shining greenhouses and polytunnels of Grange Farm, and the space-age floating roof of the new Farm Shop, which had been such a game-changer for Oak finances. He had heard that Jericho borrowed a million and three quarters to get it up and running, but now it was paying for itself hand over fist. Unlike Eastmarsh Country Sports, he thought grimly.

         The temperature was dropping fast, and in the cubbyhole of an office two days’ mail awaited his attention. Bills and more bills, he diagnosed, riffling through the heap. A bright blue envelope looked more promising: he ripped it open, and after reading it sat for a while deep in thought, wondering how best he could turn this proposal of Hartzog’s to his own advantage.
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         Marina Oak was right: Marcus Bellton’s initial reaction to Hartzog’s letter was a torrent of four-letter words and obscene suggestions as to what Hartzog could do with his Starcliffe Highflyers.

         ‘Easy, now, dad,’ said Pauly, in much the tone he might have used to soothe a fractious bullock refusing to load. ‘Your blowing a gasket won’t help none, will it? We’ve got to play this one long. Let Hartzog think he’s got his thousand-cow unit all tied up, then put the boot in with our environmental assessment. Believe me, the Planning Committee isn’t going to like his siting those settling tanks so close to the river one little bit.’

         Marcus regarded his son with a degree of admiration that was usually lacking in their relationship. Nobody could call Pauly a hard worker, but in his easy, laid-back fashion he sometimes came up with a way of solving problems that would not have occurred to his father.

         ‘Got it all worked out, eh? Why don’t he put them farther away then?’

         ‘Cos that would mean having the seepage run uphill,’ said Pauly with a grin. ‘Natural law known as gravity.’

         ‘Tcha!’ said Marcus. ‘So sharp you’ll cut yourself one day, my lad.’ He blew out his cheeks and smiled. ‘So what d’you want me to do with this here shooting match of Hartzog’s?’

         ‘Give over, let’s have a butcher’s.’ He twitched the blue envelope from his father’s hand and scanned the contents. ‘OK. Easy. You get Ma to type him a nice little note saying great idea, we’ll be happy to donate a drive in support of your Highflyers’ Day, and look forward to hearing further details. See? Not a word about the dairy unit or effluent or anything like that. Put the ball in his court. Let him think he’s got us eating out of his hand.’ Pauly laughed, showing all his teeth, and for a moment his bronzed, good-humoured face looked truly malevolent. ‘He’ll find out his mistake soon enough. And so will his murdering bastards of ’keepers.’

         Pauly was not the only Starcliffe resident incensed by the strict regime of vermin control imposed on the Dunmorse estate since Hartzog moved in. Nature abhors a vacuum and during the quiet years since Sir Philip’s death, the neglected woods and overgrown fields had witnessed an explosion of growth, both animal and vegetable. Birds had flourished. Hanging curtains of wild clematis obscured many woodland rides, and undug ditches flooded into hollows to create unofficial ponds. Stoats and weasels, foxes and badgers, roe deer and muntjac made themselves homes and bred prolifically. The rabbit population ballooned, collapsed, and ballooned again with each passing year.

         Nor was the human population backward in taking advantage of the interregnum. Walkers – with and without dogs – twitchers, and wildlife photographers made use of the woods with increasing confidence. Mountain bikers wove narrow paths through the trees, and cantering horses churned once-manicured grass into deep muddy tracks. For all these opportunistic users of the Dunmorse woods it was a nasty shock to find their activities curtailed by the dour bearded Yorkshireman Tobias Hagley, and his stout local sidekick, Cecil Barley. Anyone who strayed from a public footpath was curtly ordered to return to it. Dogs were forbidden to run loose through the coverts, and hunting cats were shot without compunction.

         Worst of all in the eyes of wildlife lovers was the relentless persecution of any creature that might compete with or pose a threat to pheasants. Around the woods there were half a dozen grim gibbets festooned with the shrivelled corpses of stoats, weasels, foxes, carrion crows and magpies, displayed like macabre trophies.

         ‘Boss’s orders,’ Hagley would grunt if anyone questioned the need for such carnage.

         Neither of the keepers was popular in the village, but few cared to tackle them directly. One who did, however, was forthright Liz Cunningham, who kept alpacas and volunteered at the Community Shop.

         ‘Well, I call it barbaric. Medieval. In this day and age it shouldn’t be allowed,’ she told him roundly.’You hardly ever see a fox hereabouts nowadays, and my neighbour says that sidekick of yours chased her Siamese cat right back to her own garden gate. If she hadn’t shouted out he’d have run her down, for sure.’

         ‘Shouldn’t let her hunt in the woods, then,’ countered Hagley. ‘Cats is every bit as bad as foxes for killing pheasant poults. Keep her shut in at night and she’ll live out all her nine lives.’

         ‘Never heard of the balance of Nature,’ put in her colleague Pam from the Post Office counter, ‘nor the survival of the fittest. Other people shoot in this valley, you know, and they don’t kill every living creature. Take Pauly Bellton. He’s more likely to make a pet of a stoat than peg its hide on a gibbet like you do. Same goes for Grange Farm.’

         Hagley lowered his head and shook it like a bullock bothered by horseflies. ‘Can’t hardly say they run a shoot properly, neither,’ he countered belligerently. ‘How many birds do they put down at the Grange? Five hundred, a thousand? We’re talking about fifteen thousand poults a year, give or take a few –’

         ‘Those poults of yours!’ said Liz scornfully. ‘Stupid birds – not got a bit of sense, and why d’you need so many? Huddling together all over the road so you can hardly drive through them.’

         ‘And the waste!’ said Pam heatedly. ‘That’s what gets me. Those birds are so stuffed with corn they can hardly fly. You could feed the Horn of Africa with half the tailings you dump in the lanes.’

         Hagley glowered at them and turned away without answering, but both women had the uncomfortable feeling that they would have to keep their own dogs under very strict supervision from now on if they were not to meet with some unaccountable accident.
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