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            CHAPTER ONE

         

         
            ‘If you wake at midnight, and hear a horse’s feet, Don’t go pulling back the blind and looking in the street. Them as asks no questions Isn’t told a lie…

         

         HELEN MURRAY JOLTED awake through mists of sleep, and wriggled on to her side to see the clock. Not midnight, but half past six on a dark November morning, and her alarm would not go off until seven, yet the drumming hoofs that had invaded her dream were still plainly audible, coming closer, threatening trouble.

         Horses’ legs are fragile. You must treat them like glass and never gallop on a road. How many times had her mother dinned that into her? There was something wrong in the galloping rhythm of these glass legs – a hesitancy, faltering, a missed beat, a missing shoe? Hard to place but it didn’t sound good. She remembered old Silas, her childhood’s ruddy-faced farrier, chanting in time with his ringing strokes on the anvil: ‘T’aint ’untin’ on t’ ’ill as ’urts an ’oss’s ’oofs, but ’ammer, ’ammer, ’ammer on t’ ’ard ’igh road.’ But this was no hammering trot, it was a panicky gallop along the potholed tarmac of the back drive, coming rapidly closer.

         Could it be one of theirs? She was sure she had checked that all the doors were securely bolted on her late-night round. 6Some horses like fiddling with the catches, but she’d never known one let himself out. Besides, there were kick-over safety latches at the bottom of each door, which no horse could reach by leaning over.

         Hurry, hurry. Jeans, sweatshirt, muck-boots, fleece and she was out of the lodge door, running down the path that led to the stables.

         In the big house, a light flicked on and seconds later her mobile chirruped. Jonah, her boss and brother-in-law, a whip-thin and fearless amateur jockey who could ride at 11 stone but whose movements were currently restricted after a crashing fall at Towcester. ‘Hels? What’s up? Sounds like a loose horse…’

         ‘Don’t worry. I’m on my way. Call you in a mo.’

         She slowed to a walk as she neared the handsome high arch of the coach house, and beyond it the stable yard with its three sides of loose boxes and fourth made up of tack room, feed shed, smithy, wash area and barn. The grand arched entrance under the clock tower dominated one end, and to the left a back way led in via a cattle grid and locked gate. Two horse lorries and a trailer were parked under a roof and the high, squared-off muck heap – handyman Seamus’ pride – steamed gently in its concrete enclosure.

         Fifteen boxes were occupied: five with her own horses, plus seven paying liveries, and three do-it-yourselfers; all upset, restive, pawing their beds and box-walking, then returning to hang over their half-doors and strain towards the cattle grid and gate leading to the back drive.

         ‘All right now, boys and girls. Take it easy,’ she said, forcing herself to sound calm though the drumming hoofs were very close. She couldn’t see the approaching runaway because a trailer blocked her view, but clearly he was making straight for the grid. Oh, God! If he tries to jump that…7

         She sprinted for the gate beside the grid, unlocked it and flung it open, and at the last possible moment the horse jinked through, striking sparks from the cobbled surround. For an instant she thought he was down, but he found an extra leg, righted himself, and clattered to a shuddering halt in the middle of the yard. Blasting a snort through red-rimmed nostrils, he gave a ringing neigh, then wheeled as if to continue his frantic progress through the archway and into the park beyond.

         Suleiman: I might have known, she thought. Suleiman the Magnificent, the Anglo-Arab dressage star who belonged in the double-sized stallion-box at the end of the line where he could see all the activity of the yard. Seven years old and worth his weight in gold, but now wild-eyed and beyond reason, his chestnut coat foaming and dark with sweat.

         ‘Whoa, there. Steady, steady. There’s a fella. Easy, now. Easy,’ she soothed, stepping up to him and quietly taking hold of a trailing rein. ‘Good boy, you’re all right. Come on, now.’

         She stroked his neck and tried to lead him across to his box, but he jibbed, head high, bracing his weight backwards. A dark stain had begun to pool under his near fore.

         A rattle over the cattle grid announced the arrival of reinforcements: Jeremy and John Conisby, short, bandy-legged bachelor twins who lived in the gate lodge matching her own at the far end of the drive. They propped their bikes against the wall and approached cautiously.

         ‘Switch on the main light, Jem,’ she called.

         A moment later blue fluorescence flooded the yard and she saw what she dreaded: a six-inch flap of skin torn from Suleiman’s chest and extending under his belly, with who knew how deep a wound behind it.

         Blood was pouring steadily down his foreleg, and now the stimulus of flight was gone pain was replacing it, making 8him shift from leg to leg, unwilling to put weight on any of them.

         ‘Best get him inside, missus, and see what’s what,’ murmured John, stroking and shushing as he took the other rein.

         Leading, pushing, coaxing, the three persuaded Suleiman to hop over to his stable, where the extent of the damage became clear.

         As well as the torn brisket, his shiny golden skin was crisscrossed with scratches and minor lacerations as if he had galloped through brambles, one hind shoe was missing, and a lump on his forehead hinted at a collision with a branch. He relaxed as they checked him over, head now hanging low and belly drawn up…

         ‘Miss Garraway’s going to go mad when she sees him,’ said John. ‘Good job she’s away.’

         ‘You can say that again,’ Helen muttered, speed-dialling the vet. Engaged. Hell! Was it an emergency? Yes. A pause, click-click, and a message to say she was being transferred.

         Of all her livery owners, Isabel Garraway was the most demanding and difficult. The only daughter of a shipping magnate’s third marriage, thirty-two-year-old Isabel was rich, fussy, and unpredictable. She was used to getting her own way – a thin, wishy-washy, strawberry blonde with a sharp nose, an iron will and a high little-girl voice that rose to a shrill scream at any hint of opposition. She was in love – or imagined she was – with Jonah Murray, and Helen wondered if she didn’t know or just wouldn’t accept the fact that Jonah was wedded to the single life and had no intention of being tied to anyone.

         Not my business, anyway, she decided. That’s something she’ll have to work out for herself.

         Nothing was too good for Isabel’s horse, and nothing too much trouble for the stable staff. Suleiman had special forage, special bedding, a special diet including additives and 9supplements for every condition from which any horse had ever suffered; boosters, calmers, powders, ointments; a wardrobe to rival a beauty queen’s, and the finest saddlery money could buy. Suleiman never left the yard without overreach boots and knee-pads, and when he travelled to competitions in his own luxurious horse-trailer, it took the best part of an hour to dress him in padded hood, padded rugs, bandages and tail-guard. Like an American racehorse, he had his own nannie, Sarah, a small phlegmatic donkey, who accompanied him to shows and without whom he could be difficult.

         Suleiman was, in the stable staff’s view, a bleeding nuisance, but at the same time as griping about Isabel’s demands they were secretly proud to have him.

         ‘T’aint ’is fault she fusses so,’ John summed up the general feeling, and they were at least a little chuffed by being entrusted with such a magnificent addition to the yard. Everyone knew that Suleiman had been summarily removed from the care of at least three other stables which had not come up to Isabel’s standards.

         ‘Sent a box to pick ’im up without so much as a by-your-leave,’ said Jeremy darkly. ‘Me mate as works for Lady Blackler told me they never ’eard a dickeybird till arter ’e’d gone.’

         That was why it was only under extreme pressure that Helen had agreed to board him at livery for the winter. The pressure had been partly financial – you pays for what you gets and the business could always do with money – and partly from her boss.

         Jonah found Isabel’s fixation on him harmless, even amusing. ‘Oh, I think we should let her keep him here for a bit. Call it payback for her keeping the Hunt afloat.’

         ‘How long is a bit?’ she said carefully.

         He glanced at her stony face and said, ‘I know Izzy’s not everyone’s cup of tea but I’ve always felt sorry for her. She 10had an awful childhood, poor girl: constantly on the move, changing schools, chivvied from place to place. Stepmothers, half-brothers, half-sisters – difficult to know who was family and who wasn’t – and there’s no denying the old Brig was a bully. He could be an absolute tyrant.’

         ‘I thought he was a friend of yours.’

         Jonah had laughed and wrinkled his nose. ‘Hardly!’

         ‘But…’

         ‘Oh, I know I used to ride his horses. He put me up on some good ones, too. But that’s not the same as being a friend. Like with all bullies, you had to stand up to him: tell him where he got off. Poor little Izzy couldn’t do that.’ He paused and thought for a moment. ‘Tell you what, Hels. We’ll keep this precious horse of hers for six months, let her have a bit of fun with him over the winter. She can use the school – bring her own personal trainer…’ He laughed, ‘Honestly, Hels! Your face! Then next summer she can take him to these competitions she’s always talking about…’

         ‘But she can’t ride one side of him!’ wailed Helen before she could stop herself.

         ‘Miaow!’

         ‘It’s true. When Noel rides him he’s a different horse.’

         ‘Your husband puts a couple of thousand on a horse’s value just by throwing a leg over him,’ said Jonah with no trace of fraternal envy. It was true. Even the most placid old plodder would arch his neck and grow a couple of inches the moment Noel was in the saddle. Jonah added, ‘Why else should I keep him here eating his head off and let him do all the buying and selling?’

         ‘Just tell me, Jonah, what did Isabel pay for Suleiman?’

         ‘That’s a dark secret.’

         ‘But I want to know.’

         ‘And I honestly can’t tell you. She had to buy two people out 11– I know that – and she did own one leg of him already, but as to what she actually paid, your guess is as good as mine. Think of a number and treble it and you may be in the right area.’

         ‘Just for a horse…?’

         ‘A very special horse. And he’s a stallion, which puts his value into the stratosphere. So if Izzy wants to keep him here and ride him in competitions, well – that’s OK by me.’ He held up a hand. ‘No, don’t argue. I’ve decided.’

         ‘Half your staff will walk out.’

         ‘I’d be surprised if they did. Money talks, you know, and if Isabel stopped paying its bills the Hunt would have to shut up shop. When does Noel get back, by the way?’

         For once she knew. ‘He’s got a busy week. Goff’s sales on Wednesday, Dubai on Thursday; then he’s due to go to a big dinner in London – Bloodstock Owners’ beano of some kind – on Friday night; back here to hunt next Saturday.’

         Jonah had laughed. ‘Par for the course, eh?’

         She thought back to that conversation while she and John were gently cleaning and disinfecting Suleiman’s many lacerations. His thousand-pound saddle had suffered too, wrenched over to one side with the same deep scratches across the expensive black hide and a long bramble sucker caught under the flap. One stirrup and its leather was missing, pulled from its bar, no doubt, when the rider fell. Who had that rider been? Who would have had the sheer audacity to nick one of their horses in the dim pre-dawn gloom and ride him away – where? Into the woods? To a lorry waiting in a lay-by with its lights doused and ramp down?

         Fury rose like a choking black constriction in her throat – fear and fury. It was so easy to take a horse, who had been trained since birth to follow where humans led, to do what humans asked him to. She forced it down: this was no time to give way to emotion.12

         Horrible even to think it, but one of their staff must be involved. The tack room was locked at night but it was an open secret that the key was kept on a nail behind a bin in the feed shed; and each horse’s tack was neatly hung from a labelled saddle-rack for easy identification.

         ‘Best make the vet get a move on,’ said John, still sponging the chest wound. ‘This flap of skin – it needs stitching.’

         ‘It’s Saturday. I got the emergency service and they always take longer. We’ll make him comfortable and then I’ll start ringing round.’

         Vet. Doctor. Possibly police as well.

         ‘Unting morning, too.’

         ‘Don’t rub it in.’

         Hunting mornings had to be planned with military precision. Timetables. Spreadsheets. Careful briefing of personnel. Everyone involved knew what had to be done and when, but there was always the chance of a slip which could throw the whole schedule.

         ‘Ow many going out today?’

         She reckoned on her fingers and said, ‘A lorryload. Democrat’s not right yet, so Ricky Owen’s taking my black mare. Should be no problems there. Jasmine wants a short day on Betsinda…’

         ‘First time out, eh?’ said John with the slight sideways twitch of his mouth that passed for a smile.

         ‘I know. I warned her she might have a rough ride, but she said it was now or never. Then Colonel Marshall asked if he could hire Master Mariner.’

         She paused and John gave her a searching look. ‘Was that ’is son got bound over last week? Saw it in The Gazette. Looked a right ’alf-portion of misery. Long hair, long beard, called summat daft: Woody, was it?’

         ‘Fungus.’13

         ‘Ah, that’s right. Fungus it was. So ’e’s the Colonel’s son. You’d never guess.’

         Helen sighed. ‘That’s him all right. Silly bugger: high time he grew up. Bit of a thorn in the flesh for the family.’

         Fungus and a cohort of scruffy boys and girls had made a Town Hall demonstration against climate change which ended with three police cars being dented and fines all round. She wondered if the Colonel had bailed his son out or if he washed his hands of him. It wasn’t the kind of thing you could ask.

         She said to John, ‘So that’s two of my horses going out, plus Jasmine with Betsinda, and maybe one of the DIYs will want to hitch a ride. You’ll drive them – OK? I topped up the tank yesterday. The Meet’s at eleven, over at Mounteford Common, so it won’t take more than half an hour, forty minutes max, to get there. I’ll have to stay here until we get the vet’s verdict. Then we’ll try to work out exactly what happened. If I can, I’ll bring the trailer and join you.’

         This was a faint hope, she knew. Mounteford Common was one of her favourite meets, a wide, rolling expanse of heath and scrubland rising out of the Chiltern beechwoods, but by the time she had dealt with all the problems arising from Suleiman’s escapade, the huntsman would more likely be blowing for Home than drawing the last covert.

         Now the car park was filling: the usual morning bustle. Feeding, watering, skipping out. Carrot-topped Seamus with the big muck-trailer hitched behind his diminutive tractor, collecting the contents of the skips. Everyone temporarily too busy to ask questions, but word was going round, she knew, from the worried faces and looks cast towards Suleiman’s loose box. Security. No one wanted to keep a horse where it might vanish overnight like poor Shergar, the Derby winner who had been kidnapped by the IRA and never seen again. What 14else could they do to keep the horses safe? More sophisticated locks. CCTV. Guard dogs brought their own problems and the expense of human guards put them out of the question. She didn’t want to turn the whole place into a fortress.

         I’ll have to have another go at Jonah, she thought. When he hears about this he’ll have to listen to me and see it’s just not on to have such a valuable animal in the yard. Isabel had won the three-sided bidding war when Suleiman was put up for sale: now it was up to her to take care of him.

         As if by psychic communication, her mobile rang again. She dropped the pad of gamgee she was holding into a bucket and fumbled for her phone. Jonah.

         ‘What’s the problem? Have you got it sorted?’

         ‘The problem,’ she said crisply, ‘is that someone tried to steal Suleiman. That was him galloping on the drive.’

         There was a shocked silence, then he said, ‘Someone who didn’t know about Sarah, I imagine. How is he? Any damage?’

         She relayed a list of the cuts and scratches and added, ‘I’ve called the vet – McAndrew’s on duty but he’s out on a job. I’m just waiting for him to ring back.’

         ‘No damage to his wedding tackle?’

         ‘Not as far as I can see.’

         ‘That’s one plus, at least. Oh, by the way, your lad’s awake. I can hear him over the intercom, grizzling for his mum. Shall I get him up? Keep him amused until breakfast?’

         ‘Would you?’ she said guiltily, ‘I’m afraid it means…’

         ‘Come on, Hels. I’m perfectly capable of changing a nappy, and time’s ticking on. I’ll deal with young Gus, and you finish the horses. Then you can bring me up to date.’

         He rang off and she said to John, ‘That’s about all we can do for now. Give him a small feed and leave him in peace. I never thought I’d say this, but thank God for Sarah. If the thief – thieves – had got Suleiman into a lorry or trailer, they 15could be miles away by now. He could be hidden on a farm, in a barn, in a garage – anywhere, and we wouldn’t have a clue where to begin looking for him.’ She drew a deep breath and squared her shoulders. ‘Now I’d better go and tell everyone what’s happened before the rumour mill gets to work.’

         Barleycourt Manor, a thousand-acre estate encircled by the ever-changing, ever-beautiful beechwoods to the north of Marlow, had been in a ruinous condition when Jonah and Noel’s far-sighted grandfather snapped it up at the end of World War II.

         Time, weather, and a double whack of death duties had taken their toll on the big house, but the grand stable yard had survived as it was built, and though judicious selling of land had reduced the estate to a more manageable six hundred acres, principally pasture, it was now ideally suited to the current owners’ preoccupation with buying, selling, and training horses, besides riding them in races and competitions for the fun of it, while Helen’s growing livery business made a small but steady contribution to the Barleycourt finances.

         
            *****

         

         With rain clouds lowering and the wind getting up, it was no surprise that by two forty-five some of their less fit liveries were trickling back into the yard. People who rode only once or twice a week hadn’t the stamina to stay with hounds more than three hours, as Fergal the long-serving huntsman well knew. So long as they got an early gallop and half a dozen jumps they were perfectly content to return to their lorries after hounds had drawn a few coverts, particularly if they realised the pack was heading away from home. Falls, refusals, or slight injuries to horse or rider would have accounted for more early 16quitters, and a high proportion of weekend sportsmen would simply have become lost in unfamiliar lanes and fields and be glad of a lift home.

         ‘I’ll ’ave the box ’ere until one-thirty,’ John would have told them on arrival at the Meet. ‘Anyone as ’ad enough by then is welcome to come ’ome along o’ me, and me brother will come out to fetch the rest later. That suit everyone?’

         It did. Fainthearts or those unsure how their horses would behave in company were reassured that they would not be abandoned: it was only a question of finding their way back to the Meet.

         Wily Colonel Marshall, who had coughed up £90 for the pleasure of riding Master Mariner, Helen’s bold, raking grey pointer, took a look at the sky and decided to hoard his energy for the afternoon when hounds were likely to draw Southcott Furze, where he and the Hunt handyman had spent a whole weekend building a lovely line of fences. What fun it would be to jump them! He would potter along at the back shutting gates and talking to the terriermen until most of the Field went home, and then heyho for the Furze.

         Do-It-Yourself livery owner and anaesthetist Jasmine Dymoke, elegant in her well-cut dark-blue coat with twinkling Hunt buttons, was not planning to let her young mare do much galloping. ‘I’ve just brought Betsinda along to see hounds,’ she explained to the Colonel in gasps between bucks, as they trotted away from the Meet. ‘She finds it all too, too thrilling.’

         Naughty Betsinda would also have preferred to join the vanguard rather than being kept well clear of hounds, and made her wishes known by humping her back, snatching at her bit and progressing sideways.

         Should have given her five miles on the road instead of bringing her over in the lorry, thought the Colonel, as Betsinda 17cannoned into his horse for the third time. Seeing hounds! She’ll see the thong of my whip if she kicks good old Mariner. He edged away from the over-excited mare in order to talk to the Hunt Secretary, neat, bespectacled Marjorie Whittle, about an extra ticket for the Hunt Ball. She was distraite, eyes scanning the Field for stray Caps she might have missed at the Meet.

         He said, ‘Did you hear about the shemozzle at Barleycourt this morning? Someone tried to steal that showy stallion of Isabel’s. Tacked him up and rode away before it was light.’

         ‘Never!’ Now he had her full attention.

         ‘Don’t know all the details yet. Helen was pretty tight-lipped, but no doubt we’ll hear all about it later.’

         Many and various are the reasons that people ride to hounds, but a desire to kill foxes barely figures in them. Some go to see and be seen, to show off their horses and possibly sell them; some crash-and-dash merchants are there for the thrill of galloping and jumping, and others for the rare pleasure of riding over fields and woods from which they would otherwise be excluded. Some are content to jog around lanes and through gates, while others think nothing of tackling a stone wall straight off the road if it will win them half a field’s advantage. Some spend the whole day in a state of ecstasy, and others of suppressed terror. Point-to-point jockeys, who need a Master’s signature to confirm that their racehorse has been fairly hunted, slouch along at the back of the Field, praying for 2 o’clock when the desired scribble will free them to go home.

         As a result, a Field of sixty might be whittled down to a hard core of a dozen or so when the sky darkens, the temperature drops, and the best of the day’s hunting can begin. Until then Colonel Marshall thought he would simply enjoy Mariner’s good manners and springy paces, the beauty of the winter landscape, the glorious pageant of hounds and horses 18streaming across the valley bottom and jumping its little brook, together with the comedy of those who failed to jump it. He might catch a loose horse. He might rescue a pretty girl who had lost hounds and reunite her with them. But all the time he would be saving Mariner’s energy and his own for the last hour of the afternoon when they headed for Southcott Furze.

         Of course they might not go there. That was one of the glories of hunting: you could never predict what would happen because the fox – in the person of the trail-layer – was in charge. Fergal the huntsman might plan where he wanted to go, and end up miles off course, his horse blown and his whipper-in collecting hounds in the half dark in unfamiliar territory. That didn’t often happen – Fergal knew his country inside out – but it could happen, and the thrill of trying to stay with hounds over strange obstacles in unknown country was something that sustained you throughout the bleakest winter.

         And if he found himself benighted far from his transport, he had the comforting assurance that the iPhone in his pocket, so despised when his daughter first gave it to him, was one modern invention that amply earned its place in every hunting man’s kit.

         The long, melancholy, undulating note of Gone to Ground hung for a moment in the damp air as Colonel Marshall patted Mariner’s shoulder and winked at Marjorie Whittle, the only other remaining member of the Field. Clouds of steam rose from the horses after the headlong, exhilarating gallop over the new fences, which had more than repaid the trouble taken to build them.

         ‘Just what we needed after all that faffing about in Oxlease Larches,’ he muttered. ‘Think I’ll call it a day or I’ll get it in the neck from the wife.’

         Fergal was standing in his stirrups, checking the pack. ‘All on,’ he said with satisfaction, and a moment later fat 19little Harvey Joliffe, computer geek and amateur whipper-in, echoed, ‘All on.’

         The Colonel offered his flask round and took a pull himself, then gathered up his reins. ‘Good night,’ he said formally, though it was barely half past four.

         ‘Good night,’ Marjorie responded with a smile. Good old Willie, she thought, looking after him as he rode away: neat, square-shouldered, every inch a cavalryman. He does love his hunting. Shame that son of his doesn’t take after him. All talk and no trousers, as they say. Brilliant shot, though. Should have forced him into the army instead of letting him fiddle around with leftie politics. Or he could have been a jockey, if he’d had the nerve. Right build for it.

         She sighed. Her own son had longed to ride in races, but his weight was against him. Twelve stone at fourteen, and goodness knows what her poor daughter-in-law now had to spend in shoe leather.

         The Colonel lit a cigarette and considered his options. The fun at the Furze had been well worth the extra miles it had added to the hack home. Mariner was fit as a flea and could do it all again, and Dora – bless her – had agreed to drive their own trailer to the Red Lion at Wystan Green and box up in the car park there, so the horse would be back in his stable by six.

         An idea occurred to him. Instead of slogging three miles along the verge, with cars whizzing past, it would surely make more sense to cut back across the far corner of the Furze again to where it shared a boundary with the playing fields of that poncy new international school which had bought Dene Park off the old Misses Rigby recently. He had a vague memory of Marjorie Whittle getting a letter informing her that the Hunt would no longer be welcome in the school grounds, but quietly hacking home wasn’t the 20same as hunting, was it? And who was likely to be playing hockey at dusk on a November evening?

         He continued along the verge for a few hundred yards, then checked his bearings. Somewhere along here there was a bridle gate on to the track that skirted the school buildings – ah, here it was – and now he had only to hop over a narrow stile – obligingly Mariner hopped – and he was riding across the shamefully neglected outfield of what had once been cricket pitches.

         He kept a sharp eye out for trouble, but no one challenged him. Indeed, he was pretty sure no one had seen him leave the road. Lights were on in a long wooden building that could have been a gym or lecture hall, and once a door opened, letting a flood of light stream across the grass, but keeping Mariner well into the shadow of the overgrown hedge, he continued on his way, heading for the gate into Southcott Furze.

         It was locked: damn! Locked with a chain and a thumping great padlock. What’s more, some accursed gardener or groundsman had reversed the top hinge so that it could not be lifted off. Damn and double damn!

         Now his idea of a shortcut seemed less appealing, but he still didn’t want to retrace his footsteps. Never jump on the way home is hunting’s sensible maxim, but when circumstances demand there are exceptions to every rule, and Mariner was a copybook jumper.

         Make up your mind, he urged himself.

         The gate was old-fashioned: wooden, heavy, five-barred. Not the uninviting metal seven-barred type with adjustable hinges that he had often shied away from, but the kind of obstacle most horses would make nothing of. The light was going. He couldn’t hang about here much longer.

         He showed Mariner the middle of the gate to indicate what was expected of him, wheeled to take a short run, sat well down 21and set him at it. Mariner tucked his forelegs up neatly and rose with a leap that would have cleared the gate by a foot when a sudden dazzle of white light caught him full in the eyes. Blinded, he dropped his hind legs on the top bar with a splintering crash, and the Colonel felt himself falling…falling…

         That’s torn it, was his last thought as the ground rose up to meet him.

         
            *****

         

         ‘Is everyone back now?’ asked Helen at six o’clock, pushing open the tackroom door and releasing a heady aroma of woodsmoke, saddle soap and sweat into the frosty night air. Hunting debrief was usually an agreeable ritual, with everyone glowing from
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