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Chapter One

Kate Scanlan peered through the window of her warm office into a dark, blustering night. Raindrops drummed on the glass, making it difficult to see what was happening outside. She leaned forward. In the weak glow of an old security light, she could just make out the figure of her head girl, Sandy Jennings. It was six o’clock, going home time, and Sandy was heaving shut the large sliding door to the stable block.

Kate sat back and looked at her reflection in the window. She wasn’t sure if she liked her new short bobbed hair. It made her look older, more like the twenty-six she really was. She became nostalgic and thought longingly of the time when closing up had been her job. She’d been happier then, taking hands-on care of the animals at the Rescue Centre. Organising the staff and the day-to-day admin was much more of a chore, but when the chance of promotion had come, she couldn’t turn it down; the mortgage on her recently purchased small cottage had decided it for her.

The North Wiltshire Animal Rescue Centre (or  NOWARC, affectionately known as Noah’s Ark) was part of a highly efficient national charity with an annual turnover of tens of millions. It had been set up originally to deal with the thousands of farm animals which were found each year abandoned or abused by their owners. The centres were called in by the public and other agencies to house, cure and find new homes for a wide variety of victims, though NOWARC dealt mainly with horses, cattle and sheep.

While the animals always came first, the trustees of the charity were adamant that their donors’ money should not be wasted and they demanded thorough accountability from the leaders of the centres, which meant showing where every penny had gone. Maths had never been one of Kate’s strong points and she loathed this side of the job. She’d had enough office work for one day. She closed the accounts book in front of her and rummaged in her bag for a packet of Marlboros. The girl who helped in the office hated the smell of tobacco smoke, but she’d already gone home. Kate lit her cigarette. She had taken a couple of contented drags when the phone rang. She glanced at it, prepared for a moment to ignore it, but she couldn’t. Working at the Rescue Centre was a vocation, like being a doctor or a priest; being needed was the point of your existence.

She picked up the phone. It was Richard Stanley, head of the local branch of the RSPCA.

‘Kate, I’m sorry to do this to you on a night like this, but I’ve got three men off with some bug and its pandemonium here.’

‘You’re sorry to do what?’ Kate asked as she looked out at the blustering rain with a sinking stomach.

‘The police have just phoned. They’ve had a call about some cattle making a hell of a racket on a farm a mile or so up the hill above Ramsbury. They want someone to take a look . . .’ He left the sentence hanging in the air.

‘And you haven’t got anyone spare,’ Kate said helpfully.

Richard Stanley uttered a guilty sigh. ‘I suppose you couldn’t send someone over, could you?’

‘Yes, I suppose I could,’ Kate said with a grin. Through the window she caught a glimpse of the tail lights of Sandy’s car disappearing through the gate of the small car park. ‘Damn!’

‘What’s the matter?’

‘Oh, nothing,’ Kate said. ‘I’ve just missed Sandy, that’s all. I’ll go myself.’

‘Great. Thanks, Kate. I owe you one.’

‘And I won’t forget it. What’s the farmer’s name and how do I get there?’

‘Cyril Barton. Apparently he’s in his eighties, lives on his own.’ He gave Kate the name of the farm and rough directions. ‘Give me a ring if you have any problems.’

When she’d put the phone down, Kate got up and walked across to look at the Ordnance Survey map on the back wall of the office to see exactly where she was going. She knew most of the farms within half a dozen miles of the centre, but she’d never had any dealings with this particular one. When she’d worked out the best route, she locked up the office and went out to her old Renault in the car park.

Twenty minutes later, her car headlights picked out a rotting sign on which the words ‘Lodge Farm’ were just discernible. The post from which the sign hung had long since broken off at the bottom; now only a thick, black hawthorn hedge supported it.

It was surprising that anyone had complained, she thought. The farm - more of a smallholding - was a good quarter of a mile from the metalled lane and, as far as she could tell from the map, some distance from the nearest neighbour.

Kate’s headlights lit the muddy, puddled track beyond the entrance. She shivered. She dreaded what she might find. Once on a similar mission, she’d discovered fifteen starving horses. She had wept hopelessly at the sight of them and the memory still haunted her.

Without much enthusiasm, she drove her car through the entrance and cautiously along the deep ruts. She had covered three hundred yards and was beginning to wonder if she had somehow gone wrong, maybe missed a turning off the track to the house, when round a bend her headlights swept across a three-sided courtyard and reflected off the wet stone of a dilapidated house and the ancient buildings clustered round it. She drove into the yard and parked her car just inside the gate. The house loomed darkly, unlit on the far side. She turned off the engine and waited, wondering what to do. Something about the place gave her the creeps. She locked the car doors and picked up her mobile phone to call Sandy, but the orange light showed she was out of signal.

The wind had dropped and the rain diminished to a silent drizzle.

Abruptly, the quiet was shattered by a furious bellow from one of the barns. Kate froze, startled out of her normally collected wits. She knew almost at once that the noise wasn’t human, but it took her a few seconds to register that it was an angry, probably very hungry bullock.

The bellowing was joined by a rasping regular bark of an old dog. Kate looked at the house for a reaction. No light, no human sound marked the owner’s presence. He could have been out, or asleep, or ill. But that wasn’t her problem; at least, it wasn’t her priority. Her job was to look after the animals, and by the sound of it, they needed it. Every instinct told her to drive away, but instead she leaned over to the back seat and found her torch. She got out and directed its powerful beam into a large, ramshackle timber-clad barn. The big wagon door had been blown open, and inside she could see a jumble of straw bales, muddy farm tackle and empty paper feed bags. She picked her way across the remains of the cobbles that had once covered the yard until she stood in the doorway.

The dog’s barking crescendoed to a manic yelp as her torch picked it out, crouched, too arthritic to want to move from a bed of filthy sacking under a long-abandoned Ferguson tractor. She moved cautiously into the barn, flicking the torch’s beam into every crevice, searching for hidden danger. When she reached the dog, she looked behind her, then bent down to offer it her  hand to smell. The bark became a pleading whimper as she stroked it and murmured gently until the silence was fractured again by the angry bellowing.

Kate looked around and saw the source of the noise. In an old stable to her left, behind high iron bars, were two half-ton bullocks. She left the dog and went across to them. She hauled back an ungreased bolt which squealed in protest. Cautiously, she let herself in. The animals nuzzled her roughly, desperate for food, as she searched around their quarters. The manger was empty; the water trough was bone dry.

What these animals needed most was water. There didn’t seem to be any reaching the inflow valve of the troughs. Filling them would be a tap and bucket job. She searched the yard until she found them both outside the back door of the house. Carrying her torch under her arm, she trekked back and forth until she’d heaved five bucketfuls which the big beasts sucked up almost as fast as she could pour the water into the iron tank. Filling the buckets eased her earlier fear, and she began to move about with more confidence.

In another stall, she found a ewe with a pair of weak, spindly lambs. She watered them all, then the dog. There were no more animals in the first barn so she crossed over to the next.

It seemed colder and wetter in this one. A sweep of the torch among the trusses and bearers showed large gaps between the roof slates which looked as though they had been letting in the weather for years. Under this scanty protection was a suckler cow with her two-month-old  calf. The cow was lying on her side, weak from lack of food and liquid. The water trough and manger were empty. The straw had been trampled into a filthy paste of mud and slurry. The calf could barely open its eyes. Kate made a few more drenching trips with the buckets across the yard then looked around for some food. Besides the hay in the first barn, she could find nothing else. She’d have to come back up in the morning with some supplies.

As she worked, she wondered angrily how things could possibly have reached such a state and rehearsed the lecture she was going to give the owner.

Where the hell was he, anyway? He had no right just to go off and leave his stock unattended.

She marched back across the yard and shone her torch on a back door which hadn’t seen a paintbrush for forty years. She looked for a bell. There wasn’t one. She hammered and heard only the hoot of an owl for an answer.

She waited half a minute before she turned the old iron ring handle and pushed impatiently. The door creaked open.

She considered leaving; after all, she’d done her job for the moment. Then she found herself calling out, ‘Hello! Anyone in?’

She was answered by a profound silence. She shivered, gritted her teeth and stepped through on to a cold, flagstone floor. Her nostrils were filled with the damp, musty smell that belongs only to very old houses which have never known central heating or damp-proofing. It  was a smell which in her line of work she associated with old people - people who had grown too weak or too crippled or too poor to look after the animals which they’d been used to having around them all their lives, and which they refused to give up.

She flashed her lamp around a messy hall, cluttered with old yellow newspapers, Wellington boots, stout hazel thumbsticks and decrepit furniture. A dusty, unshaded bulb hung on a length of fabric-covered flex. After some searching, she found a switch. She wasn’t surprised when it produced no light.

There were four closed doors off the hall. Kate opened the first and shone her torch into a large room, some kind of formal sitting room, tidy and furnished with good, solid old pieces. It looked as though no one had sat in it for years.

She tried the door at the back of the hall. A short passage led to a room which her nostrils told her was the kitchen. On a large pine table, among stacks of unopened Farmers’ Weeklys, there was an old oil lamp with a box of Swan Vestas beside it. Kate lifted the glass, turned up the wick and lit it. In the more general glow that it cast, she saw a bowl of rotting fruit and a loaf of bread that was growing a thick coat of grey-green woolly mould.

Wrinkling her nose, Kate carried the oil lamp with her back to the hall. The silence and the lack of response were beginning to make her jumpy again. She tried another door, this time opening on to a flight of steep, narrow stairs. She called out again, not really hoping for  a reply, and, summoning all her courage, started up the creaking steps.

They led her to a wide, bare-boarded landing. Ten feet from the top of the stairs, in a heap of crumpled old pyjamas and a threadbare dressing gown, a very old man lay curled up like a baby.

Kate’s heart thumped as she took a few steps towards him. Holding the lamp high, she looked down at a small, white face then she jerked backwards, transfixed by the face’s expression cast in complete and utter terror.

Holding her breath, Kate knelt down to listen. Not a whisper of air escaped the wrinkled, slightly parted lips. Trying to control her fear and revulsion, she stretched out a hand to touch the white forehead. It was dry and as cold as stone.

Kate snatched back her hand and wiped it on her jeans. In twenty-six years of rural life, she had never seen a human corpse at first hand. This one certainly hadn’t died peacefully. As she looked closer, she noticed the purple-brown bruises round the loose-skinned turkey neck. Her heart missed a beat.

Instinctively, she glanced over her shoulder with wide horrified eyes in the lamplight, although she knew that the man must have died hours, days before, and the killer would be long gone.

She scrambled to her feet, tilting the lamp in her haste. The glass fell to the floor and shattered, snuffing the light as it fell. The torch and the matches were in the kitchen. Kate stood rooted to the ground in panic and  total darkness. Clenching her fists she tried to pull herself together.

She forced herself to breathe normally. When she was ready, she felt her way back to the top of the stairs. She stopped and listened, ignoring the calm voice of logic trying to tell her that no one would still be in the house. She forced herself down the narrow stairs and groped her way into the kitchen, to the table where she had left her torch. Gasping aloud with relief, she found it and flicked it on.

Nervously, she flashed it around the filthy room, vaguely looking for a telephone. She must get someone up here, quick - the police, anyone, to deal with the wrinkled, strangled corpse upstairs.

She began to search in earnest but she couldn’t find a phone in any of the downstairs rooms. She couldn’t bear to go upstairs again. Maybe the old man simply didn’t have a phone. She went outside into the still drizzling night and shone her torch around the gables of the house. There wasn’t a sign of an incoming telephone line. She’d have to go for help. But where? Drive to Marlborough, or find a phone-box?

There must be someone living near enough to have heard the distressed bullocks and alerted the police. She ran out of the yard and looked south, down the hill towards the river valley. At the bottom of a grass field was a belt of woodland and through it, like a beacon of welcome, glowed a light from a cottage window.

She clambered over a gate into the field. She slithered down the wet grassy hillside, unconcerned about  scratches and bruises as she slipped and stumbled between thistles and molehills.

It was further than it looked, five or six hundred yards, and when she reached the bottom, she had to get herself over a barbed wire fence between the pasture and the woods beyond. Panting, scratched and soaked to her skin, she pushed her way through a thicket of rhododendron until she reached a clearing in the birch wood where the cottage stood.

She had approached it from the back where there was no entrance. She ran round, found the front door and rapped a tattoo on it.

A moment later it was opened by a small, neat woman who looked with alarm at the soaking, bedraggled young woman on her doorstep.

Kate gasped with relief at the sight of a kind, normal-looking woman, not unlike her own mother. ‘I’m so sorry to burst in on you like this, but I need to phone the police.’

‘My goodness! You’d better come in.’ The woman opened the door wider and beckoned Kate. ‘What’s happened? Are you all right? Is someone after you?’

‘No, no. I’ve just come from the farm at the top of the hill. There’s no phone. I found the farmer there. He’s dead. I think someone killed him!’

‘What? Old Cyril Barton at Lodge Farm?’ The shock in the woman’s voice conveyed that she’d known him.

Kate nodded urgently. ‘Yes. I nearly fell over him lying there. Please, let me use your phone.’

They were in a small, brightly lit hallway. As Kate was  speaking, a door opened and a tall, grey-haired man in his sixties appeared. ‘What’s happened?’

‘Oh, David. This girl’s found Cyril Barton dead in his house. She thinks he’s been murdered!’

‘Why do you think that?’ the man asked without any sign of panic or alarm.

‘He’s just lying on the landing, in his pyjamas . . . It’s the look on his face, and there are horrible bruises on his neck.’

The man nodded. ‘Right. Don’t worry. I’ll call the police.’

He went back into the room he’d come from. Kate and the woman listened through the open door while he gave an operator precise details and directions to the farm.

When he had put the phone down, the woman asked Kate if she would like anything - a hot drink, a change of clothes?

‘No. I need to get back up there. I was called in to check the animals. Someone complained.’

The woman nodded. ‘That was me. I should have gone up to check first, but my husband wasn’t here.’

‘I’ve dealt with most of them but on my way down here I thought I heard something in the field - a horse cantering around making a fuss. I didn’t see it, but I really ought to check. None of the animals had been fed or watered for days as far as I could tell.’

‘I’ll run you back up there,’ the man offered.

‘That would be great. Thanks.’ Kate had been having serious second thoughts about going back on her own.

When they were in his car, the man told her he was  called David Patterson and that he and his wife, Pru, stayed in the cottage most weekends.

‘I’m Kate Scanlan. I run the NOWARC centre.’

‘Who called you in?’

‘The RSPCA. They hadn’t anyone spare.’

‘And you dealt with the animals before you went looking for the farmer?’

‘Yes. They were making such a racket when I got there, I had to get on with it. Besides, there weren’t any lights on in the house. But I went to look for the owner, to give him a piece of my mind.’

‘That must have been quite a shock for you.’

‘God, yes. I’ve never seen a corpse before and I’m sure he was murdered.’

‘So you said.’

Kate considered what the man had said. She was struck by his lack of any sense of crisis. There was a certain confidence about him, yet his eyes were cold as ice.

‘You’re not a policeman of some sort, are you?’

‘No, though I was a soldier once. This won’t be the first time I’ve seen a corpse.’

When they reached the farmhouse, a mile or so by road and track, Kate didn’t want to go in again. ‘I really just want to see what’s in that lower field. Do you think you could wait up here while I have a look around?’

‘Of course. Do you want me to come with you?’

‘No, that’s okay. It shouldn’t take long to see if there’s anything there.’

She didn’t relish the thought of wandering around an  unfamiliar field in the rain on a pitch dark night, but knowing this very calm ex-soldier was watching, she felt happier about it.

She found a rope in the big barn and clambered back over the gate. She cast her torch around the field. It wasn’t large, six or seven acres, and hedged with untrimmed hawthorn.

She had been right. Within minutes, she picked out the shape of a nervous horse with a tattered jute rug half twisted under its belly. Using all her skill and persuasion, she managed to get near enough to loop the rope round its neck. Close to, she saw that the animal, although it was muddy and out of condition, was an obviously well-bred mare. Looking at the shivering horse, Kate decided to bring it in out of the cold for the night. She could have a proper look at it in the morning. The mare fretted and fussed, unwilling at first to come, but Kate gently led her up to the yard and into the stable next to the cow and calf.

David Patterson was waiting by the gate. ‘Well done! Can I do anything to help?’

‘No, thanks. If there are any more out there it’s too bloody bad.’ She settled the horse on to some clean straw, filled its water trough and stuffed a hay net. As she came out, the shrill wail of a police siren was carried up on the breeze. A moment later a blue light flashed round the bend in the track.

‘Do you want me to stay around while they deal with the old boy?’ Patterson asked.

‘Would you? That’d be great. I’ve got to get back and  change out of these clothes.’

‘You’d better just stop and tell them how you found him, then I’m sure they’ll let you go.’

 

‘Who was the old geezer, then?’ Jason asked from the back of Kate’s Renault.

‘A farmer called Cyril Barton. Lived alone in the farmhouse. Really squalid.’ The cloud and rain from the previous night had completely blown away. Kate was peering into the rising sun ahead. Although she’d found it in the dark the night before, it would be easy to miss the narrow turning up to the farm.

‘How big’s his place?’ Darren in the passenger seat beside her asked. He came from a farming family himself - measured people by their acreage.

‘Not much. Thirty, forty acres, maybe. I went round one of his fields with a torch last night. Most of the animals were already in, but I found a lovely mare still out.’

Jason and Darren were on a work experience scheme at the Rescue Centre. Kate had brought them along to help with the feed bags and to make up the animals’ bedding.

‘Who rang up, then?’ Jason asked.

‘His nearest neighbour. She told the police she could hear some cattle bellowing. They rang Dick Stanley, and he rang me.’

‘Did you go up on your own, then?’

‘Yes,’ Kate nodded.

‘And you found the old boy, like?’

‘Yes, I did,’ she said with a shudder.

‘Bloody hell! Wasn’t you scared?’

‘Of course I was - bloody terrified. I’ve never seen a real live corpse before.’

Jason laughed. ‘Well, you wouldn’t, would you,’ he said, labouring the joke. ‘What did he look like?’

‘Like a piece of wrinkly old putty. I touched his face to make sure he was dead. It was all cold and dry. Ughhh.’ Kate spotted the old sign to Lodge Farm and turned on to the muddy cinder track, driving carefully over the ruts. They rounded a corner and she had her first daylight view of the farmhouse and its outbuildings.

‘Is that it?’ Darren asked. ‘What a dump!’ Darren’s grandparents lived in a similar house; most of their lives they had looked forward to moving into a tidy little bungalow.

‘It’s got loads of character - three or four hundred years old, I should think,’ Kate said. ‘It could be really nice with a bit of money spent on it.’ She hoped she’d end up in a place like this.

They reached the top of the track where a pair of lopsided gateposts with no gate marked the entrance to the yard. On the far side, the house loomed with its back to the sun.

Kate turned off the engine. She and the two boys got out into a deep rural silence. Even now, at the start of a bright winter’s morning, there was an eerie, otherworldliness about the buildings.

Jason shivered. ‘What a creepy place. When’s this vet coming?’

‘He should have been here by now,’ Kate said. She had phoned Mike Pengelly before she left at eight that morning, and he had less far to come. ‘Anyway, we’d better get on with it. Start with watering them. It’s a tap and bucket job, I’m afraid; there’s nothing reaching the valves in the troughs.’

The rasping bark of the arthritic dog echoed from the big barn on their left. This was joined by the furious bellow of one of the bullocks. Jason jumped. ‘Christ! He sounds pissed off.’

‘Start with him, then,’ Kate said. ‘There’s the tap, by the back door.’

Jason nodded and walked off to quench the thirst of the angry bullock.

Kate told Darren to unload the bags of cattle feed, corn and beet they had brought up from the centre while she made a more thorough search for food among all the buildings, under every lean-to and tarpaulin. She found nothing. She was surprised. She had expected to find something special for the horse, at least. She had been impressed by it, even in the dark and covered in mud. It was unusual for anyone with quality horses not to look after them.

Kate shrugged philosophically. After two years at the refuge, she had seen more than enough evidence of people’s callousness and stupidity where livestock were concerned. She would arrange transport for all the animals to the centre later that day. In the meantime, they’d get as good a feed as she could give them.

She walked into the smaller barn. The cow looked up  brightly. Darren had already refilled her trough and manger and the calf was on its feet, sucking happily. Kate smiled at the fruits of their efforts. ‘Well done, Darren. They’re looking a lot happier than they were last night. Have you had a look at the mare yet?’

‘I have. I’ve done her water but she still looks miserable.’

Jason and Kate walked across to the box which contained the mare. She gave them a wary glance and carried on pacing around the box, apparently anxious and distressed.

‘I wonder what’s wrong with her,’ Kate said.

‘Maybe she’s missing a friend,’ Darren suggested.

Kate looked at him sharply. She knew from experience that his intuition as far as animals were concerned was highly developed and often right.

‘But there weren’t any other horses around last night.’

‘It was dark, wasn’t it, and you didn’t check all the fields.’

‘I was going to have another look this morning anyway. We’ll do it now.’

Kate and the two boys walked out into the yard. Kate sent the boys to look down the hill and headed for the field above the house. When she reached the gate, she clambered over the five bars into a four-acre meadow hemmed in by a ragged hawthorn hedge. The grass was well-grazed but dotted with patches of docks and nettles. At first glance it appeared empty. She walked along the hedgerow, looking for holes or gaps. But despite its unruly appearance, it was well wired. At the first corner there was a ditch, damp at the bottom. Kate worked her  way along it, parting the lower branches where they were splayed across it. She found an abandoned plough and a few oil drums, but no sign of a horse.

She approached the next corner where a group of pollarded willows marked a larger watercourse. The ditch widened to meet a permanent stream which ran off the chalky downland behind. Water had backed up to make a patch of boggy ground between two fallen willow boughs which had sprouted new wands of their own. On the far side of the ditch the mud was churned up and there were long marks where horse’s hooves had slithered and dug in. Beyond it, a rotten post and wire fence lay flat on the ground.

Kate drew in a breath and looked at the uninviting muddy slope.

‘Katie, come quick! For God’s sake!’

She turned sharply and looked back towards the gate by the house.

Darren was standing on a lower bar, waving frantically. Kate set off at a run across the meadow. When she reached the gate, Darren was hopping around on the other side of the yard at the entrance to the lower field. When she caught up with him, she found she was in the field she’d run through in the dark the night before. It was below the one she’d been searching, with the fallen fence visible at the top of a steep slope. Darren headed for the lower corner where a drinking bay had been carved in the bank which dropped down towards the brook, partially hidden by a group of three whiskery old willows.

Only when Kate reached this crude access point to the stream could she see the young horse which had become trapped there. The animal, no more than a yearling, had tangled its legs in two strands of barbed wire and the pig wire below it, which was intended to stop any animals wandering off up the brook. The posts had collapsed and left the wire suspended a few inches off the ground.

Kate slithered down the muddy ramp. As she came within a few yards of it, the horse panicked. The whites of its eyes rolled up, its ears flattened down its neck and it struggled frantically to release itself.

Kate stopped short and stood a few feet away, talking gently, trying to calm it. Darren watched with admiration from the top of the ramp, impressed by Kate’s capacity for winning the animal’s trust with just a few words. When he had tried to get near it, the creature had flailed around so that it was now held even tighter by the brutal wire.

Kate could see fresh blood oozing over the congealed remains from the savage lacerations in the fine-boned legs. The young horse stopped thrashing long enough to let Kate lean forward and offer her hand. Its ears twitched forward tentatively and its large eyes settled in their sockets. Kate moved another couple of inches and softly stroked its nose with the tips of her fingers.

Ignoring a thick layer of sticky mud on the ramp, Kate settled on her haunches to talk to the horse where it lay on its side. She was grateful for the sunshine; waiting for the animal to trust her sufficiently to let her unravel the wire round its leg could take a long time.

Slowly, she eased herself down the slope towards the brook and the collapsed wire fence. She could see that the horse had somehow got its leg between the two barbed strands and, hopping around, had put a slender hoof through two squares of pig wire, tightening it every time it struggled.

Kate turned to Darren who’d been joined by Jason and was still watching from the top of the ramp. ‘One of you go and see if you can find some wire cutters. And bring some feed.’

Jason ran up the field and came back a few minutes later with a pair of sharp edge pliers. ‘These should do the job,’ he said, panting, and slid them down the slope, along with a scoop of horse nuts, to where Kate was still comforting the young horse. She picked them up, let the youngster nuzzle a few nuts, then, taking her time, she began a continuous rubbing motion with her hand over the soft brown hair of the horse’s neck. Gradually, Kate worked down to the shoulder, flanks and finally to where its hind legs were trapped. All the time she talked, gaining the horse’s confidence. Each time she felt it resist her hand moving to a new part of its body, she’d move backwards and start again.

There was a lot of tension in the barbed wire. Somehow she would have to move the animal back down towards the brook to slacken it and avoid the wire whiplashing as soon as she cut it. Slowly, by heaving gently, she eased the horse down until there was no strain in the wire. She cut the first barbed strand as close to the leg as she could. The horse flinched as a loose end  scratched its leg. The second strand came free as easily but whichever way they moved, the pig wire was still tight round the fragile limb.

Kate decided to cut through from the top of the fence, four strands away, to give a clear opening for the horse to remove its leg.

She had cut through the first two when a pheasant, lying low in the dead bracken on the far side of the brook, abruptly decided it had taken enough risks for one day. With a clatter of wings it launched itself from the cover into the air while its frantic honking ricocheted through the still morning air. In its eagerness to get away from the alarming disturbance, the horse tried to propel itself up the ramp with its three free legs. A flailing hind leg caught Kate a passing blow on the temple, knocked her off balance and sent her slithering down into the brook and three feet of icy water.

Ruefully, she heaved herself out, sodden, frozen and weak from the bang on her head. The horse had stopped thrashing, though, and this time it didn’t take so long for Kate to talk it back into a state of calmness. Shivering now with cold and nausea, she worked her way through the rest of the pig wire. The last strand fell away and eased the tourniquet on the horse’s leg. Kate could sense the animal beginning to realise that it was no longer constrained. When the knowledge had sunk in, it scrambled to its feet, slipping and sliding on the muddy ramp and barely able to make use of a weakened off-hind leg.

Kate left it to get up as best it could and shouted to  the boys to give her some space. ‘We’ll catch her in a minute.’

The young horse scrabbled up the slope to the thick green grass of the paddock.

The two lads stepped aside and the filly trotted unevenly into the freedom of the big field while Kate painfully limped up.

‘Nice looking filly,’ Jason said.

‘Yeah,’ Kate panted. ‘All yearlings look lovely. I just hope the wire hasn’t done too much damage.’

‘You reckon she’s a yearling?’

‘She’s certainly too big to be this year’s foal.’

‘D’you think she’s out of that mare, then?’

‘More than likely. No doubt we’ll find out. But it’s going to be quite a job to get that leg right without any permanent damage. Look, she’s hardly using it at all.’

‘I think we should catch her now, before she runs around on it too long.’

‘Yes. You’re right. Go and see if you can find a head collar in one of the barns.’

Darren ran off as Jason and Kate slowly worked their way across the five-acre field to corner the nervous filly and keep her away from the damaged fence at the top.

They put the yearling in the box next to the mare.

‘Keep an eye on her,’ Kate told the boys. ‘I’m going to see if I can find out who her dad is.’ She left Jason and Darren and walked across to the house. It wasn’t locked; no one had been able to find a key and the police hadn’t been back to secure the place yet.

As the mare looked to be a thoroughbred, Kate  thought it likely she’d been covered by a thoroughbred stallion. It would be interesting to know the father of the plucky yearling filly she’d rescued from the tangle of wire.

Kate quelled any guilt she might have felt about prying into a dead man’s things as she rummaged through the piles of paper on the grimy old kitchen dresser and table. But she found nothing about the horse. She went into the front sitting room and plunged into a bureau crammed with dog-eared documents. This produced a horse’s ‘passport’, which confirmed the registration of a mare at Wetherby’s. It gave details of colouring and markings, including whorls, of a horse called Stella Maris which matched the horse out in the stable. It showed that she was respectably bred by a very fast, flat-race stallion which had died some years before.

What Kate really wanted was some correspondence with a stud which would tell her the name of the sire of the filly.

Half an hour’s search had produced nothing when she was interrupted by Mike Pengelly, the vet, arriving to keep his appointment with her.

Mike, dedicated, forty and innocently unaware of his own good looks, made a thorough examination of all the animals, beginning with the yearling, and pronounced them all in reasonable health. The damage to the filly’s rear leg wasn’t as bad as it looked though it still needed half a dozen stitches.

‘I’ll give her a tetanus,’ Mike said as he worked, ‘but keep your eye on it; keep it clean and keep her on the  move to stop it swelling up. Insofar as I’m any judge of these things,’ he added, standing up, ‘she looks like a nice little filly.’

He and Kate stood in the box, gazing critically at the young horse. ‘I’m a hopeless judge,’ Kate admitted. She wrapped her arms round the animal’s slender neck. ‘All horses look wonderful to me at this age. I wonder why the old boy bred her. What was he going to do with her? And I wonder when she got caught in the wire. The police weren’t sure how long the farmer had been dead. There’s virtually no grass out in the meadows and there was practically nothing in here. I’m amazed they look as well as they do. By the way,’ Kate went on, ‘I tried to see if I could find out who the sire is, assuming the mare’s her mother. But I couldn’t find a thing.’

Mike Pengelly, used to Kate’s seamless monologues, had crouched down to continue his examination of the filly. He half turned and spoke over his shoulder. ‘I dare say some paperwork will turn up sooner or later.’ He ran his hand gently down the damaged leg. ‘There’ll be a bill from a stallion owner somewhere.’

‘Maybe, but I’ll have to find a home for all these animals and the executors will want to know we’ve got a fair price.’

‘You’ll definitely need details of paternity for that,’ Mike said. ‘But aren’t there any relations to take them on?’

‘No. According to the police, the only one they could trace was a niece who lives in Liverpool. Apparently she’s coming down to identify the old boy formally,  though she hasn’t seen him for over fifteen years. He was a real old recluse. Even the neighbours didn’t see him often and the house is like something out of Cold Comfort Farm.’

The vet stood up and stretched. He looked at the ill-kept, mouldering house and the buildings falling down around it. ‘Not without a certain amount of charm. Certainly, no one could accuse it of being over-restored. How old was the farmer?’

‘In his eighties, I think. Cyril Barton he was called.’

Mike chuckled. ‘Cyril Barton, eh? I haven’t heard of him for years. He used to be a bit of a force in pointing round here when I was a small boy. Fancy him still keeping brood mares. It’s amazing how some people just can’t kick the habit.’

‘What habit’s that?’ It was a new voice, not one of the lads from Noah’s Ark. Kate and Mike looked up. David Patterson, in a tweed jacket and burnished brown brogues, walked into the barn.

‘Oh, hello, Mr Patterson. This is Mike Pengelly, the vet. We were just talking about racing. Mike was saying Mr Barton was keen on it for years. He must have wanted to keep his hand in. We found this filly, tangled in wire down by the stream. I’m fairly sure she’s out of the mare I found last night. Mike reckons she’s pretty good.’

David Patterson walked over and looked at the quivering animal. He shrugged his shoulders. ‘They all look the same to me, but what happens to them in circumstances like this?’

‘Usually, after we’ve sorted them out, they ask us to find homes, or buyers for them if possible. This one might be worth a bit.’

‘If you can discover her breeding,’ Mike Pengelly interjected.

‘I don’t know if I’m talking out of turn, but my stepson is in the racing business, near here at Lambourn. He might be interested in the filly. Can I tell him to get in touch?’

Kate glanced at Mike. ‘Why not? What’s he called?’

‘Charles . . . Patterson, like me.’

‘Tell him to ring me at NOWARC. He can come and have a look at her there if he likes. We’re taking all the animals over today.’

‘Right,’ Patterson nodded. ‘I will. Anything else I can do to help?’

‘No, thanks. We’re all under control here now.’

‘Well, let me know if there is.’ Patterson left the barn and they heard him start up his Mercedes and drive out of the yard.

‘Funny him being Charlie Patterson’s stepfather.’

‘What about it? Do you know the son?’

‘No, but I know his partner well.’

‘Who’s that?’

‘A chap called Nick Ryder, cousin of mine.’

‘What’s his interest in horses?’

‘He’s an assistant trainer with Charlie at Robert Aylestone’s yard. Racing mad.’

Kate, although not obsessed with racing, took an interest. Her parents were members at Newbury and had  taken her regularly since she had been strong enough to hold a pair of binoculars.

‘Robert Aylestone’s not much of a recommendation.’

‘No,’ the vet agreed, ‘but Nick and Charlie are trying to get some money and horses together to start their own yard. And as long as they’re at Aylestone’s, they’ll learn a lot.’

This was true. Robert Aylestone had a fearsome reputation for gambling, among other vices, but at least he usually backed his own horses and knew how to get them to peak for the races which he cannily selected for them.

‘Are they honest?’ Kate asked, down-to-earth.

‘I don’t know about Charlie, but Nick certainly is. He’d be interested in the horses.’

‘I can see why he might be in the yearling but what about the mare?’

‘I think he’ll like her. If he takes them, you can be sure they’ll be well looked after and you could keep tabs on the filly if you wanted. You’re obviously rather attached to her.’

‘Okay,’ Kate said. ‘I’ll let you know what’s going to happen to them.’

Wistfully she watched Mike Pengelly go. Though he probably didn’t know it, it was he who had originally inspired her to try to be a vet herself, but she’d got bogged down with all the science involved and given it up. He certainly didn’t know that as far as she was concerned, he could do or say no wrong. If Mike thought his chap Nick Ryder should have the horses, that was good enough for her.

 

It was a fortnight before the Rescue Centre heard from anyone about the dead farmer’s animals. A solicitor in Marlborough telephoned to say that Mr Barton’s sole heir, Mrs Cora Lenigan, would be coming to the refuge to see the animals and decide what to do with them.

Cora Lenigan arrived two days later. She had come by taxi from the solicitor’s office in Marlborough. It was clear from the diffident way in which she dealt with the taxi driver that it wasn’t a normal mode of transport for her.

Kate came out to greet her in the mild winter morning. ‘Good morning, Mrs Lenigan. I’m Kate Scanlan.’

‘Call me Cora, pet, or I’ll feel like a granny.’

Kate smiled, liking the look of the woman and her lazy Liverpudlian drawl.

Cora gazed around at the sheds and compounds which held the various animals passing through the centre’s hands. ‘Which ones are mine?’ she asked.

Kate took her on a short tour and showed her the dog, several cats, the cow and her calf, the ewes and their almost full-grown lambs and, finally, the horses which had come from Cyril Barton’s farm.

‘Crikey, they’re big,’ Cora said.

‘She’s a lovely filly,’ Kate said enthusiastically.

‘She certainly looks nice,’ Cora said.

‘You should keep her,’ Kate said spontaneously. ‘Put her in training yourself.’

‘What? Me?’ Cora laughed. ‘I wouldn’t know anything  about having racehorses. That’s a bit out of my league. They wouldn’t even let me have a budgie when I were a kid. It’s going to be bad enough trying to get used to having a few bob when they sell that old house. It’s funny really. I don’t suppose I’d even thought of Uncle Cyril for months before the solicitor’s letter came. And I’d never thought about him leaving anything to me - not that he did, really, he just never made a will and I’m the only relative he had left.’ She shook her head with a slightly puzzled grin. She was evidently finding it difficult to come to terms with her good fortune. Kate liked her for that. ‘You know what else is funny? You saying keep the racehorse when my husband, God rest him, Johnny Lenigan spent every penny he ever earned - and that weren’t a lot - betting on horses that never won.’

‘You’re a widow, are you?’

Cora nodded. ‘Johnny was a waster but he was a lovely bloke. He must be going mad up there, seeing me getting all this from Uncle Cyril when he can’t get his hands on it,’ she reflected without malevolence.

‘Well, what would you like me to do with the animals?’

‘Make sure they go to good homes.’

‘That’s no problem, Mrs Lenigan. If you don’t want to keep them, we can arrange to sell them for you and certainly make sure they all go to good homes.’

‘Would they be worth much?’

‘Not the dog or the cats but we’ll get a bit for the sheep, and the cattle might be worth a few hundred each; the horses a lot more probably. Of course you can always  arrange for the lawyers to sell them for you.’

‘Those slimy buggers? You must be joking. No, I can see just from your face you wouldn’t cheat me. You get what you can for ’em and let me know, okay, pet?’



Chapter Two

‘There’s a gorgeous bloke here says he’s come to look at your precious yearling,’ Sandy bellowed across the yard at the Rescue Centre.

Kate glanced up, not expecting to share Sandy’s eccentric opinion of their visitor’s attractions but, she admitted to herself, the man strolling towards her with his hands in his pockets did have a particularly striking set of features.

He was in his late twenties, a shade over six foot, lean and energetic in a battered sheepskin jacket and a pair of faded jeans. Large pupils rimmed with blue in slightly short-sighted eyes gleamed a challenge from beneath a pair of dark brows. Kate sensed there was more than mere politeness in the smile that parted his well-shaped lips as he came up to her.

‘Hello. Mike Pengelly told us about a yearling and a mare you’ve rescued.’

‘Are you Nick Ryder?’

‘No. I’m his partner, Charles Patterson. I think you met my stepfather.’

Kate nodded. ‘Yes, I did.’

‘Nick Ryder will be round later. He just asked me to have a look first.’

‘As long as you know I’m supposed to dispose of these animals not only to good homes but at market price, and I promised the woman who owns them now that I’ll get as much as I can, so I don’t want any clever tactics to keep the price down.’

Charles Patterson looked wounded. ‘Do I look like the sort of man who’d do that?’

Kate appraised him frankly. ‘I should think you’re the sort of man who’s used to getting away with plenty.’

Charles laughed. ‘I’d better leave negotiations to Nick, then, but can I have a look at them now?’

‘Okay.’ Kate led him into the barn which held a dozen stables used to house the larger animals that passed through the centre. Cyril Barton’s mare, Stella Maris, was looking out through the top door of the first box. Her ears pricked at the sight and sound of Kate and she willingly backed away from the door to allow her visitors in.

Charles raised an appreciative eyebrow. ‘Mum looks quite useful. Did she ever race, do you know?’

‘To tell you the truth, I haven’t looked her up yet.’

Charles nodded his dark, curly head thoughtfully and turned his attention to the next box where the filly was poking her tiny nose through the bars, desperate for Kate’s attention. He went in, knelt down and felt the slender legs, picked up the small hoofs and inspected them. He stood up to gaze without speaking at the nervous creature.

‘Well?’ Kate asked anxiously. ‘What do you think of her?’

‘I think she’s a lovely filly. But then,’ he turned to look at Kate, ‘aren’t they all?’

‘But you’re in the racing business. You’re supposed to be able to judge.’

‘Judging a yearling tends to be a matter of guesswork. Especially,’ he added, ‘when you only know half the parentage. As you may know, you can’t race a horse without a thoroughbred pedigree. Of course, if we wanted to take it eventing it wouldn’t be a problem.’

‘Don’t worry. Cora, the farmer’s niece, found the invoice. Apparently she’s by quite a good jumping stallion called Nunsfield.’

‘Is she?’ Charles was impressed. Nunsfield had been a Group Class stayer on the flat and had sired plenty of good jump winners.

‘The problem is,’ Kate said, ‘it looks as though Cyril Barton never paid the stud fee. There’s four thousand pounds to pay.’

‘That takes the gilt off it a bit,’ Charles said flatly.

Kate looked crestfallen. ‘But surely, if that was the stallion’s fee, she must be worth at least that.’

Charles laughed. ‘’Fraid not. Nothing’s as simple as that in bloodstock breeding. The quality of the mare and the animal itself are just as important, some would say a lot more. But don’t look so worried. This filly’s a nice enough looking animal, well worth a second look,’ he said, genuinely appreciative and unconcerned that the smile on his face might adversely affect his bargaining  stance. ‘What happened to the leg?’ he asked.

Kate was standing behind him. ‘I found her with it tangled up in wire.’ Charlie smiled at the compassion in her voice but he didn’t let her see. ‘It was quite badly cut,’ she went on, ‘but Mike Pengelly did a good job on it.’

‘This was how long ago?’

‘Just over two weeks.’

Charles crouched down to run his hand over the leg where it was still scarred below the hock. He nodded. ‘I think it’s probably over the worst.’ He straightened his legs and looked at Kate with shining eyes. ‘If you don’t want too much for her, we’ll have her.’

‘What are you offering?’

Charles grinned again. ‘Steady. I thought we’d agree that Nick would talk terms. I’ll tell him what I think, then he can deal with you.’

‘What about the mare?’

‘Maybe we could do a package deal, but you’ll have to appreciate that it may not be much more than the outstanding stallion fee. You’d better talk to the executors, though I’m sure we’ll offer you as good a price as anyone. I’ll look the mare up; see what she’s done and if she’s ever bred anything.’

 

When Nick Ryder came to the centre next morning, Kate couldn’t imagine him and Charles Patterson as friends. Nick appeared to have none of Charles’s self-assurance, none of the charm or infectious cheerfulness. He was the same age as Charles, but his brown hair was already thinning, and the old-fashioned spectacles he  wore did nothing to enhance his plain features. But he shook her hand with a firmness which surprised her.

She looked at him. Perhaps there was hidden substance beneath
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