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         The young woman thought of home; of the endless green and golds of the pasture; of the sky, huge and azure blue; the sun that burned down during the day, and the night, awash with a thousand stars. Here, everything was too close, too restrictive. The lanes were too small, and she nervously gripped the steering wheel of the shiny 4x4 every time she drove, unable to see over the thick hedges. She’d already crashed twice; just little bumps – 2a broken headlight, a scratch to the paint – but it had been enough to evoke a huge rage in him, a white-hot temper she hadn’t realised was there. The worst of his fury was reserved for the horses though. Sweet Fly with the white face, who hadn’t proved fast enough; and the little chestnut, Miranda, who refused to go down to the start, trembling with nerves.

         In public, he’d grit his teeth and force a smile, and in private… She closed her eyes, wincing as she remembered the weal marks, raw and bleeding, the fear in the amber eyes, the hanging heads as spirits were broken. She felt as though she couldn’t breathe. She had no money to return. This was the life she’d chosen, but the gilded gates had become her prison. Her only solace was the grey mare, the one who defied her master, who stood proud despite his cruel methods. They drew strength from one another. And just lately the woman had heard it. The whispers her father had mentioned, if you listened hard enough. They’d talked about it on those long days rounding up cattle, wide-brimmed hats protecting their faces from the sun’s glare. He’d been right all along. But the horse trainer would never believe her; he’d laugh in her face. She thought of the man with the kind smile, the soft hand on a horse’s neck. They’d ridden 3and talked for hours. He was safety. He had believed her. And now the little grey mare was telling her they had to run.

         Run, for both their lives.
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         Lottie lay on her back in the field, the damp seeping into her T-shirt. The evening was settling around Wild Hill. Bats were flitting overhead, and Lottie could hear the rhythmic munching of the horses as they tore at the grass, out for the night after dozing in the cool of the stables. Late July and the start of the summer holidays had brought scorching sunshine and long, dusty days. She closed her eyes and exhaled slowly. Home. Wild 5Hill, the house and yard that had been in her family for generations and that now faced financial ruin. They couldn’t let this go. Something near her moved, and even with her eyes shut she was aware of a shadow looming over her.

         “Patch,” she said softly, opening her eyes and raising her hand up to stroke him, which seemed to startle the little skewbald. He snorted and moved away, and Lottie’s heart sank. She’d lain out here on the grass every evening since her chat with Annie just over a week ago, when she’d felt very real despair over the possibility of having broken her relationship with her beloved pony. Her granny, Annie, who was the least granny-type person Lottie knew, had told her that Patch felt he’d let her down by galloping off after the show, that he had been frightened for them both. And now Lottie feared he associated her with danger. She’d meant to keep him safe, and instead they’d been thrust into a situation that could have killed them both. Her head was a jumble of thoughts. How did they even start to repair their bond? She’d just started her journey towards trying to qualify the talented little pony for the Badminton Grassroots, and now she couldn’t even reach out her hand to stroke him without spooking him away. It felt almost impossible. 6

         Life had been flipped upside down since the Rhinefields show, when her older brother Harry had been tricked by Ralph McCavendish, the egotistical trainer who owned Highfield Acres, the equestrian property next door. Ralph had told Harry he wanted him to ride a top mare, when in actual fact he’d set Harry up so it would appear he’d caused an accident at the high-profile show, and his reputation would be ruined. Ralph had tried to frame Harry, making it appear he’d been drinking, when what really happened is that he’d put a hay fever tablet in his water, knowing Harry, who reacted strongly to them, would become drowsy. Ralph had engineered it so that a sudden light flash under a jump would deliberately spook the horse. It had been intended for Chess, the horse Harry had been riding. But instead it had terrified Patch. Lottie had ridden into the arena to stop her brother jumping his round after Ralph’s previous groom warned Felix that Harry was in danger.

         In the resulting chaos as Patch bolted, Harry had been thrown from his own saddle. Even poor Chess would have just been collateral damage, had Ralph’s plan worked. Chess, the sweet dark-brown mare, had a heart murmur and was essentially 7worthless, despite her enormous talent. And if Chess had been killed, Ralph would have received her insurance money because there was no record of her failed vet’s certificate. He truly was awful, Lottie thought. Unfortunately, he just so happened to be the grandfather of Lottie’s new friend Felix. At least, she’d thought they were friends. But Felix had betrayed her. Lottie knew now that Ralph had been after Wild Hill for decades, fuelled by a generations-old incident.

         Ralph believed that the land Wild Hill stood on should be his. Ralph’s father, Jack McCavendish, had been Lottie’s great-great-grandfather Edward’s right-hand man, his protégé. Edward had wanted Jack to run the yard in place of his own son Bertie, a feckless gambling addict. But Jack had died suddenly, before the will could be changed. He and his horse, Dancing Boy, were killed when the horse bolted over the High Tor, and Ralph was sure that Lottie’s great-grandfather, Bertie, was responsible. Murder, he’d said, even though it had been ruled an accident. Lottie winced as she remembered the red-hot anger in Ralph’s expression as he’d shouted that at her. Ralph had harboured years of resentment. Then, in a turn of events, he had become wildly successful and 8wealthy while Wild Hill, Lottie’s family’s beautiful, crumbling home and yard, was on the verge of folding.

         Lottie’s grandad William had recently had a quad bike accident so he and Annie couldn’t look after the place the way they used to, and Lottie and her parents had moved in. Harry was helping at the yard too. Harry had moved to America halfway through his A levels, ditching school for horses. Now aged twenty, he was back home, his time in America short-lived. Lottie loved her brother. He was arrogant and annoying, but a breath of hope for the stables, and a very real threat to Ralph’s plan to buy Wild Hill if it folded. In his brief time at Wild Hill, Harry had increased the prices, and he was far stricter on making sure the livery clients paid on time. He hadn’t been popular, but the yard had started to improve. They’d lost one long-standing livery, but recently gained three more, a welcome boost to their income, and recently Harry had started to talk about new business opportunities.

         But now Lottie knew that Felix had told Ralph everything Lottie had told him – every secret she’d confided, every grain of information about their plans for Wild Hill. Even a passing casual remark about Harry’s experience with hay fever tablets had been 9passed on, and ultimately used to try and frame her older brother. Why had Felix done it? She needed to know, but Felix wasn’t answering her texts. The last time they’d talked, Felix had said they couldn’t be friends any more, and so far he’d stayed true to his word. Ugh, why did she even care? As she watched Patch grazing, Lottie shivered. When she’d so bravely ridden into the arena to stop her brother jumping Chess, Patch had been thrown into the danger intended for Harry and very nearly galloped off the edge of a hill cliff, just like Dancing Boy and Jack McCavendish over seventy years before. If it wasn’t for Felix, he would have.

         So, yes, Felix had betrayed her, but he’d also helped save her, and Patch too. Then, after telling her they couldn’t see each other again, he’d sent her a gift of beautiful cross-country colours, a matching set of a base layer and hat silk. She remembered how she’d complained about her cheap T-shirt at her first event and how Felix had told her it was how she rode that counted, but all the same he’d remembered her longing for them. It was so confusing. Did he want to be friends or not? And even if he did want to – did she?

         Alongside the colours had been a photo – of Ralph 10and Annie many years earlier. It had been a shock to see it, like prying on a private moment; a moment Annie clearly preferred to keep hidden. Lottie still couldn’t imagine a world where her kind, wise grandmother would have ever smiled at the cruel Ralph McCavendish like she was in that photo. There was a Post-it Note on the back, and Lottie remembered the words that Felix had scrawled on it: I don’t know what this means. But she was once here. She guessed Felix was as confused by the connection as she was.

         The cross-country colours lay at the foot of her bed, a shimmer of scarlet. Lottie folded them and refolded them every night, thinking back to the Ridgeway one-day event a few weeks earlier. She and Patch had been eliminated for taking the wrong course but had somehow inserted themselves into Pony Club history as a result. The little cob pony’s leap over the advanced fence was still the talk of the branch. But now she and Patch were far from the tight team they’d been that day.

         Her thoughts were interrupted by the harsh beep of her phone in the grass next to her. Scrambling up as Patch moved away, she squinted at the screen, batting away the midges that were attracted to the artificial light. She opened her messages, feeling a rush of 11emotion as she looked at the latest one. Felix. At last he’d replied to her endless texts.

         Lottie – can we talk?
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         Patch was quiet, his mood flat as Lottie rode up the hill the next evening to meet Felix. The grass hummed with insects, causing Patch to swish his tail. He smelled of citronella fly spray, a heady scent that mixed with the soft warmth of his coat. The best smell in the world, Lottie thought. She felt unusually nervous. She and Felix had been close until recently. Not in a romantic way – Lottie made a face – but she’d liked him. She’d trusted him. 13Did she still trust him? She wasn’t sure. She felt her stomach clench as she saw the familiar grey pony ride towards her. It felt like only yesterday that she’d met Felix for the first time, right here, below the bronze statue of Jack McCavendish and Dancing Boy that overlooked Highfield Acres. She’d been prepared for a haughty, rude boy and had been totally flummoxed by the gentle, shy creature Felix really was. She hated the way things had ended so abruptly between them. And as much as she tried to tell herself it wasn’t the case, she missed their easy friendship.

         Candy approached, sleek and beautiful, a contrast to stocky Patch with his half-brown and half-white mane. Lottie had long given up trying to tame it. The strong, feathered legs and neat little hooves were deceptive, because Patch jumped like he had wings. No jump was too high, and Lottie had big dreams. A day out at the Badminton horse trials watching the Grassroots class had ignited a spark in Lottie. She knew her pony was capable, if they could just make it happen. And it had quickly become bigger than just her dream for Patch. If Patch qualified for the Badminton Grassroots competition, Wild Hill would make a name for itself. Just like it had decades beforehand. And maybe, just maybe, it could be the 14thing that saved the yard. But then the incident at the Rhinefields show had happened, and now everything was in doubt.

         “Hey.” Felix reached her, bringing Candy to a halt.

         “Hey.”

         There was an awkward silence. Lottie watched as Felix flushed pink, his white-blond hair curling under his helmet.

         “I’m sorry I didn’t text sooner…”

         “I’m glad you texted…”

         They spoke at the same time. Lottie shook her head.

         “You go.”

         Felix looked at her.

         “I’m sorry I didn’t text sooner,” he repeated. “I…” He paused. “I didn’t know what to say.”

         “Well, you did say to never contact you again, after you told your grandfather everything about Harry, so I’m surprised you texted at all,” Lottie said sharply. Her feelings were so conflicted. She couldn’t forget the way her brother had been put into danger, or how Patch had almost galloped to his death. But she’d still wanted to see Felix. For closure? Or to try and mend things? She wasn’t sure herself yet.

         “I know,” Felix mumbled. “I wish I could turn back time. But… He was actually talking to me, he 15seemed interested in what I had to say.” He looked up and Lottie saw real anguish in Felix’s eyes. “He’s never interested usually,” he continued. “And he was asking about my day and stuff. He seemed interested in Harry, but in a good way. Like he admired him. I thought it was nice, chatting. It made a change. Usually if I’m not in the yard, I’m just in my room, on my own. I didn’t know he would use the information like that, I swear!”

         Lottie thought about the mansion and the spotless yard and its cold, soulless feel, despite the luxury. Wild Hill was always busy, livery clients bustling about, always someone to chat to over the old whistling kettle in the tack room. Felix was twiddling Candy’s silken mane, his face drawn.

         “You said you didn’t want to be friends. But then you made contact,” she ventured.

         “I know,” Felix said. “I wasn’t going to. I thought it was for the best, but…” He paused. “I missed you. No one talks to me in that house now. It’s … yeah.” He shrugged.

         Lottie felt her heart soften, just a fraction.

         “Thank you for the cross-country colours. They’re gorgeous,” she said. “But why did you send the photo?”

         The image was seared on to her brain: Annie, 16her wheat-coloured plait threaded with flowers, the beautiful grey horse and the smile captured between her and a younger Ralph. For as long as Lottie could remember, any mention of Ralph, or even just the yard next door, was met with narrowed eyes and hissed warnings to not get involved. Annie had even been unhappy when Lottie just said hi to Felix at the one-day event, and yet all this time she had history with her sworn enemy.

         “I found it,” Felix said quietly. “Tucked in an old book. Forgotten about, I think. But it’s Annie, isn’t it?”

         Lottie nodded.

         “She’s looking at him,” Felix sounded embarrassed, “like she’s a girlfriend. Don’t you think?”

         It was weird to think about Annie like that, but Felix was right. It was the first thing Lottie had thought when she saw it.

         “I just wondered if it explained anything more, why your family and my family hate each other,” Felix continued. “I mean, I know about Jack…” His voice trailed off. “I wondered if you knew about anything else.”

         “No.” Lottie shook her head. “Annie’s never mentioned anything. What about when she came to 17get Chess?” she asked. “Did you see or hear what happened?”

         Thanks to Annie buying her, Chess, the beautiful horse Harry had ridden for Ralph, now lived in the fields at Wild Hill and would continue to for as long as her heart would allow. It stretched Annie’s finances even further, but Lottie knew how soft her granny could be over a horse.

         Felix shook his head.

         “I didn’t hear anything, but they were talking a bit. Not in a friendly way, I could tell. Grandfather stormed over to Chess’s stable and put a head collar on her, and that was that – she left with Annie.”

         Lottie shook her head, more confused than ever. Patch, growing bored, yanked her hands down, trying to snatch at the long grass. Lottie loosened her reins, letting him. Felix seemed to take a deep breath.

         “I’m sorry I didn’t answer your messages,” he said quietly. “I felt so responsible for what happened at Rhinefields and I didn’t know how to make it right. I thought it was best we stayed away from each other. But I hated how we left things. And then…” He paused. “Something weird happened at home and I realised you’re the only person I wanted to talk to about it.” 18

         He looked around, as if scared he might be overheard.

         “What?” Lottie asked. She was still unsure about their friendship, but curiosity got the better of her.

         “Grandfather got this phone call when he was driving me to school,” Felix said. “It was on speaker so I heard it. It was something like, ‘do what we say, or there will be consequences’. Grandfather just swore at them and hung up. A couple days later there was another call, on the house phone. I answered, but they hung up.” He frowned. “I don’t know, it gave me a weird feeling.”

         “Has he got any enemies?” Lottie asked. She imagined he would do; Ralph was vile. But how did others view him?

         “I’m not sure,” Felix said. “He’s fallen out with people. Like Danny, our head groom. Remember how he rang me to warn me about Rhinefields?” Lottie remembered their panic, high up on the hills. “He’s gone, for a start. But what was even stranger was what the man said just before Grandfather hung up. He has it all on video, he said. What do you think he meant?”

         Lottie frowned. She wasn’t interested in anything to do with Ralph, but it was clearly agitating Felix.

         “I’m sure whatever it is, it doesn’t involve you in any 19way,” she said, trying to reassure him. Felix smiled, but he still looked worried.

         “I hope so,” he said. “I just can’t shake this bad feeling about it.”
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         Lottie was deep in thought as she and Patch meandered back down the fields towards home. She was relieved she and Felix were talking again, even if she needed time to process that fact. She thought she sort of understood how things had played out. She’d seen the way Felix flinched whenever his grandfather spoke to him, the way he seemed to want to please him. If Ralph had suddenly taken an interest in Felix, Lottie could see 21why her friend would have opened up. She decided to forgive him, although it was a tentative, fragile feeling. She’d missed him. He was one of the only people who really got her, and who loved horses as much as she did.

         She wondered why Felix was so worried about that phone call. Lottie didn’t want to minimise his concerns, but she thought he was probably being a bit overanxious. And she was still thinking about the photograph. Felix was right, Ralph and Annie did look like a couple, but Lottie couldn’t imagine how, or why. There were so many secrets around Wild Hill and the fields surrounding it, and while she was desperate to know more, she knew this one would most likely stay in the past.

         
             

         

         All thoughts of Felix were forgotten as Lottie walked into the kitchen of Wild Hill, boots ringing on the flagstone floor. The atmosphere in the room was thick with tension. Her grandad, William, had his injured leg up on a chair, and Annie was sitting very still. Lottie glanced at her parents, who seemed to be suppressing gleeful smiles. Harry was lounging on the green sofa in the corner, Marmaduke the cat on his lap. Everyone was looking straight at her. 22There was definitely something up.

         “What’s going on?”

         Her dad smiled and opened his hands wide. He was clearly pleased about something, and whatever it was, it was not having the same effect on Annie.

         “It’s Wild Hill,” he said with a flourish. “We have a buyer!”

         Lottie sat down hard as though her legs had buckled underneath her. Her bridle dropped into a heap on the floor. She felt the blood drain from her face.

         “No,” she whispered. “You said not for a while. Not until it was sellable.”

         Truthfully, she was hoping they’d forgotten about it altogether.

         She noticed her mum twisting her bracelet around her wrist, her expression unreadable. Wild Hill had been her home once. Now home was a new-build in a village half an hour away, which was currently empty, awaiting their return. But Lottie didn’t want to go back there. In the few short months they’d lived at Wild Hill, it was the most at home she’d ever felt. She wanted to grow up there, like her mum had. Mum had been a pony-mad teenager, just like Lottie, until an accident put an end to her riding career. It had been the beginning of the end for
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