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Lyndon Stacey

HUTCHINSON
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PROLOGUE

THE NIGHT BREEZE WHISPERED through the trees and around the weathered stone of the tower, sending a handful of dead leaves skittering playfully along the base of the wall. It rippled through the white cotton shirt of the young man high on the ledge, evaporating the perspiration on his skin, and ruffling his fine blond hair.

The youth stood like a statue, his jaw set and eyes fixed in mesmeric fascination on the jumble of stones below. It was quiet now, almost peaceful; the voices that had driven him here – mercilessly tormenting him – had died away, but there was no going back.

He stepped forward, the grit under his shoe sounding loud in the silence. The wind had dropped. It was as though the night was waiting.

A shadow raced across the parkland as the moon slid behind a streamer of cloud. When it emerged again the ledge was empty and the fickle wind rose once more, carrying with it the memory of a thin, high scream.


ONE

GIDEON DIDN’T HEAR THE shot that killed Damien Daniels. In fact, despite the sporadic gunfire from the clay-pigeon shooters in the field beyond the wood, it didn’t immediately occur to him that Damien had been shot.

They had been discussing Damien’s horse; Gideon being, among other things, an animal behaviourist and Nero being a horse as troubled as he was talented.

One moment they were riding down the grassy woodland track congratulating themselves on the encouraging progress the horse had made over the past few weeks; the next, both animals had jumped forward, accelerating like a pair of drag racers. Gideon grabbed at his reins, rapidly shortening them to bring his horse under control, and was surprised to see Damien’s riderless horse shoot past him.

Instinctively soothing his own mount, he twisted in the saddle and looked back.

Damien was lying unmoving, tumbled on the soft, hoof-pitted turf of the track.

This in itself wouldn’t have been remarkable, if the man hadn’t, until just a few years before, been one of the leading jump-jockeys in the UK. Now, at thirty-eight, he had given up his competitive career and was busy building a considerable reputation as a National Hunt trainer, but he was still, without a doubt, one of the best horsemen that Gideon had ever worked with. The horse’s startled leap might have been expected to cause problems for a novice, but it seemed inconceivable that it should have unseated someone as experienced as Damien.

After his initial rush forward, Nero only moved half a dozen steps further before turning to look back at his rider, eyes and nostrils wide, his face reflecting the bewilderment that Gideon was feeling.	

‘Damien? You all right, mate?’ he called, though as soon as the words had left his mouth he could see that he wasn’t. He appeared to have fallen awkwardly, landing on his head and one shoulder, and now lay more or less face down with his neck twisted at an unnatural angle.

Gideon went cold with shock.

‘Oh, shit!’

He swung his leg over his horse’s neck and slid off, leading the animal to the side of the track where, with shaking hands, he looped the reins over a sapling before hurrying to Damien’s side.

What could be seen of his face, between the crash cap and the ground, was smudged with dirt; the one visible eye half open but its gaze fixed.

‘Oh, God!’ Gideon breathed. ‘Damien! Can you hear me?’

He didn’t really expect an answer and he didn’t get one. Kneeling down, he placed two trembling fingers against the man’s neck, feeling for a pulse. He tried several positions without success, watching the back of Damien’s navy bomber jacket for any perceptible rise and fall, as he did so.

There was none.

‘Come on, Damien. This is stupid.’ Gideon couldn’t get his head round what had happened.	

In any other circumstances the obvious course of action would be to begin resuscitation, but first-aid training had drummed into him the cardinal rule that you must never move anyone with a suspected neck injury. Here, it was a case of damned if you do – damned if you don’t, Gideon thought desperately.

Fighting against panic and the growing conviction that it was too late to help, he took his mobile phone from its pouch on his belt and keyed in three nines.

‘Emergency services,’ a female voice said, after a blessedly short space of time. ‘Which service do you require?’

‘Ambulance. Quickly! It’s a riding accident and I think he’s got a broken neck. I can’t find a pulse.’

‘Right; I’m transferring you through to someone who’ll take your details. Please hold the line...’

There was a faint click and another woman said in a broad Scottish accent, ‘Ambulance Emergency. What is the address of your emergency?’

When she’d pinpointed Gideon’s location, the operator asked for a brief description of what had happened, and Damien’s condition.

‘You must hurry, please!’ Gideon said, as he finished.

‘OK, Gideon, try and keep calm. The ambulance is already on its way. Stay on the line. I’m going to hand you over to a paramedic who’ll talk you through what you should do for the casualty.’

Before Gideon could thank her, she’d gone and a masculine voice said, ‘Hello Gideon, I’m Rick. Now, what’s the condition of the patient?’

Gideon was still kneeling beside Damien. He described the way he looked, and felt for a pulse again with the same negative result as before.

‘And he’s not breathing?’ the paramedic asked, when Gideon told him. ‘Right; well, we need to get him breathing again. Don’t worry, I’ll talk you through it.’

‘I know how, but he’s face down and I can’t move him if his neck’s broken...’

‘I’m sorry, but I’m afraid we don’t have any option. It’s crucial that we restore heart and lung function and we can’t afford to wait for the ambulance to reach you. Exactly how is he lying?’

Following the step-by-step instructions of the calm voice on the phone, Gideon began to turn the injured man with gentle hands, breaking into a sweat as he strove to do so without causing further damage. As he carefully lowered Damien’s body onto its back, the blue jacket fell open, revealing a small red-rimmed hole in the centre of his white tee shirt. Gideon recoiled in shock.

‘Oh, Christ!’ he said faintly, staring in horrified fascination; struggling to take it in. He’d fallen off his horse for God’s sake! He felt bile rising and swallowed hard.

On the ground by his knee, his mobile phone emitted a short burst of tinny vocals and he reached for it, noticing, with a fresh surge of distaste, that he had blood on his hand. Where had that come from? Wiping his fingers in the grass, he picked the handset up.

‘Yes, I’m here.’

‘How are we doing?’ the voice enquired, calmly.

‘I think he’s been shot,’ Gideon heard himself say, quite composedly, the words stating what his mind refused to admit. He couldn’t have been shot – ordinary people don’t just get shot for no reason. It was a Sunday morning in Somerset, not a war zone.

‘Where?’ The paramedic asked.

In the woods. The inappropriate humour caught Gideon unawares, and he was glad he hadn’t spoken aloud. With an effort, he dragged his eyes away from the obscenity of that neat, round hole. He knew the trainer had been wearing a back protector; presumably that had prevented the wound being visible from behind. A cautious investigation revealed that blood had soaked his shirt. Under the Kevlar shield, Damien’s back was a mass of torn flesh.

‘Gideon?’

‘Yes?’ He swallowed hard.

‘Did you say he’s been shot?’

‘Yes. In the chest. He’s dead.’ Gideon’s whole body had started to shake, and he clenched his jaw, trying to stay in control. How could he be dead? They’d been talking. Even now, his face looked peaceful, bronzed, healthy; as if he was just sleeping.

‘Are you sure?’

‘Yes.’ Gideon checked the sarcastic retort that rose to his lips. After all, the man was just doing his job. He couldn’t see the awful finality of the hole in Damien’s chest and the irreparable chaos of his back.

‘Right. I’ll inform the police. Don’t touch anything else. I suggest you vacate the area, as a precaution. You have to consider the possibility of danger to yourself.’ There was a pause, during which a fresh burst of gunfire broke out in the adjacent field, then the voice came again, full of urgency. ‘Gideon, are you all right?’

‘Yes. They’re shooting clays. I’m not in any danger.’

‘But your friend has been shot,’ the paramedic reminded him.

Incredibly, Gideon, still grappling with the enormity of the first discovery, hadn’t even considered the possibility that he might also be a target. This had been no accidental shooting. Shot from the clay shooters’ guns would have dispersed harmlessly long before it reached the track through the woods and Damien’s wound clearly hadn’t been made by lead shot, but a bullet. Someone must have lain in wait. Was Gideon even now being watched? Were the gun’s sights now lined up on his chest? He looked swiftly round.

Nothing.

The broad grassy ride stretched away for perhaps a hundred yards in either direction, edged in places by sprawling brambles and flanked by conifers in dense, regimented rows. Above the branches of dark green needles the sky was blue and, a few feet away, roused by the April sunshine, an early bumblebee buzzed around a clump of pale yellow primroses.

Was that movement in the trees?

He stared, his heart thudding heavily, but could see nothing more than branches stirring in the breeze.

How far away had the gunman been?

He had no idea.

It was an intensely unnerving sensation. He wondered if there would be any brief realisation before all form of awareness was snatched away, or would everything just cease. The concept was beyond his imagining.

‘Gideon? Are you still there?’

‘Yeah. I’m OK.’ He pulled himself together. ‘I think if he was going to take a shot at me, he’d have done it by now.’

He wished he felt as confident as he sounded, but the fact remained that Damien had been shot by what the evidence suggested was an extremely competent marksman. As Gideon had no clear idea where he might be hiding, there appeared to be little he could do to avoid the same fate, if it was, indeed, on the cards.

‘Listen, I’ve got to catch his horse,’ he told the paramedic. The situation was bad enough without the added worry of having tens of thousands of pounds’ worth of racehorse going AWOL when the emergency services arrived. At the moment Nero was calmly grazing on the soft grass at the edge of the track but he was an unpredictable beast at the best of times, and Gideon placed no dependence upon the mood lasting.

Pocketing the phone, he stood up, feeling intensely vulnerable. He wasn’t even wearing a back protector; but then, Damien’s hadn’t done a lot for him.

Nero saw him coming and lifted his head, jaws champing. He’d stepped through the circle of his reins as they trailed, and feeling the pull on his neck he threw up his head and stepped back in alarm.

‘Steady, lad.’ With an effort, Gideon tried to calm the turmoil in his own head and concentrate on the matter in hand.

Another burst of gunfire made him jump, but it was only the clay shooters again. He noticed, with a kind of detached satisfaction, that Nero had hardly reacted to the sudden noise. It was one of the problems they had been treating him for, and the reason they’d been riding in the wood on a shooting day.

After a couple more steps backward, Nero allowed Gideon to take hold of his rein, but then he was left with another problem: the horse wasn’t good about being tied up. Gideon suspected that somewhere in his past, something had frightened him in that situation, and left him with an unreasoning fear of restraint. It was something else they’d been working on together, and Nero was improving, but this certainly wasn’t the time to put him to the test. He was quite capable of breaking his reins and galloping off into the sunset.

It wasn’t going to be easy to deal with police and ambulance men while hanging onto a borderline-neurotic horse, but the only alternative wasn’t really an alternative at all. A call to the stables would doubtless bring help running – but there was no way he would willingly expose any of Damien’s family or staff to the horror of the scene before him.

He looked across to where his own, more placid, mount had stripped the new foliage off the sapling he was tied to and was now making a start on the bark. He, at least, seemed content.

Gideon’s thoughts returned to Damien’s family. The trainer had shared Puddlestone Farmhouse and the adjacent cottage with his parents, his younger sister – who was also his assistant trainer – and his wife and three-year-old son. They were a close family unit and he dreaded to think of the effect this was going to have on them.

Unbuckling Nero’s reins to free them, he ran the stirrups up and slackened the girth. Guessing that the police, when they arrived, wouldn’t want any more hoof and boot prints than strictly necessary in the vicinity of the crime scene, he unhitched his own horse and led them both twenty yards back down the track.

The sun shone on, determinedly cheerful, and a fly alighted on Gideon’s hand. He shook it off, imagining the flies that were almost certainly collecting on Damien’s ravaged body. The thought was disgusting, but it was a fairly warm day and Gideon was only wearing a rugby shirt, and no jacket that could be taken off and used to cover the dead man.

He glanced at his watch. Ten to twelve.

How long had he been waiting? It seemed like for ever.

How soon could he expect help to arrive?

Gideon longed for the weight of responsibility to be lifted from his shoulders. He was way out of his depth.

It was quiet in the woods. The clay shoot had stopped, he realised, and in the distance he could hear the faint swish of traffic on the road. Seconds later he heard the first far-off sounds of a siren, growing steadily louder. From past study of the map, Gideon knew that the ambulance couldn’t be more than four hundred yards away when it eventually wailed to a halt, but the trees were too thick for him to see its flashing lights.

For several minutes he waited, straining his eyes and ears for any sign of the crew, and then his phone trilled, making him jump. He hoped to God it wasn’t any of Damien’s family ringing to find out where they’d got to. What the hell could he say?

‘Gideon? Do you have a blue and white shirt and two horses?’ The male voice was accompanied by a certain amount of heavy breathing and background noise. ‘OK; we’ve got a visual and we’ll be with you very shortly.’

Gideon assumed it was the ambulance crew, on foot and hurrying, and sure enough, within moments he could see two figures in Day-Glo jackets approaching through the undergloom of the conifers from the direction of the clay shooters’ field. The horses lifted their heads, still munching, and watched them come.

They emerged onto the track, one – young and almost bald – carrying a folded-up stretcher and heading straight across to where Damien lay; the other middle-aged and rather portly, pausing beside Gideon, ostensibly to check on him but, in reality, breathing hard and needing a moment to recover.

‘All right, mate?’ he asked between breaths.

‘Yeah. What about you?’

The ambulance man bent double and shook his head.

‘Stitch,’ he said succinctly. ‘Not as fit as I used to be.’

It took only a matter of moments for the younger man to confirm death, which verdict he relayed to his colleague by straightening up, pursing his lips and shaking his head. He made his way back to them, and Gideon didn’t miss the wary glances he cast at the surrounding trees as he did so.

A crashing sound startled the horses and presaged the arrival of two uniformed police officers, one swearing as he attempted to disentangle himself from the vicious grasp of a blackberry runner and the other evidently finding it highly amusing.

Seeing Gideon and the paramedics close by, the second man swiftly sobered up, and after receiving the news that Damien Daniels was, in fact, dead, produced a notebook and took down not only Gideon’s name but also those of the two ambulance men, while his colleague stood by, gingerly removing bramble prickles from his trouser leg.

Shortly after, the paramedics – made redundant by the absence of life to preserve – took their leave and trudged off through the trees, down what seemed set to become a well-worn track. Hardly had their fluorescent jackets disappeared into the murky depths of the wood when two more men came into view, this time in plain clothes but somehow, Gideon thought, still just as obviously policemen. The foremost of these fell prey to the same arching bramble stem that had snared the first man, and swore, if anything, even more vehemently. It would have been funny if the circumstances had been different.

Gideon watched as the newcomers exchanged a few low-voiced words with the two uniformed officers, who were quite clearly relaying the information they had gleaned from him. The elder of the plain-clothes men was fiftyish, with thinning grey hair, a grey suit and an almost avuncular look about him. The other was perhaps twenty years his junior, a dark-haired, unsmiling man in jeans, a tee shirt and a black leather jacket.

It was this younger man who presently introduced himself to Gideon as Detective Sergeant Coogan and began by asking if he couldn’t tie the horses up somewhere.

‘Well, actually – no.’ Gideon explained his dilemma.

‘But presumably someone else could hold them,’ Coogan said. ‘I’m allergic to the bloody things.’ He called the uniform back. ‘You – Fletcher – come and look after these horses, would you?’

Judging by his expression, Fletcher wasn’t too keen on the idea but Coogan wasn’t big on sympathy.

‘Oh, come on! How difficult can it be? They won’t eat you.’

Fletcher took the horses’ reins from Gideon, regarding the two animals much as one might a couple of hungry lions, and trying to keep at arm’s length from them both.

‘Good. Now take them away, down the path, they’ve done enough damage as it is – trampling all over the crime scene!’ Coogan turned to Gideon. ‘Right, suppose you tell me what happened here.’

Gideon sat staring into the plastic cup standing cradled between his hands on the tabletop before him. The liquid it contained was scalding hot, but that was all that could honestly be claimed for it. He had asked for coffee but the muddy-brown, machine-generated brew had little smell and even less taste.

He was sitting, as he had been for the past three and a half hours, in an interview room at Chilminster police station. Fluorescent strip lights lit the small, windowless room, which had black vinyl on the floor, shiny cream paint on the walls, and one massive Victorian radiator that either didn’t work or hadn’t been turned on. The surface of the heavy wooden table at which he sat was defaced with inkstains, scratches and cigarette burns, and his chair was of red moulded plastic and was to comfort what Punch and Judy was to political correctness. High above the door, an extractor fan whirred constantly, producing a rattling vibration every six seconds.

Apart from the visit from the cheerful young PC who had brought him the coffee, Gideon had been alone for the last three-quarters of an hour, and felt cold, depressed and utterly drained. In spite of the passage of time, a feeling of unreality dogged him. It was still difficult to accept that the cheerful, energetic man he’d ridden out with that morning had anything to do with the lifeless body he’d left behind him in the woods.

His mind went back to the scene as it had been when he was led away: the area cordoned off by quantities of red and white striped tape, half a dozen men and women in stark white coveralls busily searching the track and surrounding forest with meticulous care, and a uniformed photographer documenting the tragedy from every angle. A helicopter scanned the neighbouring countryside for any sign of the gunman, backed up on the ground, Gideon knew, by four pairs of armed-response officers, and two dog handlers.

All the while, Damien, lying face up as Gideon had left him, stared sightlessly into the cloudless blue sky.

The door of the interview room opened and Gideon glanced up just in time to see a head withdraw as it closed once more.

‘Hey!’ he called, getting to his feet. ‘Hey. When can I go?’

There was no response, and he banged his fist on the table in frustration. He was beginning to feel more like a suspect than the innocent witness to a crime; a feeling reinforced by the fact that on arrival at the station he had had his hands swabbed and his clothes taken away.

‘Sorry, sir, it’s routine,’ he was told, and was left to change into a white all-in-one garment fashioned from some sort of papery fibre. It looked like the sort the CSI team had worn.

He could call someone to get some clothes brought in if he wanted, he was told, so he’d called Graylings Priory where Giles Barrington-Carr, his friend and landlord, lived with his sister Pippa. Gideon knew Pippa was out drag hunting, but left a message with Giles’ answering service.

He’d been taken to the interview room where, before long, Coogan and another plain-clothed officer joined him, and the questions began.

Did Gideon often ride with Mr Daniels?

This was the fifth time.

Did they often take this particular route?

Yes, they had the last three times, to accustom the horse to the sound of the guns. It was part of the therapy.

Had Gideon noticed anyone in the wood that morning?

Only a dog walker...

Could Gideon describe the dog walker?

To be honest, he’d been more interested in the dog – a rather handsome Rottweiler. As far as he could remember, the owner was female, middle-aged, plump and dark-haired; not your average sniper material.

‘And how many snipers do you know, Mr Blake?’ Without a flicker of humour.

‘OK, point taken,’ Gideon said wearily.

Had Mr Daniels seemed his normal self that morning?

Yes.

Not worried about anything, or distracted?

No. Full of plans for the future.

Was Gideon aware of any trouble within Mr Daniels’ family – had he said anything about relationship problems?

‘Look,’ Gideon said with a touch of irritation. ‘I’m an animal psychologist, not a marriage-guidance counsellor! As far as I know, he was happy with his home life, but I couldn’t say for sure. I don’t – didn’t – know him that well. We mostly talked about the horse.’

‘Would you say Damien Daniels was hot-tempered? Confrontational?’

‘No. He’s – he was – very easy-going. He got on with most people.’

‘You say most people – who didn’t he get on with?’

‘Well, I don’t know,’ Gideon said, exasperated. ‘I didn’t mean anyone in particular, but I expect there were people – nobody hits it off with absolutely everyone, do they?’

‘And what about you? Have you ever quarrelled with him?’

‘No. And before you ask – I didn’t quarrel with him this morning, and I didn’t shoot him.’

He was the recipient of a long, calculating look, then Coogan changed tack.

‘When did you first realise that Mr Daniels had been shot?’

Gideon had already related the events of the morning twice, but previous experience of police procedure had taught him that it did no good to kick against it, so he swallowed his impatience.

‘Not until the paramedic on the phone told me to turn him over. I hadn’t moved him before because I thought his neck was broken.’

‘And you say you didn’t hear the shot because of the noise from the guns next door.’

‘That’s right.’

‘Did you think perhaps he’d been hit by a stray shot from there?’

‘No. Not when I saw the wound.’

‘You’re familiar with firearms, then, Mr Blake. Do you own one?’

Gideon’s eyes narrowed.

‘No, I don’t. But you don’t have to be an expert to know that wound wasn’t made by a shotgun. I should imagine most country people would know the difference between a shotgun and a rifle, and we were way out of range for a shotgun.’

Another long look, a scribbled note, and the questions went on.

How well did Gideon know the Daniels family?

Not well. Only since he’d been working with the horse.

How did he come to be doing that?

He’d started working on Nero with his previous owners and Damien had wanted him to continue.

Was he having a relationship with Damien’s sister?

No, he was not.

What about Damien’s wife, Beth, wasn’t it?

No. Not with Beth, either.

Was Gideon gay, perhaps?

Gideon looked heavenwards. No, he had a girlfriend, but she wasn’t related, in any way, shape or form, to Damien Daniels.

‘Mr Blake, we have a job to do,’ Coogan said then. ‘I appreciate that you’ve had an upsetting morning, and I’m sure you’d rather be anywhere but here, but if we can just keep this civilised, it’ll be easier all round.’

The other officer cleared his throat.

‘I’m sorry if some of our questions seem intrusive, but it’s important that we have a clear picture of the situation. Now, can I ask what your girlfriend’s name is and where she lives?’

Gideon hesitated, unwilling to draw Eve into it, but he really didn’t see that he had any choice.

‘Eve Kirkpatrick. She owns an art gallery in Wareham – the Arne Gallery,’ he added, anticipating the next question. ‘She lives in a big Georgian house, I could take you there but I don’t know the address.’

‘Not with you, then?’

‘No. I live near Blandford,’ he pointed out, with tenuous patience. They already knew that. He’d given his details at least six times that afternoon. He was getting tired of the double questioning. It was as if they were trying to catch him out.

Coogan favoured him with another of his long looks and Gideon gave in.

‘She likes to be near the sea, and she has to be near the gallery. We have a casual relationship.’

There was a knock at the door and a head peered round.

‘Have you got a minute?’ it asked, and Coogan nodded.

‘Please wait here, Mr Blake. We’ll be back shortly.’

They weren’t.

Half an hour passed before Gideon saw Coogan again, and then he brought with him a different sidekick.

This time it was clear that someone had dug out his file, for the questioning took on a new slant. Gideon had been involved in bringing a noted criminal to book, two years before, and although he couldn’t really see what bearing those events could have on Damien’s shooting, he went along with it, fervently hoping that he didn’t contradict anything he’d told the police at that time. For his part, what he’d told them then had been on a need-to-know basis, and there’d been a fair amount he hadn’t felt they needed to know.

After another twenty minutes’ grilling, Coogan had got suddenly to his feet and gone out, taking his almost silent colleague with him.

So Gideon was left alone once more, and after three-quarters of an hour he was beginning to think that even Coogan’s company would be preferable to the empty room and the constant muted, echoey voices he could hear through the door.

The door wasn’t locked but his one foray into the world beyond it had resulted in a pleasant but firm request that he wait inside, and the cup of grim coffee. He’d been told that his presence was not compulsory, but supposed they could be fairly certain he wouldn’t try to leave the building dressed – as he was – in what was basically a paper romper suit.

The door opened once more and he glanced up.

‘Gideon Blake, isn’t it?’

Not Coogan, this time, but his grey-suited senior colleague from earlier, and carrying what looked like a bundle of clothes.

‘That’s right.’

‘DI Rockley. I’m sorry you’ve been stuck in this dismal place all afternoon, but we didn’t have another room free. I expect you’ll be glad to have these,’ the man said, coming forward and placing them on the tabletop next to the coffee cup.

He wrinkled his nose. ‘Tell you what. Why don’t I go and see if I can find something that’s at least drinkable, while you change? Won’t be a tick.’

By the time he returned, some five minutes later, Gideon had stripped off the paper suit and replaced it with the corduroys, cotton shirt and leather jacket that Giles had supplied from Gideon’s own wardrobe. The difference, both physical and psychological, was immense.

Rockley placed two white china cups of coffee on the table and next to them an unopened packet of milk chocolate digestives, which he’d carried wedged under his arm.

‘I expect you’d rather have a Big Mac or something, but I’m afraid this is all I’ve got. Came from my private stash,’ he admitted, with just a trace of undisguised regret. He had a been-there-and-seen-it-all kind of face, but without the overt cynicism this often engendered.

For the first time, Gideon realised how hungry he was, and it seemed Rockley was too, for he wasted no time in opening the packet, following the Tear Here instruction on the wrapper.

The inspector helped himself to two and pushed the packet towards Gideon.

‘They always put the pull strip about a third of the way down, so you have to eat at least four to stop them falling out, and seven or eight if you want to seal it again,’ he complained, his eyes twinkling under a pair of impressively bushy brows. ‘At least, that’s my excuse.’

Gideon took two, and thanked him, grateful to be talking to someone human. Coogan had all the warmth and character of the speaking clock.

‘Now, I realise you’ve had a pig of a day and you’ve probably been through all this at least half a dozen times already, but could you bear with me and go through it just once more?’

Sighing, Gideon nodded. He felt deeply, unutterably weary but one more time wasn’t going to make a lot of difference, and the coffee and biscuits had bought Rockley quite a chunk of credit.

‘Thank you.’ Rockley looked genuinely grateful. ‘And then we’ll see about getting you home – or to wherever you want to go.’


TWO

THE POLICE RANGE ROVER dropped Gideon at the end of the driveway to Puddlestone Farm Stables. It had given him a lift on its way to follow up a report of stolen farm machinery some miles further on. The young PC at the wheel had been quite prepared to take him right up to the front door. He wasn’t in any hurry, he said, but Gideon had preferred to walk, needing the time to organise his thoughts.

After the long hours of inactivity it felt good to be on the move again, stretching the kinks out of his legs and getting some fresh air into his lungs, and yet, given the choice, he would rather be going almost anywhere than to the farm, to face the unimaginable grief of Damien’s family.

What on earth was he going to say to them if they wanted him to describe exactly what had happened? How do you tell a family that their loved one has been shot by a trained marksman; that when he’d fallen from his horse he’d broken his neck, and that the last time you saw him, he’d been lying in the mud with a hole over his heart and a gory mess where his back should have been?

It had in all likelihood been a soft-nosed bullet, Rockley had told him when he’d asked. Specially modified to disintegrate upon entering the body, thus leaving the trademark small entry wound and large exit. Only the back protector had prevented the carnage being immediately obvious.

Gideon shook his head, pushing the memory away. For Damien’s family, shooting probably conjured up the kind of sanitised image it had for him – until that morning. At least they would be spared the appalling reality.

At the end of the drive he hesitated and then turned into the stableyard, telling himself he was checking that the two horses had got back safely, but knowing he was only delaying the moment. The horses would have been back and settled long ago; he’d been assured of that.

It was half past five – nearly feeding time – but the usually busy yard was quiet. The door to the tack room was closed, as was the door to the cottage adjoining the yard, which the four Puddlestone stable lads shared. Heads appeared over many of the stable doors as Gideon walked through, and the tabby cat that lived in the hay store strolled out to greet him, but there didn’t seem to be anyone about until a slim girl, with dyed-blonde hair scraped back in a ponytail, came out of one of the boxes carrying an empty haynet and a muck sack. She half-stopped when she saw him, and Gideon recognised her as one of the ‘lads’, the mainstay of any racing yard.

‘Hi,’ Gideon said, because he patently had to say something. ‘Anything I can do to help?’

The girl shook her head in silence and walked by, casting him a reproachful look from swollen eyes, as if he was somehow to blame for not having been shot instead. He knew from his previous visits that the staff were fiercely loyal to the yard and Gideon suspected that, even though he’d been married, at least two of the three female ‘lads’ had fancied themselves in love with their dashingly handsome boss.

The girl disappeared into the hay store, pulling the door shut behind her with a gesture of finality and, after visiting the two horses, Gideon turned his steps reluctantly towards the grey stone farmhouse. This stood out of sight across the lane from the yard, with Damien’s tiny cottage tucked against its flank, like a duckling against the mother duck.

Gideon’s old dark green Land Rover stood where he’d left it that morning, next to the Daniels’ more modern vehicles in front of the pretty walled garden, and he’d have given a lot to be able simply to get in it and drive away. He was little more than a stranger to most of the family, but having been with Damien when he died, he couldn’t just leave without seeing them.

He knocked on the door and stood looking down at the worn stone of the step. The old house had doubtless weathered the tragedies of many families, but it was hard to imagine one as cruel and senseless as this.

After a few moments, the door opened to reveal Damien’s sister, for which Gideon was grateful. As Damien’s assistant trainer, Matilda – or Tilly – Daniels was the family member he knew best. There was a strong family resemblance, Tilly having her brother’s height, fair good looks and ready smile, though at the moment the smile was understandably absent and her grey-blue eyes were reddened with weeping.

‘Hi,’ she said, miserably, then stepped back into the hallway. ‘Come in.’

‘Look, I don’t want to intrude...’

‘No, please. It must have been awful for you, too. Are you all right?’

She sounded genuinely concerned and Gideon was touched.

‘I’m all right – apart from the shock. I’m sorry I couldn’t come before, I’ve been at the police station all afternoon.’

‘I know. They said. I opened the door and there were two policemen standing there. When they told me, I couldn’t take it in at first; it didn’t seem real, you know? They were very kind, but then they started asking questions. It was as if they thought we knew something about it – about why it happened...’

Gideon looked at her with compassion, remembering some of the things Coogan had asked him.

‘I suppose they have to,’ he said. Rockley had told him that around ninety per cent of murders were committed by the victim’s family or close friends. However unsympathetic it might appear, it obviously made sense for the police to start their enquiries there. ‘Oh God, Tilly, I’m just so sorry...’

Tilly shook her head. ‘No, there was nothing you could have done – they told us that. I just don’t understand—’ Her voice broke.

Gideon stepped towards her instinctively and suddenly she was in his arms, sobbing hard into his shirtfront. He rubbed her back, helplessly trying to give comfort. At thirty-five, she was, surprisingly, still single and it was probably at times like this that it mattered the most.

‘I don’t understand, either. It all seems crazy,’ he said.

‘But how can this have happened?’ she asked between sobs. ‘I just can’t believe it.’

‘I know,’ he agreed. ‘I know.’

Over her shoulder, he saw his reflection in a mirror on the wall. Thick, weather-bleached, dark blond hair, grey-green eyes and fairly symmetrical features; it seemed somehow strange that the shocking events of the morning had left no visible sign on the face that looked back at him.

Tilly pulled back, wiping her nose on a handkerchief she was clutching, and then looked searchingly into his eyes. ‘Did he... I mean – was it quick? He didn’t suffer, did he?’

Under that intense gaze, Gideon was glad to be able to answer with complete honesty. ‘No. It was instantaneous. He couldn’t have felt a thing.’

Her eyes scanned his face for a moment longer, then she put her hand on his arm and said, ‘Thank you. We’d better go in; they’ll wonder where I’ve got to. Oh, and Gideon... Mum’s not coping too well. She’s... well, you’ll see; I just wanted to warn you. There’s a policewoman here, too. She’s a liaison officer or something. Anyway, she’s just here to help, apparently – if we need anything. She’s very nice.’

The room they entered was the only room of the house that Gideon had been in before. It was the kitchen, and was, like many farmhouse kitchens, the hub of day-to-day life, a function reflected by its comfortably chaotic, lived-in look. A hotch-potch of units, old and new, a Rayburn and a huge Belfast sink; it was the kind of shabby-aged look that the editors of glossy magazines loved. Here he’d sat, just that morning, discussing Nero’s progress and drinking Damien’s overstrong tea from one of the stoneware mugs that were stored on hooks under the shelves of the big, cream-painted dresser.

Now all the family were present, with the exception of Damien’s father, Hamish, who Gideon knew was away for the day at a farm sale. Damien’s wife Beth was there, petite and dark, with Freddy, the couple’s three-year-old son, sitting on her knee. She looked up briefly as Gideon came in, but then her gaze dropped to the coffee cup she held, her large brown eyes swimming with tears and her hands visibly shaking. Freddy, fair like the rest of the family, snuggled close, burying his face in the soft wool of his mother’s jumper, aware of the atmosphere but nowhere near to comprehending the scale of the tragedy.

A uniformed Asian WPC sat next to Damien’s mother. Barbara Daniels was a trim sixty-something with mid-length, greying blonde hair and skin that bore the evidence of a lifetime spent outdoors. Always fiercely proud of her children, Gideon had expected her to be the worst affected, but in spite of Tilly’s warning, she seemed surprisingly calm and composed. The reason for this soon became clear.

As Tilly offered their visitor a seat and a cup of coffee, her mother looked up with a smile and said brightly, ‘Ah, Gideon, isn’t it? I’m afraid Damien’s still at school, but he won’t be long. In fact, I ought to see about getting his tea...’

There was a moment’s awkward silence, during which her daughter and daughter-in-law exchanged anxious glances, and then she continued, waving a hand at the policewoman, ‘Oh, this is Yvonne something-or-other – she’s been very kind, haven’t you dear?’ She paused, looking uncertainly at the other woman, as if wondering to herself just why she was there.

The young WPC smiled, then looked at Gideon and shrugged slightly, clearly at a loss.

She wasn’t the only one. Gideon didn’t know how to respond so he greeted Barbara with a smile, said ‘Hi,’ and was thankful when Tilly, coming across with his coffee, said quietly to him, ‘The doctor’s on his way. She’s been like this ever since she heard.’

‘Oh, God!’ Beth said, suddenly bursting into tears. ‘I can’t believe this is happening – it’s a nightmare! I just can’t believe it. He only went for a ride, for God’s sake! How can he be dead?’

Within the curl of her arm, Freddy’s tears flowed in sympathy. Beth hugged him tighter and kissed the top of his head. ‘If he’d had a riding accident, it would’ve been one thing – but this... It just doesn’t make sense. How could anyone be that careless?’

Gideon had been wondering how much the family had been told, but Beth’s words clearly indicated that, as yet, they knew comparatively little.

‘Don’t cry dear,’ Barbara said, stretching a hand across the table towards her daughter-in-law. ‘Damien and Marcus will be back soon; they’ll sort it out.’

‘Oh, Mum!’ Tilly pleaded. ‘Please don’t do this – I can’t bear it!’

‘Who’s Marcus?’ the WPC asked Tilly, quietly.

But it was Barbara who answered, her face shining with pride. ‘He’s my youngest. He’s going to the Olympics.’

The policewoman raised her eyebrows at Tilly, who shook her head slightly and mouthed ‘No,’ a look of desperation in her eyes.

Beth began to sob even harder and Freddy, frightened by what he didn’t understand, wriggled out of her grasp and ran to Tilly.

Through the kitchen window, Gideon saw a newish saloon car pull up, followed immediately by Hamish Daniels’ four-wheel drive.

Putting his coffee mug down, he turned to Tilly. ‘I think the doctor’s here. Tell you what, Freddy – would you like to come and ride Laddie? He could do with some exercise, he’s getting big and fat like you!’

Freddy’s face brightened. ‘I not big and fat!’ he responded indignantly, but nevertheless let go of Tilly’s hand and toddled across to offer his small fist to Gideon.

Damien’s sister mouthed ‘Thank you,’ over his head.

More than three-quarters of an hour passed before the doctor emerged from the farmhouse and went on his way. While he was waiting, Gideon had – with the doubtful benefit of Freddy’s help – caught, brushed and saddled Laddie, the Daniels’ elderly Welsh pony, and then led him several times round the paddock behind the stableyard, with the youngster perched on his back.

Never nursery-nurse material, by the time Hamish appeared to relieve him of his charge, Gideon was heartily glad to hand the boy over and, judging by the cry of glee with which Freddy greeted his grandfather, the feeling was reciprocated.

Hamish was a big, heavily built man, only an inch or two short of Gideon’s six foot four, and had blue eyes and a mop of curly greying-blond hair that, according to Damien, were a legacy from a Scandinavian mother. He swung his grandson off the back of the pony and round onto his own back, where the child clung happily.

‘Gideon, thank you,’ he said in his soft, deep voice. ‘The doctor’s given Barbara a sedative and she’s asleep now, thank goodness. He says she’ll probably sleep through till tomorrow morning. I just hope she’s better when she wakes up. He says it’s a reaction to the shock, but he can’t – or won’t – say how soon she’s likely to get over it.’

Gideon ran the stirrups up on the pony’s saddle and they started to walk back to the stables, Freddy still riding piggyback on his grandfather.

Hamish himself was an indifferent rider, and devoted his time to running the eight hundred acres or so of Puddlestone Farm. Gideon knew it was farmed organically and produced – amongst other arable crops – all the hay for the horses, besides supporting a large and much acclaimed herd of Aberdeen Angus cattle.

In the yard, the boy wriggled to get down and then sat playing contentedly with a handful of pebbles and a water bucket, while Gideon took care of the pony.

Hamish turned to Gideon, and the strain of remaining in control was obvious.

‘The girls don’t seem very clear about what’s happened,’ he said quietly. ‘And the WPC isn’t saying much, even if she knows. I gather you were with Damien...’

Gideon sighed. ‘Yes, I was. It was all over in the blink of an eye. One moment we were riding through the wood – the next, Nero jumped forward and Damien fell backwards over his rump. I had no idea he’d been shot, at that point. I mean it’s the last thing you’d think of, isn’t it?’

‘Tilly and Beth seem to think it was someone out rabbiting – an accidental shot, or something. It seems the police were a bit vague about it.’ Hamish was watching him closely, and Gideon could see his scepticism.

He hesitated, unsure as to how much he should say, but then, he hadn’t specifically been told not to talk to the family, and surely they had a right to know.

‘It wasn’t a shotgun,’ he said. ‘And it wasn’t an accident. I’m afraid whoever it was knew exactly what they were doing. It can’t have been an easy shot.’

Hamish frowned and shook his head. ‘But – I don’t understand. Why would anyone want Damien dead? He’s so popular. Everybody likes him.’ He paused, putting a hand to his eyes as he lost the battle with his emotions. ‘I’m sorry... It’s just – I don’t think I can cope with all this again. After Marcus... it’s too much...’ His shoulders began to shake.

‘It’s all right...’ Gideon tailed off, feeling painfully inadequate. He’d never done much more than pass the time of day with the man before now, and was at a loss to know how to comfort him. After all, what can you say to a father who’s just lost his son? Surely, nothing would ever again be completely all right for Hamish or any of the family.

Because of the manner of his death, Damien Daniels’ body would not be released for burial until the investigation was over, which only added to the trauma for his family. The jockey turned trainer had been a well-known and popular figure, and for a few days the media coverage was intense. When Gideon phoned Puddlestone Farmhouse the next day, Tilly told him despairingly that they had been besieged by reporters and photographers to the point where the police had had to be called to move them on, and one officer had remained to stand guard at the end of the drive for a few hours.

As a result of the publicity, the family was soon flooded with letters and cards of condolence from Damien’s many friends and fans. In response to repeated enquiries as to the date of the funeral, they decided to hold, in the meantime, a service of commemoration. Instead of flowers, it was requested that donations should be sent to the Radcliffe Trust, a charity that reschooled ex-racehorses for a life away from the track. As a trainer, it was a cause that Damien had enthusiastically supported.

In the ten days between his murder and the memorial service, the police appeared to make little progress towards finding Damien’s killer. Their enquiries had been thorough; Gideon had himself been questioned twice more and he knew, from contact with Damien’s family, that they too had had several sessions with Rockley and his men. The inspector had appeared on the television news, two nights running, appealing for information, and from media reports Gideon knew that roadside checks and house-to-house enquiries had been carried out in the vicinity of the crime. If these had thrown up any useful information, the police were keeping it strictly to themselves.

Gideon’s friends, Giles and Pippa, had known the Daniels family since childhood, and Pippa had even dated Damien a time or two, so Gideon hadn’t enjoyed the task of breaking the news to them on his return from Puddlestone Farm at the end of that first dreadful day. Pippa had just returned from a long day’s drag hunting, tired but still buoyed up with the exhilaration of the chase. When Gideon arrived with his tale of tragedy, she and her boyfriend, Lloyd, had been drinking soup in the Priory kitchen, bootless but still wearing their mud-spattered clothes. He’d spared them the gritty details, but even so they had reacted with deep shock.

‘Oh, God!’ Lloyd had exclaimed. ‘That’s why there were so many police cars about on the road. The meet was only about ten miles away,’ he added, for Gideon’s benefit. ‘My mare pulled up stiff at the end of the first line, and I walked her back along the road to get my second horse. There was a chopper going round and round, too.’

‘Yes, I noticed that,’ Pippa remembered. ‘Oh, God! Poor Damien! And poor Tilly! I can’t believe it. It just doesn’t make sense.’

Gideon had a question.

‘Who’s Marcus? Both Barbara and Hamish spoke of Marcus, but Tilly obviously didn’t want to talk about him.’

‘Marcus! Oh, my God, I’d forgotten Marcus,’ Pippa said instantly. ‘He was Damien’s younger brother. He committed suicide about ten or twelve years ago. It was awful! He was on a training course, trying out for the Olympic Pentathlon team, and threw himself off the top of a building. He was only seventeen and everyone thought he was happy. The family were absolutely devastated. And now this has happened. Oh God, it’s so unfair! Poor Barbara, poor Tilly.’

This conversation was running through Gideon’s mind as he waited for Giles to pick him up on the morning of the commemoration service.

Pippa and her older brother lived in the rambling stone priory that Giles had inherited after the untimely death of their parents some years before, and Gideon had been living in the gatehouse, largely rent-free, for the past couple of years. He shared the sixteenth-century lodge with an Abyssinian cat called Elsa and a two-year-old brindle mongrel that answered – when it suited him – to the name of Zebedee.

Gideon stared out of the stone-mullioned, diamond-paned window at the strip of garden in front, his unfocused gaze fixed on the sprinkling of daffodils that nodded under the brown-leaved beech hedge. After several dull, wet days, the sun was shining again and the grass was sorely in need of cutting, but, at that moment, nothing was further from his mind.

Why Damien? If there was one thing this tragedy had shown above everything, it was just how universally liked the trainer had been. Tributes had been made, both publicly and privately, on TV, in the newspapers and by letter, and the recurring theme was of his generosity, helpfulness and good humour. Nobody seemed to have a bad word to say about him.

Nevertheless, somebody somewhere had had a falling-out with him: one that had resulted in that person hiding in the woods and shooting Damien as he rode by. That was some quarrel.

The roof of Giles’ Mercedes four-by-four slid into view along the top of the hedge and Gideon shook off the unprofitable thoughts and reached for his navy wool jacket.

Inside the vehicle, he found not only Giles but also Pippa.

‘Hi. No Lloyd today, then?’ he asked, surprised. Pippa had been seeing boyfriend and would-be Member of Parliament, Henry Lloyd-Ellis, for the last two months, and he seemed to be forever at the Priory. Gideon had assumed they would go to the service together.	

Pippa shook her head, looking neat and unusually elegant in a black trouser suit, with a velvet-trimmed hat on her short, light brown curls.

‘He’s hoping to catch us up later. He’s got some last-minute campaign business to take care of before this countryside march on Saturday. He’ll be gutted if he misses the service – he and Damien go way back.’

Gideon settled himself in the front seat, feeling that there was very little that couldn’t be postponed for an hour or so to attend the commemoration of a friend, even urgent political business, but he held his tongue.

He’d known Pippa for almost as long as he’d known her brother, having spent a number of holidays at Graylings Priory when he and Giles were at school together. After leaving university he’d lost touch with Pippa until a chance meeting had thrown them together again, and they picked up their brother-and-sister relationship as if the intervening ten years had never been. It was only lately that things had become a little strained – since around the time Pippa had started dating Lloyd, in fact. Normally very even-tempered, she had begun to be moody and unpredictable, until even Giles – who wasn’t known for his intuition – had noticed the change in her.

‘You look very nice, Pips,’ Gideon said, turning to survey her through the gap in the front seats. Not conventionally pretty, she had the kind of classic bone structure that would stand her in good stead in years to come, when her more sweet-faced contemporaries had gone to seed.

‘She still scrubs up quite nicely, doesn’t she?’ Giles observed as they set off.

‘Yes – considering my age,’ she agreed acidly. At thirty-three she was three years younger than the other two, and eight years younger than the absent Lloyd.

Gideon wondered if this was an oblique reference to his own current relationship with an older woman, but dismissed the thought; Pippa had never made any comment about Eve’s age before – at least not in his hearing.

‘Are the police any nearer to catching the bastard who did this?’ Giles enquired, recalling the business of the day. ‘Have you heard anything?’

Gideon shook his head. ‘I had another session with Coogan yesterday, but if they’ve made any breakthroughs he wasn’t about to tell me. I rather think they’re stumped. There’s a lay-by on the side of the road beyond that wood, and it’s very popular with dog walkers, so there are often one or two cars parked there. Tilly says the police were back there this Sunday, stopping cars and questioning people, but she doesn’t know if they came up with anything. I suppose it would be easy enough for someone to walk off into the trees with a gun held under their coat – especially if it was one of the sort that comes apart.’

‘Somebody must have known you would ride that way, though,’ Giles pointed out, frowning as he accelerated smoothly onto the Blandford road.

‘Well, we’d ridden that way the last three times. We were trying to get Nero used to the noise of the guns, but I think it was a regular route of Damien’s, anyway.’

‘So why did the police want to see you again?’ Pippa asked.

‘I should imagine it’s routine. I expect they’re just hoping I’ll remember some vital fact that I’ve hitherto forgotten, although Coogan always gives me the impression that he thinks I’m hiding something.’

‘Oh, for heavensakes! Surely he doesn’t think you had anything to do with shooting Damien...’

‘No, I don’t think I’m a suspect exactly, but...’

‘But what?’

Gideon shrugged. ‘I don’t know. It’s probably just his manner, and anyway, I guess they have to cover all possibilities.’

There were, Gideon estimated, upward of two hundred mourners at Damien Daniels’ memorial service, and it became clear that the choice of the minster instead of the parish church had nothing to do with any perceived idea of status and everything to do with practicality. As it was, extra chairs had to be found, and there were still an unlucky few standing along the side aisles.

As well as Damien’s friends and family, Pippa pointed out several of his fellow trainers with their families, and a number of jockeys he had either ridden against, or who had, more recently, ridden for him. There were even – she told him in lowered tones – a couple of minor royals attending; the result, no doubt, of his having worn the Queen’s colours a time or two.

The press, predictably, were out in force, and a news team from both the BBC and a local TV station had been outside the lychgate to film the arrival of the mourners. Gideon saw one or two of the celebrities being asked to say a word or two, and hoped nobody would point him out as the man who’d been with Damien when he’d been shot. Somehow, his name and address had became known and, after being caught unawares once, he’d spent the last week checking his front garden before venturing out.

Thankfully, on this occasion, nobody came his way.

In due course, the family processed through the nave, all the ladies hatted and veiled, with Freddy, smart in grey and navy, stumping solemnly at Beth’s side.

Gideon noticed that in contrast to the bowed heads of the other family members, Barbara Daniels, arm in arm with her husband, was looking about her at the massed ranks of mourners and, even through the gauze, she looked plainly bemused. His heart sank. It seemed that even this formal acknowledgement of her son’s passing had failed to pierce the self-protective bubble she had formed around herself. He wondered what would happen when reality finally filtered through, and feared for her. In the meantime, he knew it was making a difficult time much worse for her family.

Due to the number of people who wished to say their piece, the service was fairly long and, by the time the congregation filed out into the spring sunshine, many of the younger members had become fidgety and complaining, and a baby at the back of the building had started to cry fitfully.

As Gideon’s party left the cool of the minster, a tallish man in grey corduroys and a tailored leather jacket appeared beside them and tucked his hand proprietorially through Pippa’s arm.

‘Lloyd!’ she exclaimed, looking pleased. ‘How long have you been here?’

‘Oh, quite a while – I don’t know, twenty minutes? Half an hour? I managed to get away earlier than I’d expected. I think it was about half past eleven. I arrived in the middle of “Abide With Me”, but I had to stand at the back. What a turnout! Old Damien would have been flabbergasted! Hi, Giles; Gideon.’

Recently separated, with two young children, Henry Lloyd-Ellis had grey-flecked wavy brown hair that was beginning to show signs of receding and an athletic figure that was showing signs of doing the opposite. In his youth and early twenties he had been a competitive, all-round sportsman who, Gideon knew, had represented England in the triathlon. Generally popular, it was often said that he was impossible to dislike, but somehow, Gideon managed.

‘Henry,’ he nodded briefly, enjoying the flicker of annoyance his use of Lloyd’s given name invariably produced.

Born into a wealthy family, and heavily involved with the local foxhounds ever since leaving full-time education, Lloyd had switched successfully from fox hunting to drag hunting following the countrywide ban, and was now Master of the Tarrant and Stour Drag Hounds. He had, at the same time, ridden the tide of ill feeling the ban caused and put himself forward to stand on countryside matters in the upcoming parliamentary elections. His was very much a rural constituency and the general consensus was that he had a very good chance of success.

Joining the flow of people, the four of them moved on to the car park and in due course headed for the hotel and the reception, Pippa abandoning Gideon and Giles in favour of Lloyd’s Range Rover.

Looking at the busily chattering throng from his position near one of the tall Edwardian sash windows, Gideon supposed that the reception would be accounted a success but, for his part, he hoped that Giles wouldn’t want to stay too long. This was, he knew, a rather forlorn hope, because Giles was one of life’s born socialisers and never happier than when in a room full of people. He sighed. If he’d thought of it, he would have made some excuse of having to get away early, declined the lift and made his own way to the service. He found his eyes straying, not for the first time, to where Pippa and Lloyd sat sharing a window seat and, shaking off the mild irritation that this provoked, wondered if Eve would be waiting for him when he got home. He glanced at his watch, supposing – when a decent amount of time had passed – that he could feign a headache, say his farewells and call a taxi.

Somewhere between the minster and the hotel, Barbara had disappeared, presumably taken home by a relative. A sensible decision, Gideon thought; she could only be further confused by the occasion, and it saved both family and guests from possible embarrassment. Much easier and kinder to say that she didn’t feel able to face everyone.

After half an hour or so of small talk, canapés, and waiters who tried to top up his glass every time he took a sip, the room was becoming stuffy and Gideon’s claim to a headache could be made in all sincerity. Disengaging the grasp of a portly individual with a red-veined nose and watery eyes, who insisted on clutching Gideon’s sleeve while he regaled him with doubtful tales of his part in Damien’s success, he went in search of Giles to inform him of his change of plan.

Pippa’s brother, true to form, was surrounded by a group of rather more females than males, and appeared to be having a fine time, entirely forgetting, Gideon suspected, the reason they were all there.

Gideon approached from behind, laid a hand on his shoulder, and spoke close to his ear.

‘Going to make my own way home, Giles. Say goodbye to Pippa for me.’

Giles swung round, an elegant brunette on his arm. ‘Gideon! Say hello to Leila, she’s an air hostess.’

‘Flight attendant,’ the girl corrected, transferring her blue gaze to the newcomer with every appearance of appreciation. ‘Hi, Gideon.’ She made the two words a full-on flirtation.

‘Hi,’ he said with a brief smile.

‘Look, if you’re really going now, why don’t you take the Merc?’ Giles suggested. ‘I probably shouldn’t be driving anyway – I think I’ve probably had rather too much to drink. These waiters fill up when you’re not looking!’

‘Yeah, well I changed onto orange juice for the same reason. OK. I’ll do that. I’ll just say my goodbyes to the family.’

Giles held out his car keys and the ticket for the car park and, with another smile for the others, Gideon collected his jacket from the chair-back he’d draped it over, and began to thread his way through to where he could see Hamish’s curly blond mop showing over the heads of the other guests.

He found Damien’s father in a small group that included his daughter-in-law, a big fair-haired man who might have been a brother, and two younger Japanese men, who quite obviously weren’t.

‘Thank you for coming, Gideon,’ Hamish said, after he’d said his piece. ‘It’s wonderful that so many people wanted to pay their respects.’

Before he could say anything else, a look of distraction came over him and he put a hand into the inner pocket of his jacket, withdrawing a mobile phone.

‘It’s on silent,’ he said, by way of an explanation. ‘Excuse me.’

Hamish turned away to speak and, as Gideon took his leave of Beth, he could sense from the low, urgent tones that the phone call was important.

Then Hamish was back. ‘Has anyone seen Tilly, lately?’

‘I think she went to the loo,’ Beth told him. ‘Is there a problem?’

‘Just got to nip home for something,’ Hamish said, avoiding the issue.

Beth’s look sharpened. ‘It’s not Barbara?’

‘No. Nothing like that.’

Hamish gave his daughter-in-law a significant look and Gideon sensed that he didn’t want to share his news with all and sundry.

‘Well, you guys obviously have family business to discuss, so I’ll be on my way,’ he said, hoping the other men would follow his lead.

Thankfully, they did, and Hamish shot Gideon a grateful look as the three of them turned away.

As a result of the quantities of orange juice Gideon had consumed, and with the prospect of a longish drive home in mind, he paid a visit to the men’s room on his way out, and when he emerged from the rear entrance of the hotel into the crowded car park, the first person he saw was Hamish. The farmer was standing staring in frustration at a Volvo and a sports saloon that were blocking his own vehicle in.

‘Hell and damnation!’ he exclaimed as Gideon approached. ‘This is all I bloody need!’

‘Anything I can do?’

‘I wanted to slip out quietly but these morons have double-parked! It’s going to take for ever to sort out, and by the time we’ve finished, everybody’ll be wanting to know where I’m going and why.’

‘Well, I could give you a lift,’ Gideon offered. ‘I’m taking Giles’ car and he’s getting a taxi later. We parked in the multi-storey round the corner because we thought this might get a bit chocker.’

For a moment, Hamish hesitated.

‘You don’t have to tell me anything,’ Gideon said.

‘But it’s way out of your way...’

‘No problem.’

‘OK, thanks.’ Suddenly Hamish was striding towards the car park exit and Gideon had to hurry to catch up.

‘That was Barbara’s sister on the phone. She took Barbara home after the service; we thought it was best.’

‘I meant it,’ Gideon assured him. ‘You really don’t have to explain.’

‘Well, you’ll hear soon enough, anyway. I just didn’t want a fuss in there – you know. It’s bad enough already with the way Damien died, and the press and everything. I kept hearing people talking about it, and then they’d go quiet when they realised I was near.’ He broke off as they turned towards the town centre. ‘Oh, I suppose you can’t blame them, but now, on top of everything else, we’ve been broken into. The farmhouse, I mean. When Lucy and Barbara got home they found the glass in the French windows broken. Some bastard’s taken advantage of us all being out, and helped themselves!’

‘Oh, God!’ Gideon was appalled, immediately thinking of the effect this further calamity would have on Damien’s mother.

‘I managed to persuade Beth and Tilly to stay and keep up appearances, but I don’t envy them. God knows what they’ll say if anyone asks where I am. They’ll have to make up some excuse.’

In the multi-storey, Gideon paid for the time the Mercedes had been parked and they hurried up the steps to the next level.

‘I’m sorry,’ Hamish said presently, as he settled himself into the passenger seat. ‘You said you had to get home – this is going to delay you...’

Gideon shook his head. ‘That’s all right. To be honest, I’d just had enough. I’m not one for crowds.’

‘That’s good. That’s good. Neither am I,’ he replied, distractedly. ‘Oh, God, we could have done without this!’

Gideon stopped the Merc at the barrier, fed his ticket into the machine and waited while the bar was raised. Easing out into the town-centre traffic he asked, ‘Was there no-one at the farm?’

‘Well, most of the girls wanted to come to the service, but Megan was there – she’s our house-help and extra groom. The house was locked but not alarmed, because she needed to get herself some lunch. Normally she’d be in or around the yard, within sight of the house...’

‘But today... ?’ Gideon prompted.

‘Well, apparently two of the horses got out, so she had to go and round up a couple of the farm workers to help find them.’

‘Got out, or were let out?’

‘That’s what I was thinking,’ Hamish agreed. ‘We didn’t advertise the service but, as you saw from the numbers, it wasn’t exactly a secret. Oh, God! You hear about this happening but you never really think it will happen to you, do you? Lucy says Barbara’s in a bit of a state.’

Gideon drove as fast as he dared but nevertheless, when they reached the farm some fifteen minutes later, there were already two police cars and a van parked by the low garden wall. The front door stood open, and Hamish leapt out of the vehicle almost before it had stopped moving and headed up the garden path.

Gideon parked the Mercedes and then followed more slowly, passing a uniformed policeman in the doorway. The officer, perhaps assuming he was one of the family, didn’t question his right to be there, so Gideon went on in, lured partly by a desire to help and partly by good old-fashioned curiosity.

Out of habit, he made for the kitchen, glancing through the open lounge door as he passed. Two men in white coveralls were at work in there, bent over the huge oak sideboard on the far side of the room. Their starkly clinical figures looked incongruous standing on the deep-pile carpet, amidst the cosy luxury of the sitting room, like white paper cut-outs on a velvet-draped stage. Thankfully the room didn’t appear to have been too badly desecrated.

In the kitchen he caught up with Hamish, and found also Barbara, an older woman who was presumably her sister Lucy, and Detective Inspector Rockley. Gideon paused in the doorway just in time to hear Barbara say, in a voice that shook piteously, ‘But why did they have to mess up the cottage? I was trying to keep it nice for when Damien comes back. They’ve spoiled it. Damien will hate finding it like that; he’s so tidy.’ Tears shining in her eyes, she looked up at her husband who stood with his hand on her shoulder. The black of mourning accentuated the lacklustre quality of her skin, and she looked desperately frail.

‘We’ll put it right again,’ Hamish promised, as one might to a child, but this time it seemed she was not to be comforted.

‘You can’t,’ she said brokenly and, with aching sympathy, Gideon witnessed the dawning of the full, devastating truth. ‘He isn’t coming back. He’s gone; my baby’s gone. Why did he have to leave me? Why? Why Damien? Why?’

She cried out the last words with a sudden rush of grief and then began weeping with terrible keening sobs, rocking to and fro as if the pain was physical.

‘No, Babs, please...’ Hamish pulled her towards him and held her tight but the wailing continued unabated. He looked helplessly round at the others, and it was Rockley who said decisively, ‘She needs a doctor. Do you have a number?’

By the time the doctor arrived, just over fifteen minutes later, Barbara Daniels’ heart-rending sobs had quietened but she still rocked constantly in her husband’s arms, eyes wide open and tears streaming down her cheeks.

Rockley beckoned to Gideon and led the way outside, wandering down the path with every appearance of enjoying the sunshine, and stopping to rest the seat of his grey trousers against the garden wall.

Gideon did the same. The rough stone was warm, and aubretia sprouted from the cracks to tumble down the sides in purple and white cascades. A fly buzzed and settled on his hand. He shook it off.

‘Hamish a particular friend of yours?’ Rockley asked after a moment.

Gideon shook his head. ‘No. Actually, I hardly know him. I drove him back from the reception because his car was blocked in in the hotel car park, that’s all.’

‘What was Damien’s relationship with his father like, do you know?’

‘OK, I think. I’m not really sure. Surely you’re asking the wrong person... One of his family – Tilly or someone – would know much more.’

‘No. I’m asking the right person. You strike me as more than averagely perceptive, and I’m interested to know what you think.’

Gideon was surprised. ‘All right,’ he said slowly. ‘For what it’s worth, I think the whole family are very close. I also got the impression, from a couple of things he said, that a certain amount of pressure was brought to bear by Hamish to get Damien to give up his racing career, but I don’t think that came between them at all. After all, it was understandable, don’t you think? Jump racing is a dangerous game, and having already lost one son...’

‘Some families don’t seem to have much luck, do they?’ Rockley pushed a pebble round with the toe of his shoe, watching it with apparent concentration. Suddenly he kicked it away. ‘And what about you? Have you remembered anything else about the morning Damien was shot?’

Gideon shook his head. ‘Nothing. I’ve told you everything.’

‘Perhaps you’d go through it again for me...’

‘I went over it again with Coogan, just two days ago.’	

‘Nevertheless, if you don’t mind,’ Rockley said placidly.

Gideon swallowed his frustration and complied. After all, the police had a job to do, and he wanted Damien’s killer found, as much as anyone. The constant repetition, though, was keeping the horror fresh in his mind.

‘And other than the dog walker, you didn’t see a soul?’ Rockley asked when he’d finished.

‘No.’

‘And on your previous rides, can you remember whether you saw anyone then? Maybe more than once?’

‘No, sorry. If we did, then I don’t remember. Do you have any ideas about the motive yet?’

‘We always have ideas – it’s finding the right one that’s the problem.’

‘In other words – mind your own business,’ Gideon observed. ‘I suppose it’s no good asking if you’re making any progress?’

‘The release of information has to be very carefully thought out,’ Rockley told him. ‘A careless word could warn our murderer that we were onto him. He might destroy evidence or even flee the country. It’s safer to say nothing.’

‘On the TV they said you were looking for the drivers of a white van and a red hatchback...’

‘Only to eliminate them from the investigation. We made a list of vehicles that people remembered seeing in the lay-by on the main road, and so far those are the only two we haven’t traced, but to be honest, if the owners don’t choose to come forward, there’s not much we can do. It won’t necessarily be important.’

‘So, do you think this is related?’ Gideon waved a hand towards the house.

Rockley pursed his lips. ‘Can’t say for sure, at this point, but the possibility can’t be ignored. Unfortunately this kind of burglary is all too common, as you probably know, targeting a house when the family are at a funeral. The Danielses did the right thing in leaving someone to keep an eye on the house but it seems, in this case, that the thieves were prepared for that.’

‘So, does that make a connection more likely?’

Rockley shrugged. ‘Perhaps. Perhaps not. We’ll know more in a day or two.’
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