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ONE

IF LINCOLN TREMAYNE'S REACTIONS had been even a
fraction slower the speeding vehicle would have hit his car head
on.

There was no warning; just blinding headlights, a dark bulk
careering past and a jolting, metal-tearing impact as the side of his
car hit the wall.

Braking to a screeching halt, Linc knew he was lucky not to
have been killed. The vehicle had come round the corner on the
wrong side of the narrow lane, leaving him no option but to run
into the brickwork. If it hadn't been for the buttress he might still
have made it relatively unscathed but that extra ten inches or so
proved decisive. When the Morgan finally came to rest, he was
alone in the lane. One headlight was clearly no more, and there
was the depressing sound of loose metal vibrating to the pulse of
the powerful engine.

Linc swore. Repairs to a Morgan Plus Eight were a specialist job
and consequently cost the earth.

He shifted into first gear and straightened the car up. There was
nothing to be gained by staying. The maniac in the other vehicle
wasn't likely to return – and frankly he'd rather they didn't. It was
too dark to inspect the damage to the Morgan or the wall, and
they would both have to be settled through his insurance
company. Not much hope of the premium coming down next
year then.

He wondered briefly where the vehicle had been going to in
such a hurry. The lane was merely a loop coming from, and
leading back to, the main village street of Farthing St Anne. It
wasn't a busy road at any time, and at ten-past eleven on a Friday
night he hadn't really expected to meet anything.

Linc remembered the time guiltily. He was on his way to plait
up Noddy, his intermediate eventing horse, ready for an early start
the next morning, and he'd told the Hathaways, whose stable he
rented, that he'd be over about half-past nine. It wasn't his fault
that work commitments had kept him far longer than he'd
foreseen, but young Abby Hathaway had offered to help him plait
and she was at that tricky age where such relatively unimportant
things seemed to matter a lot.

The truth of it was that Abigail had a king-sized crush on him.
Linc had discussed it with her mother just a couple of weeks
before, and they had agreed that in the absence of adult opposition
the fifteen year old would soon grow out of her infatuation and
doubtless look back on it with acute embarrassment in due course.

Something on the front of the car was rubbing on the wheel
and Linc was glad when he pulled into the Vicarage's driveway.
Immediately, thoughts of the damaged sports car were banished.
Underneath the welcoming lanterns the double wooden entrance
gates were open and swinging in the breeze. On the rare occasions
when they were left open, they were invariably fastened back.
With a frown, Linc edged the Morgan through and into the
stableyard beyond.

It was a small, L-shaped yard with five loose boxes, a feedstore
and a tackroom bordering concrete and pea-shingle, and shaded
by several majestic copper beeches. When Linc drove in the area
was in darkness, the only light coming from the open tackroom
door. The car lights swept briefly across the wooden half-doors as
he swung round to park but the expected motion-sensing security
light failed to operate. In that brief moment of illumination, he
could see that all three of the stabled horses were alert and staring
out over their half-doors.

Seriously alarmed, Linc was out of the Morgan almost before it
stopped rolling and heading for the tackroom, hoping against
hope that his fears were unfounded.

They weren't.

He stopped short on the threshold, his hand on the splintered
edge of the door where the padlock had been wrenched away. On
the walls of the familiar cosy, cluttered room five metal saddle
racks stood empty. The hooks where seven or eight bridles
normally hung were bare, as was another larger rack that Linc
knew had held the two sets of harness belonging to Abby's driving
ponies, Syrup and Treacle.

His mind registered the stripped walls even as his eyes were
drawn to a greater tragedy. On the thin rug that adorned the
concrete floor, half in the shadow of a ransacked chest of drawers,
a girl in hipster jeans and a grey, hooded tracksuit top lay sprawled
on her side. Her eyes were closed and blood oozed from her dark
hair to run in a thin trickle down her white face and drip slowly
off her jaw.

Abby Hathaway, who should by now have been in bed; and
who, Linc thought with a stab of guilt, had probably been waiting
the best part of two hours for him to arrive.

'Oh, dear God!' he muttered, stepping forward and dropping to
his knees beside the motionless figure. 'Abby? Abby, can you hear
me?'

There was no sign of life from the unconscious girl but Linc's
shaking fingers searched for and located a regular, if weak, pulse
below the jawline. Shallow breaths warmed the back of the hand
he held to her slightly parted lips, and he forced himself to calm
down and think rationally.

Remembered lessons in first aid reassured him that her position
on her side was as close to the ideal as could be hoped for, and that
his most immediate priority was to keep her warm. To this end he
pulled a thick horse blanket from one of the opened drawers to
spread over her body and legs, and a thinner one to fold and ease
beneath her head. The grey top and jeans may have met when she
was upright but now they gaped about six inches apart and, feeling
irrationally like a Peeping Tom, Linc noticed a small jewelled ring
sparkling in her navel and wondered if her mother knew it was
there. He covered her with the blanket, tucking the edges round
her, and reached into the inner pocket of his leather jacket for his
mobile phone.

He made two calls: one to request an ambulance and the police,
and the second to the Vicarage, just a hundred yards away up the
drive.

Abby's older sister, Ruth, answered the phone and barely two
minutes later was running across the gravel of the yard, breathlessly
calling her sister's name.

'Whoa, whoa, whoa! Steady! She can't hear you,' Linc said,
slowing her down in the doorway. Ruth, at nineteen, was a
slim and very attractive five foot eight, with long wavy red-gold
hair and large hazel eyes that were at this moment wide with
panic.

'What happened?' she demanded in bewilderment, sidestepping
him to go to Abby. 'Oh, my God, is she going to be all
right?'

'The ambulance is on its way. Were you able to reach your
parents?' He knew they'd been dining with friends.

Ruth was on her knees, smoothing Abby's dark fringe away
from her brow. 'Yes. They were already on their way home. Dad
said twenty minutes at the most. But I don't understand . . .
What's she doing here? She should have been in bed.'

'You've had your tack stolen. I imagine Abby disturbed the
thieves. I passed a van or something, going like a bat out of hell.
They ran me into the wall just up the lane there.'

'Oh, my God!' she said again, noticing the empty walls for the
first time. 'But why would she come down here on her own?
Why didn't she tell me?'

'I'm afraid she might've seen the light down here and thought
it was me,' Linc admitted. 'She was going to help me plait up.'

Ruth frowned. 'But I assumed you'd been and gone ages ago.
I've been in the studio all evening.'

'Yeah, I'm sorry about that. I didn't intend to be this late but I
got held up. I'd have rung ahead to let you know, but I knew your
parents were out and the gate would still be open.'

Ruth looked down at her sister's ashen face with its cruel streak
of crimson, and her lips quivered. 'Abby, hold on, d'you hear me?
Please be all right!'

Several long minutes passed, during which Linc silently cursed
the circumstances which had led to his lateness and fought the
temptation to tidy up the mess left by the thieves. No doubt the
police would want everything left strictly alone.

Ruth knelt on the rug, stroking her sister's hand and murmuring
a stream of desperate entreaties. After a while she looked
up at Linc, eyes swimming. 'We were quarrelling earlier. I said
some horrible things. I wish I hadn't!'

'She'll be all right,' Linc soothed her, with a confidence he was
far from feeling.

The sound of an approaching ambulance forestalled any further
self-recriminations on either side and he moved thankfully out
into the yard to meet it.

It was barely five minutes later, while the paramedics were still
in the tackroom with Abby, that her parents, David and Rebecca
Hathaway, arrived, parking their ageing Mercedes a little way up
the drive so as not to block the ambulance in.

Rebecca hurried down to the lighted doorway to be met with
a tearful hug by Ruth. Following, her husband cast a glance at the
already overcrowded tackroom and paused beside Linc, worry
creasing his brow and fear in his eyes.

'How is she?' he asked urgently. 'Will she be all right? Ruth was
incoherent on the phone. What happened?'

Linc repeated what he'd told Ruth, adding that so far the
ambulance crew hadn't said a lot.

The Reverend David Hathaway listened gravely. At fifty he
was four years older than his wife, a big-built, imposing man,
six foot two in his socks, with grey hair and a neatly trimmed
beard.

'And you think you saw their getaway vehicle?'

'I think it must have been, but other than saying it was a large
one, maybe a van, I can't tell you a lot. I was too busy trying to
avoid being creamed on the wall. They were travelling pretty fast.
I guess they panicked.'

'Bastards!' Abby's father said with sudden explosive fury. 'She's
only a kid! Why couldn't they leave her alone?'

Linc shook his head and, without waiting for an answer, David
Hathaway turned to follow his wife, only to be brought up short
by the arrival of a police car, adding its blue light to that of the
ambulance. Two officers – one uniformed, one not – spilled out
on to the gravel at the same time as the paramedics emerged from
the tackroom with Abby on a stretcher. They intercepted the
procession, questioned the ambulancemen briefly and then the
uniformed one headed back to the car.

Rebecca, following her daughter's stretcher across to the
waiting vehicle, turned to look at her husband. 'David, are you
coming? Ruth's going to stay with the children.'

He hesitated, looking at the approaching plain-clothes officer.
'Linc, could you . . . ?'

'Sure. You go.'

There was a general re-shuffling as the police car backed to let
the ambulance and the Mercedes out before joining the convoy to
the hospital. As the blue lights flashed their way out of sight the
sense of urgency was suddenly extinguished, leaving a flat
depression in its stead.

A middle-aged, grey-haired man in a tired grey suit came over
to where Linc waited by Noddy's box. He'd switched all the stable
lights on while he was waiting, partly to check on the inhabitants
and partly to relieve the gloom of the yard. Ruth had disappeared,
presumably to resume her babysitting duties.

The grey man held out a hand, shaking his head sadly. 'It's a bad
business, this. Very bad. Young lass like that, at home . . .
Detective Inspector Rockley, CID. And you are . . .?'

'Lincoln Tremayne – Linc. I stable my horse here.' Linc shook
the hand.

'Isn't there an outside light in this yard?'

'It's been smashed.'

'Tremayne, you say. As in the Tremaynes of Farthingscourt?'

'Viscount Tremayne is my father.'

'Yes, I know your father quite well. So you're the missing heir?'

A muscle tightened in Linc's jaw. 'Hardly missing. I've been
working away, that's all. Is this part of your investigation?'

'Mind my own business, eh?' Rockley said unabashed. 'Fair
enough.' He regarded Linc from under bushy brows. 'Take after
the old man, I see. Could do worse.'

Linc returned his gaze, silently.

'Okay. Now tell me what happened here. David Hathaway I
know. The injured girl is one of his daughters, I take it?'

Once again Linc related what little he knew; from his narrow
escape in the lane, to finding Abby unconscious in the tackroom.
'And is it your normal practice to call here at this time of night?'
'No, but I'm due to ride at Andover tomorrow in a one-day
event and I'd come over to plait up my horse. I intended to get
here about nine but I was running late. Estate business. Why? Am
I a suspect?'

For a moment Linc thought Rockley wasn't going to answer
him; he was gazing at the open doorway of the tackroom,
seemingly absorbed in thought.

'Until I have the complete picture, I can't see which pieces
don't fit,' he said after a moment. 'It's important to ask. One
should never assume. It would seem to be a bit of a security risk,
having the stables so far from the house.'

'Yes – well, the gate would normally be bolted at this time of
night but David and Rebecca were out this evening so I knew I'd
be able to get in.'

'Are there no stables at Farthingscourt?'

'If you know my father as well as you seem to think, you'll
know why I don't keep my horse there,' Linc said.

'Hmm. So the older girl . . . Ruth, isn't it? . . . she was unaware
that her sister had come down here?'

'Yes, until I called her on my mobile. She said she was in the
studio. Pottery,' he added, seeing the question forming on
Rockley's lips. 'She's got a workshop next to the house.'

'I'll have to have a word with her later. I must ask you not to
touch anything here until forensics have had a chance to go over
it. The CSI team are on their way now.'

'Okay. Well, if you've done with me for now, I'll just go up to
the house and see if Ruth's okay. She's had a nasty shock.' He
began to move away, then paused. 'By the way, that's my car over
there, if you need to inspect the damage.'

Rockley nodded. 'We'll do that. And tell Miss Hathaway I'll be
along to see her in due course.'

Linc trudged up the slight incline of the Vicarage drive
reflecting on the fragile balance of life. By the light of the lantern
halfway to the house, his watch read ten to midnight. Less than an
hour ago his most immediate concerns were a petty disagreement
he'd had with a colleague, and what bit he should use on Noddy
in the dressage the next day. Now a young girl was on her way to
hospital, possibly gravely injured, and he had neither bridle nor
saddle left to worry about. It kicked things sharply into
perspective.

Ruth opened the back door to his knock and invited him into
the kitchen, the hub of Vicarage life. The family's two springer
spaniels, Dorcas and Sukey, looked up from their beds in the
corner and sleepily wagged their tails, comfortably unaware of the
night's events.

'I'm just making coffee, would you like some?' Ruth looked
pale and worn out.

'That'd be great. Er, the Inspector said to tell you he'll want a
word later,' Linc warned her, sitting down at the table.

'Me? What about? I didn't see anything.'

'So he can get the complete picture.'

'Come again?' Ruth spooned coffee, frowning.

'He's very thorough. He'll probably want to know your life
history,' Linc told her wearily. 'I suppose he's just doing his job.'

'He'll probably think it's my fault for not keeping a better eye
on Abby,' she said, passing him a mug. 'I don't know how you can
drink that without sugar, it makes me shudder.'

'Ruth, she's fifteen. You can't control her every move.'

'But it wouldn't have happened if Mum and Dad had been
here. I was in the studio all evening. I didn't have a clue where she
was.'

'You might as well say it's my fault for being late,' Linc pointed
out. 'As far as I can see, the only person to blame is whoever did
this to her.'

'I still can't believe it's happened,' Ruth said, shaking her head.
'I just can't take it in. Why? Why us?'

The hall door opened a few inches and a rather plain face with
a mop of short brown curls peered round it.

Hannah, at thirteen, was the youngest of the three Hathaway
sisters still living at home, and as the only one of them not
interested in horses, was the one Linc knew the least. Toby, the
baby of the tribe, was presumably still sound asleep. The eldest
sister, Josie, whom he'd never met, was a model and worked away
from home for the most part.

'Is Abby going to be all right?' Hannah padded in on bare feet,
a grey fleece dressing gown wrapped loosely over striped pyjamas.
Lace and frills she regarded with tomboyish scorn.

'I expect so,' Ruth said, almost visibly pulling herself together.
'We'll know more in the morning. The kettle's just boiled, d'you
want a drink? She heard me phoning Dad about Abby,' she added
to Linc.

'I told Abby not to go down there. She'd been watching the
yard for ages, waiting for you to come,' Hannah told Linc, sliding
into a seat opposite him.

'But you can't see the yard from here,' Ruth protested.

'You can from Mummy's room, if you stand on the windowsill.
You can just see the light come on.'

'And she was standing there all that time? Why on earth didn't
you tell me?' Ruth handed her sister a mug of hot chocolate with
the spoon still in.

'None of my business if she wants to make a fool of herself,'
Hannah observed with a touch of smugness. 'Besides, she'd kill me
if I ratted on her.'

That was the crux of the matter, Linc thought, sipping his
coffee. Caught somewhere between a child and a woman, Abby's
erupting hormones had not improved an already volatile temper
and Hannah, with her sometimes debatable tact, came in for more
than her fair share of her sister's flare-ups.

A tentative knock sounded at the back door and the dogs,
apparently sensing a stranger, sat up and growled.

'It's all right, girls.' Ruth went to answer it and reappeared with
Rockley close behind.

'Coffee, Inspector?' she asked over her shoulder.

'Thank you. White, two sugars.' Rockley's keen grey eyes
scanned the room and he nodded at Linc before turning his
attention to Hannah. 'And who's this young lady?'

'My sister Hannah. She was with Abby this evening before . . .'
'Only until half-past ten. Then I went to bed,' Hannah put in.
'There's no school tomorrow, so I'm allowed.'

'So you can't tell me what time she actually went down to the
yard?' Rockley said, settling himself at the table. The dogs sniffed
him suspiciously, accepted his friendly advances, then went back
to their beds and curled up, sighing deeply.

'I heard her go downstairs just before eleven,' Hannah said,
thinking hard. 'I thought perhaps Mum and Dad had come
home.'

'Are you sure that was the time?'

'Yes, because the grandfather clock in the hall had just struck
and it's five minutes fast,' she said with characteristic accuracy.

'And did she say she was going to go down to the stables?'

'Yes. She wanted to see Linc. She thinks she's in love with him,'
Hannah told the inspector, in a voice loaded with scorn.

'And you don't think she is?' he queried, taking the mug that
Ruth held out.

''Course not! It's only a crush. Mum says she's just at that
age.'

Rockley's lips twitched but Ruth wasn't amused.

'Ooh, you little horror! You've been listening at doors,' she
exclaimed. 'Mum was talking to me when she said that.'

'I was behind the curtain, reading,' Hannah countered. 'It's not
my fault!'

'Well, thank you, young lady. You've been very helpful,' the
inspector said. 'But I'd like a little word with your sister now, if I
may.'

'It's time you got back to bed anyway,' Ruth told her.

As the door closed behind Hannah, Rockley sighed. 'Nice kid.
What is she – twelve? Thirteen?'

'Thirteen,' Ruth confirmed. 'Going on thirty. She's a monster
at times!'

'No, she's a nice, ordinary kid. It makes a refreshing change
after some of the kids I come across in my line of work. You
should be thankful, believe me.' Rockley shook his head, and then
switched abruptly back to the business at hand, looking thoughtfully
from Linc to Ruth. 'I hear you're a potter, Miss Hathaway.
I'd be interested to see your studio.'

'Now?' She was surprised. 'Okay. It's through here.'

The two went out, Rockley asking questions in his deceptively
soft voice and Ruth answering without hesitation.

Left alone in the kitchen, Linc sipped his coffee. He had to
admire the policeman's skill in getting the girls to relax and open
up. He'd probably learned as much about the family in those few
minutes as Linc himself had in the five months he'd known them.
And now, unless he was very much mistaken, Rockley was trying
to learn a little more about Linc Tremayne.


The night ticked slowly on, rhythmically counted by the old
grandfather clock in the hall. Ruth came back after ten minutes or
so, carrying two empty mugs and saying that the inspector had
gone back down to the yard.

'He was nice, wasn't he?' she said. 'Not like a policeman at all.
I couldn't tell him much but it was odd, he seemed more
interested in you than anything.'

Linc hid a smile.

'He wanted to know what your relationship with Abby was. I
said you didn't have one. Honestly, does the man know nothing
about teenagers?'

On the huge Welsh dresser the telephone trilled and Ruth went
to answer it, picking up the receiver with a hand that shook
visibly.

'Mum! How is she?'

Linc could just hear Rebecca's voice on the other end but could
make out no words. He watched Ruth's face, trying to read her
expression; dreading seeing the shock of bad news.

'When will they know?' she asked, and the indistinct tones
answered.

'Yes . . . Yes, I'm okay. Linc's still here . . . Yes, I will . . . 'Bye,
Mum.' She replaced the handset and turned back to the table.

'How is she?' Linc asked, softly.

'Still unconscious but stable, apparently. Whatever that means,'
Ruth replied, her voice trembling on the brink of tears.

'I should think it means she's out of immediate danger.'

'I hope so.' She sniffed, fumbling in her pocket for a
handkerchief. 'They're going to do more tests in the morning.
Mum says try not to worry. Yeah, right . . .'

They made more drinks, after which Ruth was nodding over
the kitchen table in spite of the double dose of caffeine, and Linc
suggested she go to bed.

'I'll be here if Rockley wants anything,' he said. 'You ought to
get some sleep or you'll be a zombie tomorrow.'

'But what about you? What'll you do about riding at Andover
tomorrow?'

Linc shrugged. 'Not much I can do with no tack.'

'But weren't you supposed to be riding Nina Barclay's horse as
well?'

'Oh, hell! Yeah, I'd forgotten about that. Look, I don't s'pose
they'll be much longer down there. When they go, I'll doss down
on the sofa, if that's all right?'

The Vicarage kitchen was home not only to the usual range of
cupboards and appliances, but also, in addition to the table and
chairs, one of the biggest settees Linc had ever seen. He heartily
approved of it as an item of kitchen furniture.

'Of course. I'll get you a blanket. But are you sure? Haven't you
got to get home?'

'Not much point now. I won't be missed. Besides, I'm not sure
the Morgan's fit for the road.'

'I'm sorry. Oh, God, what a mess!'

'Bed!' Linc said firmly.

Rockley knocked quietly on the back door just after one
o'clock to say that he was just leaving but forensics would be an
hour or so longer. He gave Linc a card with his number on, saying
he'd probably need to speak to him again and telling him not to
hesitate if he thought of anything further.

Linc had fallen asleep over a crossword puzzle by the time
another officer came up to the house at something past two, with
the information that the CSI unit had now finished and were
heading off, if he wanted to bolt the gates.

Linc followed him down and locked up, then returned wearily
to the kitchen and crashed out on his makeshift bed.

He tossed and turned for all of fifteen seconds.





TWO

HALF-PAST EIGHT THAT morning found Linc turning
the Morgan between wrought-iron gates into the long
gravel drive of Farthingscourt. He passed the pretty South Lodge
where Geoff Sykes, the deputy estate manager, lived, and drove
through a band of ancient beech woodland before coming out
into the rolling parkland that surrounded the house.

In spite of the horror of the previous night's events, the first
sight of Farthingscourt on the far side of the valley gave him the
buzz it always did. The drive curved to the right and ran down an
avenue of stately copper beeches to the stone bridge spanning the
river, and then climbed steadily all the way up to the house's
impressive raised portico.

Built of Bath stone in the Palladian style, it was not so large as
some stately homes and perhaps a little austere, but with the April
morning sunlight glinting on the dozens of rectangular panes of
glass in the huge sash windows, and bathing the masonry in a
warm golden glow, Linc thought it beautiful.

He drove along past the front of the house and round into the
courtyard at the rear, trying not to cast his usual, wistful glance at
the empty stables as he let himself in at the side door to the old
kitchens. Although the Vicarage at Farthing St Anne was no more
than fifteen minutes' drive from Farthingscourt, to an outsider it
would probably seem absurd that someone with a stableyard and
several hundred acres of park and farmland on his doorstep should
keep his horse somewhere else, but Linc had to respect his father's
wishes. When Sylvester, Eighth Viscount Tremayne, had lost his
wife in a three-day-eventing accident seventeen years before, he
had had all her horses destroyed and made it clear that no other
horse would be tolerated on the Farthingscourt Estate from that
point forward.

As he ran up the narrow back stairs to his apartment on the top
floor, Linc remembered his father's words when, just five months
ago, he had come back to live at the family home and announced
that he now owned a horse.

'Well, I can't stop you keeping the bloody animal, I suppose,
but you'll not keep it here as long as I'm alive!'

The declaration was made with a quiet vehemence that
brooked no argument and Linc knew better than to offer any. His
riding had been a bone of contention between his father and
himself ever since he'd been caught secretly riding a friend's pony,
just ten months after his mother's death. He had never ridden just
for the sake of rebellion, though he suspected his father thought
he did. Even as a twelve year old, Linc could not fail to be acutely
aware of the depth of the Viscount's grief and would not willingly
have added to it, but he was his mother's son where horses were
concerned and, unlike his father, he didn't blame them for the
tragedy. In a way, riding had been his way of dealing with the loss
of his mother. He'd felt closer to her when on the back of a horse,
and was sure she would have been pleased and proud that he was
following in her footsteps.

The rooms Linc now occupied, right up in the attics of the
building, had recently been converted from the long-empty
servants' dormitories and comprised a sitting room, galley kitchen,
bedroom and bathroom. He had furnished and decorated them
himself and was very content in his self-contained isolation, far
from the sumptuous grandeur of the public areas of the house.

Three low sash windows offered panoramic views over Dorset's
Cranborne Chase, in which the Farthingscourt Estate sat, but Linc
hadn't time on this occasion to stop and enjoy them. Nina Barclay,
a friend of the Hathaways', had recently broken her wrist and was
desperate for someone to keep her promising novice going for her
until she was able to ride again. Her groom was keeping the horse
fit but didn't have the confidence to compete on him, so as Noddy
was entered in many of the same events, Linc had happily stepped
into the breech. Today was to be his first outing with Hobo's
Dream and though fate had decreed that Noddy should miss
the competition, he didn't want to disappoint Nina if he could
help it.

He'd eaten a hurried breakfast at the Vicarage after helping
Ruth with the horses, and all he had to do now was change into
his riding clothes, touch base with his father and head for
Hampshire.

In search of Sylvester Tremayne, he let himself into the main
part of the house on the first floor and made his way along the
Long Gallery towards the wide central flight of stairs. From either
side of the corridor, oil-painted images of previous Tremaynes
looked down with varying degrees of hauteur from their gilded
frames. A runner of hardwearing carpet protected the polished
boards from the thousands of visiting feet, whilst stanchions
bearing heavy ropes kept sticky fingers away from the priceless
portraits.

Linc gave a mock salute to one of these as he passed. St John,
Third Viscount Tremayne, had been, according to tradition, the
closest the family had had to a black sheep, frittering away much
of its quite substantial wealth, killing a love rival in a duel, and
finally meeting his own death racing his curricle from London to
Brighton. He had died in the reign of George III, aged just
twenty-nine, without producing an heir, and the title had passed
to his younger brother, Sebastian.

Now the same age as his ill-fated ancestor, it was said by many
that Linc was extraordinarily like him to look at, a comparison
which didn't displease him. St John was pictured here dressed in
riding clothes and leaning against a stone balustrade, whilst in the
background a groom hung on to a spirited grey stallion. In
keeping with his rebellious reputation he wore his hair
unpowdered and tied back with a black ribbon, and if not exactly
handsome his features were at least regular and strong enough to
be considered good-looking. On one hand he wore a beautifully
chased gold ring with a sizeable emerald at its centre, and another
gold ring adorned his left ear. What had always drawn Linc to the
Third Viscount was the suggestion of a sardonic smile that curved
his lips; he looked like a man who was nobody's fool but who
found much amusement in life.

At the far end of the gallery, near the top of the stairs, hung the
portrait of the current Viscount, Linc's father. It had been painted
thirty years ago, when Sylvester Tremayne was first married and
in a break with tradition also portrayed his new wife, Marianne.
The style was informal; the Viscount wearing his usual camel-coloured
corduroys and tweed jacket, and Marianne seated by his
side, dark-eyed and lovely, laughing up at him in amber cashmere
and pearls. The artist had captured their mutual love and the
portrait always inspired a tinge of sadness in Linc. Both his parents
had effectively been lost to him on the day Marianne Tremayne
had suffered her fatal fall.

A quick search of the first floor proved fruitless and he
eventually ran his father to ground downstairs in the library, one
of the many rooms that were off limits to visitors.

Aside from the desk, at which he was seated, several red leather-covered
reading chairs stood about, each with its attendant table
and lamp, and towering bookshelves exhibited row upon row of
gold-embossed leather spines; volumes that Linc could not recall
ever having seen anybody read. The library was, as always, poorly
lit, heavy velvet curtains and north-facing windows combining to
protect the treasures within.

As Linc went in, his father's two wolfhounds, Saxon and
Viking, got to their feet and padded across to see him, flattening
their ears and wagging their long feathery tails with pleasure.

Viscount Tremayne, on the other hand, greeted his son with an
unencouraging grunt.

'Thought you were off playing with your bloody horses today,'
he remarked.

'I am. I just thought I'd check everything was okay with you
before I went,' Linc said evenly.

'Well, you only just caught me. Sykes wants me to look at the
roof of the summerhouse – something about loose ridge tiles, I
gather – and I've got Bennett coming out about the forestry grant
at half-past ten. Some of us have work to do, you know.'

'I was up 'til almost eleven o'clock last night going over the farm
accounts with Geoff,' Linc retorted, goaded in spite of himself.

'Well, you wanted the job,' his father observed, looking over
the rim of his spectacles. His hair and beard were grey, and
seventeen years of grieving had left their mark, but at sixty-four he
was still an imposing figure, and one who'd been known to reduce
junior staff to mumbling confusion with just such a look.

Linc was made of sterner stuff.

'I did, and I do, but I'm entitled to some free time, and how I
choose to spend it is my affair,' he replied. 'I'll be back in plenty
of time for the sponsors' meeting tonight, don't worry.'

The Viscount regarded Linc for a long thoughtful moment
before returning his attention to the papers on his desk. 'Suit
yourself,' he said. 'It's all the same to me. Just don't expect me to
hold your job open for you if you end up in hospital with a broken
neck! There'd be no shortage of takers. Reagan, for one, would
jump at the chance.'

'I'm sure he would, but you know as well as I do that he's not
the right man for the job,' Linc pointed out. 'Sykes is worth ten
of him.'

'Sykes doesn't want the job, Reagan does. You put his nose
severely out of joint turning up when you did.'

'You had no intention of giving him the position,' Linc protested.
Reagan was Farthingscourt's head forester, and a very able
one at that, but there was something indefinable in his manner that
meant that as far as the Viscount was concerned, he had risen as far
as he was going to. 'Anyway, I don't intend ending up in hospital,
if I can help it,' he added cheerfully.

'Your mother didn't intend ending up in a coffin!'

Linc knew the futility of further discussion.

'I'll see you later, then. Oh, and by the way, I met a friend of
yours last night.' He gave his father a brief account of the raid on
the Vicarage and the ensuing investigation.

'I'm sorry to hear about the Hathaway girl,' his father said.
'Rockley's a good man. If there's anything to find, he'll find it. Is
the girl going to be all right?'

'Her father rang from the hospital this morning but there's no
real news. She's still unconscious and they're going to do a brain
scan. Apparently they think she may have been struck from behind
and then hit her head again when she fell.'

'Bloody thugs!' the Viscount growled.

'Yeah. I just wish I'd got there ten minutes earlier . . .' Linc
walked over to the door. 'Well, I'd better get going before the
stampede starts.'

The 'stampede' was the family name for the hordes of visitors
who tramped round Farthingscourt on Saturdays, Sundays and
Wednesdays. In reality it started with little more than a trickle
at Easter, but in the high season numbers stepped up considerably,
to the point where a limit had to be set to safeguard the
antiquities they came to see, and even the very fabric of the
building itself.

His father raised a hand but not his eyes, and with a sigh, Linc
let himself out.


He left the damaged Morgan in the open-fronted barn that did
duty as a garage, heading for Andover in the Land-Rover
Discovery instead. His competition start-time was half-past ten
and although Nina and her groom would already be there with
Hobo, and could warm him up, Linc wanted to leave himself a
little time in hand to renew his brief acquaintance with the horse
before competing.

Once clear of the back roads and doing a steady sixty-five in
light traffic, he tried to concentrate on mentally rehearsing his
impending dressage. Dressage is basically the horse's version of a
dog's obedience test: a succession of linked moves combining
changes of pace and direction which is marked on precision and
style. But whereas a ring steward calls the instructions to the dog
handler, the dressage rider must memorise his test in advance.
With around half a dozen different novice tests and a similar
number of intermediate ones, concentration was vital.

Today's test was one Linc had ridden on Noddy only a few
weeks ago and knew fairly well. Before long he found thoughts
of Abby and his own troubled relationship with his father
increasingly intruding.

Guilt about his own, unwitting contribution to Abby's plight
had passed, and what he felt now, aside from anxiety, was chiefly
anger. In the short time he'd known them the Hathaways had
become very dear to him, in a way representing the kind of ideal
family life he'd missed out on. In attacking Abby the thieves had
dealt a devastating blow to the whole unit.

Linc remembered the stricken look in her father's eyes last
night. Given time, the Reverend David Hathaway, currently a
university lecturer in theology, would no doubt find comfort in
his faith but that first outburst of fear and anger had been the
instinctive reaction of any distressed parent.

Linc wondered if his own father would have coped better with
his wife's death if he had had such a strong faith to fall back on.
While Marianne had been alive the local vicar had held a service
every Sunday in Farthingscourt's private chapel for the benefit of
the Tremayne family and their estate workers. These days the
vicar visited just once a month, and the family usually only
attended in force at the traditional times of the year, and then
more through duty than conviction. Indeed the Viscount had
been heard to say that in his opinion the Sunday regulars were
merely hedging their bets.

Notwithstanding this, the chapel services were well supported
by members of the Farthingscourt staff, among them Viscount
Tremayne's secretary and PA, Mary Poe, who was at present on
holiday.

Mary was probably, Linc thought, both the most valued and
undervalued worker on the estate. She had taken up her position
at around the same time as Marianne had come to Farthingscourt
as a young bride, and, although she was a few years younger than
the Viscountess, they had soon become great friends.

After Marianne's death, Mary was the one who had stepped in
to look after Linc and his younger brother Crispin, while their
father shut himself away with his grief. Without her, the family
would quite possibly have fallen apart.

Aside from the loss of his mother, Linc's childhood had been a
fairly happy one, but looking back, he recognised that running
through it there had always been a thread of conflict between his
inherited passion for horses and his desire to live up to his father's
expectations.

It wasn't something that had left him emotionally scarred for
life. After all, a sizeable portion of his teenage years had been spent
away at school, and there it had been fairly easy to arrange to ride
in his spare time. But his relationship with his father had never
been all that Linc would have wished.

It had not been solely in an attempt to please him that Linc had
studied business management, marketing and commerce at
university. He had known from an early age that Farthingscourt
would one day be his and had always embraced the prospect with
enthusiasm. He loved the house and land, and wanted to be
involved in the running of them, so it seemed as though fate was
taking a hand when the estate manager gave in his notice a month
before Linc was due to graduate. As soon as he'd completed his
course he hurried home to plead his case.

Lord Tremayne ignored his pleas and gave the job to an
outsider.

Twenty-two years old, his newly gained qualifications spurned,
as he saw it, Linc packed his bags and left.

He walked out with no clear idea of where he was going or
what he was going to do. He wasn't ready to acknowledge the
truth of his father's argument that he lacked the necessary practical
experience for the top job; all he wanted was to put some distance
between them and find a way of showing that he could get on,
with or without his father's help. In defiant mood, his first spell of
employment was in a top eventing yard where he quickly rose to
the status of stable manager. The job gave him a chance to further
his competition experience and it was during his second year there
that he bought Noddy, the first horse he had ever owned.

Linc was almost completely happy working with the eventers.

Almost, but not quite. Farthingscourt was inextricably a part of
his life and, no matter where he found himself, the urge to return
was always tugging at his subconscious. However strong the pull,
though, he was not about to go back, cap in hand; the Tremayne
pride wouldn't allow that. He was prepared to admit that his father
had been right, but not until he'd made up the deficit. With that
in mind, Linc reluctantly left the stables and trawled a succession
of large country estates for work.

He finally found a position as an assistant estate manager and
settled down to learn everything he possibly could about the job.
Over the next four and a half years he returned home infrequently,
saying little of what he'd been doing, and it wasn't until his
younger brother Crispin wrote to tell him of the impending
retirement of the Farthingscourt estate manager that he handed in
his notice and returned to Dorset with Noddy still in tow.

The fatted calf could rest easy.

If Sylvester Tremayne was overjoyed to see his son and heir
return, he hid it well. It took weeks of stubborn persistence by
Linc to bring his father to the point of offering him a trial period
as estate manager. Mary, desperate to see them settle their
differences, added her subtle persuasion to the cause, and Linc
even produced references for his father's perusal, with an ironic
deference which almost provoked a total falling-out.

So far, even the Viscount could find no fault with his work,
though he fought every suggestion for change that his son made.
One notable exception to this was Linc's plan to restore
Farthingscourt Mill to working order. It was his aim to utilise the
old building for its original purpose, that of milling grain from the
estate's organic farms, and then to sell the resulting flour under
their own label.

He'd expected to have to fight for his idea but surprisingly his
father had been quite prepared to listen; in fact, he'd yielded so
swiftly that Linc suspected he was being given rope with which to
hang himself. If he hadn't been completely confident in his
research this prospect might have unnerved him but he'd been
working on the idea for some time and was convinced of its
viability. A grant had been secured and work was already under
way.

Management experience wasn't all Linc had brought back with
him to Farthingscourt. On one of his fleeting trips home he had
also brought his girlfriend of the time, Nikki, and when he finally
succeeded in detaching himself from her overeager clutches two
or three months later, she had returned of her own accord,
unbeknownst to him, and struck up a relationship with Crispin. A
year before Linc came back for good, he was best man at his little
brother's wedding. To his relief, and in spite of his private misgivings,
the union seemed to have been an unmitigated success.

Traffic around Salisbury brought him back abruptly to the
present and he looked at his watch. Forty minutes to go. With a
wary eye open for lurking traffic police, he made a reassuring call
to Nina Barclay on his mobile and, twenty minutes later, arrived
at the venue in person.


One-day events differ from their three-day cousins in more ways
than the obvious; one of the main ones being that the crossd
country phase often comes last, after the showjumping, instead of
halfway through the competition, and another being that the
horses are not asked to complete a steeplechase course or miles of
roads and tracks before tackling the jumps across country. The aim
of both competitions is to find the horse and rider combination
which is truly versatile. A bit like a human decathlon event,
contestants are tested on their suppleness, speed and endurance,
obedience and accuracy. What is also tested, in consequence, is
their temperament. A faint heart or lack of mental stamina will be
laid bare as surely as any deficiency in the physical department.

Hobo's Dream at home had not inspired Linc with any great
excitement but he was clearly a horse who came alive on the big
day. At eight years old he was just beginning his third year in horse
trials and was on the brink of grading up to intermediate. When
Nina Barclay's groom led the brown gelding across to meet him,
Linc could see that he was fit and raring to go.

'He's warmed up nicely. You just need to hop up and get the
feel of him before we head for the arena.' Nina was walking beside
Linc, dark-haired and fortyish with a lean angular figure that
would probably stay the same into her seventies and beyond.

'Yes, I'm sorry I'm so late. You must be cursing me!'

Nina shook her head. 'Not at all, it's not your fault. I'm just glad
you could still ride him. How is poor Abby?'

Ruth had promised to update him as and when there was any
news, so he had to assume she was still unconscious. He explained
to Nina as he mounted Hobo and let the stirrups down to a
comfortable length.

'I can hardly believe it! Attacked in her own yard. You're not
safe anywhere these days, it seems, and they've lost all their tack,
too.'

'Yeah. I said I'd look up Sandy Wilkes and see if he'll bring
some out to tide us over. Is he here today?'

'Third stall up, second row. Right next to the Land-Rover
stand,' Nina confirmed. 'I've been over there already for a new
saddlecloth, mine was somewhat less than white.'

Hobo sidled impatiently as Nina's groom tightened his girth
and then Linc was riding away at a swinging walk to put him
through his paces. All around them competitors and their helpers
were hurrying about their business; horses of all shapes and sizes
were being warmed up, walked round or were waiting their turn
to compete. Few independent spectators were in attendance, most
being the friends, family and grooms of the competitors, and these
were catered for by the provision of straw bales to sit on and
numerous vans selling anything from jacket potatoes and hot dogs
to crêpes Suzette and frozen yoghurt. The showjumping ring was
bounded by metal posts and nylon tape, and the air resounded
with commentary, via the PA system, which was repeated in a
series of overlapping echoes across the acres of the cross-country
course, in a way that was somehow peculiar to such events.

In spite of the last-minute nature of things, or maybe because of
it, the dressage test went surprisingly well. It was the phase of the
competition which Linc was least confident about and this usually
set off a vicious circle of nerves and tension which in turn
disturbed the horse's own composure. On this occasion he'd
hardly had time for nerves to take a hold, and what Hobo's
performance may have lacked in accuracy, it more than made up
for in flair and impulsion.

'Well done!' Nina exclaimed as he rode out of the arena and
dismounted. 'That's as good a test as he's ever done.'

'Thanks. It's all down to him, though. I can never get Noddy
to take that much interest. He usually slops round looking half-asleep
and swishing his tail every time I ask him to do anything.
My score sheet always reads "Lack of impulsion. Tail swishing" all
the way down.'

Things were apparently running late in the showjumping ring
and with time on his hands Linc went in search of Sandy Wilkes,
the saddler.

Sandy's lorry was parked, as Nina had said, next to the Land-
Rover stand. It was a horsebox which had been fitted out with
racks, shelves and drawers to hold saddles, bridles and every kind
of equine accessory that one could imagine, and then some. It was
his proud boast that he had the largest collection of bits of anyone
in England. Snaffles, pelhams, bridoons and kimblewicks; in fact
anything that had ever been devised to go in a horse's mouth, he
had in stock. He had a workshop and extra storage in a business
unit near his home in Shaftesbury but most of his business was
conducted out of the back of the lorry, in which he could visit his
customers on their own premises.

Linc hadn't seen much of Sandy over the last few years but had
known him quite well way back, when as a teenager he'd spent
happy hours in other people's stableyards. Seven or eight years
older than Linc, Sandy had just been starting out in business at that
time and had made frequent calls to all the horsy premises that he
could find, in order to drum up business. These days the riding
fraternity called him and he was a popular figure at shows and
events, a fact borne out by the numbers crowding under the
awning at the side of his lorry.

As Linc progressed through the queue of prospective customers
waiting for a word with the saddler, he was impressed anew by
Sandy's unrivalled service and generosity. One harassed competitor,
obviously finding himself short of the necessary, was told to drop a
cheque in the post, and to another he said, 'Well, look. You take
the vulcanite pelham and try it for a week or two, then if he isn't
happy, bring it back and we'll try something else. We'll worry about
the money later when we've got you settled. How about that?'

His pretty, female customer apparently thought it very
acceptable, including a kiss in her expressions of gratitude. At five
foot nine Sandy was a couple of inches shorter than Linc but thick,
wavy fair hair and boyish smile ensured he was never short of
female company.

'You're a pushover, you are!' Linc declared as he reached the
front of the queue.

'Linc! Nice to see you, mate!' Sandy's attractive, lightly freckled
face lit up as he punched Linc lightly on the arm. 'Where've you
been hiding yourself lately?'

'Oh, I've been working away. But seriously, how many times
do people take up your kind offers and disappear without trace?'

Sandy lowered his voice. 'Very rarely, actually. You see, I know
where most of them live and I know who their friends are. A word
dropped here and there can be very damaging to someone's credit
rating. Yeah, sure, I've lost the odd snaffle or stirrup leather but
my open-handed reputation is my biggest draw.'

Linc laughed. 'You're a fraud! I should have known it.
Underneath that warm, friendly public face you're just a cold,
calculating businessman.'

'Shhh, think of my sales!' Sandy warned in mock alarm. 'Well,
what can I do for you anyway?'

Soberly, Linc told him what had happened to Abby. 'So they're
left with no tack at all until the insurance comes through, and of
course, whatever else happens, the horses still have to be
exercised,' he finished.

'So they'd like me to pop over and drop off a couple of saddles
and bridles in the meantime?'

'That'd be brilliant, if you could.'

'Sure. It won't be till Monday, though. I'll still be here
tomorrow, it's the Open Intermediate.'

'Monday's fine,' Linc assured him.

'That's rough about Abby. Poor kid. Will she be okay?'

Linc pursed his lips. 'Too soon to say.'

'And do they have any idea who did it? The police, I mean.'

'If they do, they're not telling. I was first on the scene and I
didn't see anything. But maybe forensics will turn something up.'

'Let's hope so.'

Several other customers were hovering hopefully and Sandy
made an apologetic face at Linc. 'Look, I'll have to get on, sorry.
I'll ring about Monday.'

'Thanks. Oh, and Noddy goes in a five-and-a-half-inch, half-cheeked
snaffle, if you've got one.'

'Right you are. See you later, then.' With a smile, Sandy turned
to his next customer.

It was with a degree of relief that Linc made it out into the fresh
air again. He was heading for Nina Barclay's horsebox when a
voice spoke hesitantly behind him.

'Excuse me . . .'

He turned to see a middle-aged strawberry blonde in jodhpurs
and a Puffa jacket.

'Yes?'

'I'm sorry. I don't know whether you're interested but the
thing is, I couldn't help overhearing about your tack being stolen,
and the same thing happened to us just a week ago. My name's
Tricia Johnston, by the way.'

'Linc Tremayne.'

'Yes, I know. I saw you at Radstock. Abby was grooming for
you, wasn't she? Poor girl, I hope she'll be all right.'

'Me too. Er, look, I'm due to ride in a minute . . .' He'd
told Nina he'd be back in twenty minutes and he was cutting it
fine.

'Sorry. Actually, there's not much more to tell because no one
saw anything. They just forced the padlock on the tackroom door
and cleared us out. All the new stuff anyway. We reckon it was
between half-ten when my daughter gives the horses their last lot
of hay and half-twelve when my husband and I got back from a
party.'

'You were out then?' Linc asked with interest.

'Yes, a fund-raising do for the local hunt. It was a dreary affair
as well. I wish we'd never gone.'

'Do you think you'd have noticed if you had been at home?
Can you see the stables from the house?'

Tricia shook her head. 'No, not easily. But you always wonder,
don't you?'

Linc nodded. 'Still, if it was the same person or people, perhaps
it was a good thing nobody did see. Look what happened to
Abby.'

Tricia was much struck by this but had no more information to
offer so Linc excused himself to go in search of Nina and Hobo
and, twenty minutes later, after warming up once more, jumped a
competent round to add just four more penalty points to his
dressage score.

In due course, having replaced his black jacket with a body
protector and a sky-blue polo-necked jumper provided by Nina,
Linc was waiting at the start of the cross-country section. Sky-blue
was the colour she usually rode in and although event riders don't
have registered colours such as jockeys wear, many make a point
of always wearing the same colour or combination of colours on
all their horses.

Hobo had undergone a transformation too. Gone were the neat
plaits of the dressage arena; his mane now hung free in a wavy
black mass on his neck. A jumping saddle was fitted, and rubber
grip reins, and his hard, black legs were protected by bandages,
overreach boots and quantities of thick white grease to help him
slide over any rails he might hit. He was ready to go.

Linc rode into the roped-off starting box, leather-gloved hands
surreptitiously sliding up the reins one at a time in preparation for
the horse's leap forward. As the official began the countdown Linc
started the stopwatch on his right wrist.

'Three . . . two . . . one . . . good luck!' the steward called, and
in a flash was left behind and forgotten as Hobo forged out of the
box and into a gallop in three powerful strides.

Linc eased into a balanced position, weight out of the saddle
and off the horse's back, hands amongst the flying mane, moving
in time with the nodding head, maintaining a steady contact. As
always, the nervous tension of waiting was blown away in the
wind and he gave himself up to the thrill and enjoyment of five or
six minutes of galloping and jumping.

Due to his late arrival that morning, he hadn't had time to walk
the course before the competition started, doing it after his showjumping
round instead. This meant that the first riders were
already out on the course and he had to choose his moments to
pace out the combination fences. On the other hand, he did have
a chance to see how well the course was riding and it had seemed
as though bold, forward-going animals were finding little problem
with it.

So it proved.

Nina had warned him that Hobo could sometimes balk at drop
fences; those where the ground was substantially lower on the
landing side than the take off. Sometimes, as was the case on this
occasion with fence twelve, these had no upright obstacle, merely
a platform faced with railway sleepers followed by a drop of several
feet on to a downward slope. For a horse, with its limited forward
vision, this manoeuvre requires a good deal of faith in its rider.
The ideal situation is to slow up sufficiently for the horse to lower
its head and land reasonably close to the sleeper wall, but not to
slow up so much as to allow it time for second thoughts.

The worst scenario is for the horse to approach too boldly or
even fighting for its head, and to launch itself out into space
without a thought for the landing. This had only once happened
to Linc, with the almost inevitable result. Both he and his equine
partner, another borrowed ride, had collapsed in a heap on landing
and rolled a good few yards further down the hill. He'd walked
away that time with nothing worse than a sprained wrist and some
bruising, but it could easily have been a broken neck, and he'd
learned caution.

Hobo was bold but sensible, an event rider's dream. As they
landed neatly on the slope and galloped on, Linc wondered
fleetingly if it was Nina who didn't like drop fences rather than the
horse, then pushed the thought away and concentrated on the
challenges ahead.

The course was biggish but fair. Cross-country and horse trials
fences are nowhere near as high as those facing a showjumping
rider of a similar standard; the difference being that cross-country
obstacles are not built to be knocked down by careless hooves.
Stone walls, tree trunks and wired-on rails of easily twelve inches
in diameter have to be jumped uphill, downhill and into water.
Hedges, banks, chicken coops and picnic tables, singly or in
combination, have to be negotiated in the open or amongst trees.
The variation is immense, limited only by the imagination of each
course designer. The only constant is the inescapable fact that
mistakes are potentially dangerous. It is not a sport for the fainthearted.

Linc had a super round. Hobo lacked experience but made up
for it with a willingness to be guided, and although he took a
strong hold, Linc was able to steady him at the appropriate
moments and they crossed the finishing line with a clear round
inside the time. At the end of the day it was good enough for
second place. Nina was euphoric.

'Second? You're kidding!'

Ruth turned from making coffee in the Vicarage kitchen. Linc
had called in on his way home for news and to see if he could help
with the horses.

He shook his head.

'No one was more surprised than me, I can tell you!' he said.
'And Nina was so excited I thought she'd never stop hugging me.'

'It's brilliant! What was your dressage score?'

'Forty-two,' he announced with a certain amount of pride.

'Well, good old Hobo!' she exclaimed.

'Thanks!' he said dryly, and they both laughed.

The door swung open and a young woman stepped inside.

Tall and slender with long dark brown hair and an unseasonable
golden tan, Linc recognised Ruth's older sister Josie from family
photographs and a couple of professional portfolio shots her
mother had proudly showed him. He'd privately thought then, as
he did now, that Ruth, with her sunny smile, was the prettier
sister.

'Well, I'm glad someone's had an enjoyable day,' Josie
remarked, her displeasure aimed squarely at Linc. 'If that's your
Land-Rover outside, you're going to have to move it. You're
blocking me in.'

'Sure. Sorry.' He stood up and made for the door straight away.
He had noticed the sleek, white E-type on his way in and Ruth
had told him it belonged to her sister. She had apparently driven
back from London that afternoon to see Abby, in whom there had
been no change. Both their parents were still at the hospital, and
although Ruth would never have admitted it, Linc could see that
she was immensely relieved to have some of the responsibility for
home and siblings lifted off her shoulders. He guessed that just the
presence of someone older was a comfort to her.

'I'm not sure what time I'll be back, Roo,' Josie said as Linc
passed. 'I'll see how Mum's holding up, but I don't suppose I'll be
long. Okay?'

Outside, Linc gave the car a second appreciative glance as he
strolled towards the Farthingscourt vehicle. Josie was evidently
doing well for herself in the modelling world. He slid behind the
wheel of the Land-Rover, started it and backed out of the yard
into the drive.

As he walked back, Josie emerged from the house and got into
her car without a word to him. Wearing very little make-up and
a long leather coat over jeans and a jumper, she didn't look much
like a model. He shrugged off her rudeness and headed for the
back door.

The Jaguar wouldn't start.

Linc paused in the doorway listening to Josie's efforts for a
moment or two, then retraced his steps.

'You'll flood it,' he warned her, putting a hand on the hardtop
and leaning down to look inside.

'I know that, dammit!' she said through gritted teeth. 'I haven't
got the choke out.'

'D'you want me to have a look?' he offered.

'No, it's always a bugger when it's hot. I'll have to let it cool
down. Mind out!' She thrust the door open briskly and Linc had
to skip back smartly to preserve his kneecaps.

Following her into the house, he caught Ruth's reply to her
query.

'I'm sorry Josie, you can't. It's loaded up with my gear for the
exhibition tomorrow. I daren't let you take it to the hospital. I've
packed it up as best I can but I'm going to have to drive at about
ten miles an hour. I'm really sorry.'

'Damn! I'll have to call a taxi.'

In the doorway, Linc cleared his throat.

'I could give you a lift, if you like?' He didn't know why he'd
said it. He certainly didn't relish the idea of driving twenty miles
or so back the way he'd just come with an antagonistic female in
the passenger seat. On top of which, Farthingscourt was entertaining
the sponsors of his watermill project that evening and he
was a fair way to being late already.

Josie looked at him in surprise. 'Why? Are you going that way?'
'I can do, if it'd be any help. I was going to give Ruth a hand
with the horses but I expect she'll forgive me . . .'

Ruth nodded vigorously.

'If you're sure . . .' Josie wavered, looking all of a sudden very
tired.

''Course. No problem at all.'


After a mile or so, Linc could see that it was going to be up to him
to break the silence.

'You've been working in London, then?'

'I got back half an hour or so ago,' Josie confirmed. 'Mum
phoned me from the hospital this morning.'

Her tone signalled no significant unbending and Linc wondered
what he'd done to upset her. It surely couldn't all be down to his
blocking her in. The silence stretched on again, fairly buzzing
with unspoken thoughts.

'Ruth says Abby went down to the stables to meet you,' Josie
said at last, voice unmistakably accusing.

'Ah,' Linc said, realisation dawning.

'What d'you mean, ah?'

He ignored the question. 'Yes, she did. She was going to help
me plait.'

'But you were late.'

'Unfortunately, yes.'

A pause, then, 'If you'd been there on time, none of this would
have happened.'

'Probably not,' he agreed. 'I guess it's all my fault.'

Another pause.

'Haven't you got stables at Farthingscourt?'

'Yes, but there aren't any teenage girls there to fetch and carry
for me.'

  Linc felt rather than saw the contemptuous look directed at 
    him but it seemed Josie had exhausted her bitterness for the moment and the 
    remainder of the journey passed in hostile silence. He dropped her off at 
    Odstock Hospital, where she thanked him with icy politeness, and turned wearily 
    for home. The spark of neighbourly kindness that had prompted his offer had 
    been effectively extinguished.
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