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One

‘Look over there!’ Mandy Hope called to her best friend, James Hunter. She pointed across the moor to the edge of the woods.

‘Hang on a minute! I’ve just got to get this shot.’ James crouched down and pointed his camera at some rabbits in the distance, playing chase on the wind-blown slopes. ‘Oh, they’ve all dived into their burrows.’

‘Never mind! I’ve just seen something even better.’ Mandy was hardly able to contain her excitement. ‘Fallow deer!’

‘Oh, wow! That’s great!’ James jumped up and pushed his glasses on to the bridge of his nose.

‘Let’s go!’ Mandy set off up the hill, white limestone pebbles crunching beneath her boots. The sky was a clear brilliant blue over the rolling hills. Drystone walls snaked across acres of open space.

Normally, when she wasn’t at school, Mandy helped out in her parents’ veterinary surgery in Welford, but today was Saturday, and the surgery closed at lunchtime. Mandy and James had come to the moor to take photographs for the Woodland Wildlife magazine’s competition.

‘Those trees are the start of Glisterdale Forest,’ Mandy said, as James fell into step with her. ‘Honey-Mum and Sprite live there. I’d really love to see the two of them again.’

‘Me too,’ James agreed.

Honey-Mum was a fallow deer who had adopted the orphaned fawn.

‘I bet Sprite has grown a lot by now,’ Mandy said, thinking of the gentle fawn with her reddish-gold coat and light spots. She felt a pang as she remembered finding the tiny newborn bundle, helpless and alone behind the Old School House in Welford.

‘She’s been running free with the herd for months now,’ said James. ‘I wonder if we’ll still recognise her?’

‘I’d know her anywhere!’ Mandy was confident. ‘Besides, wasn’t Sprite fitted with a blue ear tag?’

James grinned. ‘Oh, yes. Well, that should help.’

Just inside the woods, they paused beneath a massive oak which was laden with fat green acorns. Mandy looked around, but could see no sign of the deer.

‘They must have gone into the forest,’ said James. He was probably right. But Mandy couldn’t help feeling disappointed. She’d really been hoping to see Sprite and Honey-Mum again. Just then she noticed a narrow, flattened path that led through the bracken.

‘Look – a deer trail. Come on, let’s follow it!’ Mandy started to push her way through the dry rust-coloured bracken.

James paused to fiddle with his camera. ‘I’ll put this on automatic focus. Then as soon as we catch sight of any deer, I’m ready for action.’

‘OK,’ Mandy said. James was brilliant with technical equipment. He knew all about light meters and lenses. They moved quietly down the trail. It led them into a grassy glade, bordered on all sides by trees. The spreading branches of one huge beech tree hung low enough to brush the grass.

‘Lots of juicy shoots within reach. Just what deer like,’ Mandy whispered. ‘I reckon we might see some if we wait here.’

James nodded. ‘This looks a good spot.’ He crouched down to wait beside Mandy. All was quiet, except for the piping of a robin. A blackbird hopped into view and began foraging for grubs in the fallen leaves.

A few minutes passed, then Mandy stiffened. Stepping slowly into the autumn sunlight were five fallow deer. Mandy held her breath as she watched the group, three adult females and two fawns, make their way daintily across the grass. ‘Aren’t they beautiful!’ she murmured. Her eyes flickered over the deers’ rich, glossy chestnut coats. ‘But I don’t think any of those are Honey-Mum.’

‘The light coming through the trees is perfect.’ James was already raising his camera. ‘Now – don’t you move …’

Click. He pressed the button, just as the doe at the head of the group stopped and jerked her head round. She gave a sharp little bark, stamped her hoof and raised her tail to show the white fur underneath.

‘She’s warning them of danger,’ Mandy said.

‘Maybe they can smell us,’ suggested James.
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Mandy licked the tip of her finger and held it up. She shook her head. ‘We’re upwind of them. It’s something else.’

‘I don’t see anything,’ said James.

All at once the little herd took off. Leaping high over the grass, white tails bobbing, they headed for cover.

Suddenly there was a frantic rustling in the undergrowth to one side of them.

James spun round. ‘What’s that?’

‘Oh!’ Mandy’s blue eyes widened as a large black and white dog came crashing through the bushes. ‘It’s a Dalmatian!’

The Dalmatian raced across the clearing. But it seemed to tire suddenly, and stopped, panting heavily. Mandy watched as it lifted up one front paw. She could see tremors moving over its black and white coat as its sides heaved. ‘I think it’s hurt its foot,’ she said. She peered through the trees, expecting an owner with a lead to appear at any moment. But no one came.

‘Maybe it’s a stray?’ suggested James.

Mandy shook her head doubtfully. ‘A pedigree Dalmatian wouldn’t be a stray. Besides, it looks too well-fed. And look – it’s wearing a collar.’

‘There might be a name and address on it,’ said James.

‘Good thinking,’ Mandy replied. I’m going to see if I can make friends with it.’

She moved forward slowly. As she got closer she could see that the dog was a female. On one back leg, her spots formed an unusual shape just like a paw print. The Dalmatian’s ears were laid flat against her head. Dipping her neck, she whined softly and licked her sore paw.

‘Hello, girl,’ Mandy said softly. ‘Aren’t you lovely?’

The dog didn’t look up. Mandy frowned in concentration as she edged forward. Just a bit closer and she might be able to grab the collar. Slowly Mandy stretched out her hand.

The Dalmatian turned her head and seemed to see Mandy for the first time. She gave a violent start and jumped sideways. She looked ready to take off again at any moment.

‘Don’t be scared. I won’t hurt you,’ Mandy crooned. She made encouraging noises and rubbed her fingertips together.

The Dalmatian looked at her for a second with scared dark-brown eyes. Then she whined softly, turned tail and darted away through the trees.

James dashed after her. Mandy followed, but she was only in time to see a black and white shape sprinting away into the distance. Soon it was no more than a speck between the trees.

‘That dog really can run!’ James puffed, stopping dead and resting his hands on his knees.

‘You’re not kidding!’ Mandy’s shoulders sagged. ‘We hadn’t a hope of catching her, even with a sore paw. Dad says Dalmatians can run all day without getting tired. They were bred to run beside carriages.’

‘I wonder why that one seemed so exhausted then?’ James mused.

Mandy frowned. ‘That’s a good point. Maybe she wasn’t really tired, just lost and confused.’

‘She was dead nervous. She nearly jumped out of her skin when she saw you,’ James reminded her.

‘I know. That was a bit strange too, wasn’t it?’ Mandy said. She was beginning to feel really worried about the dog. ‘I hate to think of the poor thing out here all alone and injured.’

‘Me too. I’d be worried sick if it was Blackie,’ James said. Blackie was his boisterous young Labrador.

Mandy made up her mind. ‘I think we should go after her and try to find her.’

‘Me too. But where do we start?’ asked James. ‘We can’t search the entire forest on foot. Besides, it will be starting to get dark soon.’

‘That’s true,’ Mandy admitted. ‘But we could search for a bit longer if we had some help. And a Land-rover …’

James caught on fast. ‘Like your dad’s?’

Mandy grinned. ‘Exactly! I reckon he should have finished up at High Cross by now. He said he’d give us a lift home. Let’s go and meet him.’

 

Mandy and James walked back along the road that curved around the edge of Glisterdale Forest. They had almost reached the stony track that led up to Lydia Fawcett’s farm when the Animal Ark Land-rover appeared round a bend in front of them.

‘Here’s Dad!’ Mandy raised her hand in a wave.

The Land-rover drew to a halt. ‘Hi, you two,’ said Adam Hope.

‘Hi, Dad.’ Mandy opened the door and jumped into the front seat.

James climbed into the back. ‘Hello, Mr Hope.’

‘How’s Lydia? And Houdini?’ Mandy asked. She always wanted to know all the details of her parents’ visit to the local farms. Especially when it was to one of her friends.

‘Lydia’s fine. She said to say hello. One of her goats had broken a tooth,’ her dad answered, grinning. ‘And Houdini is his usual self, full of beans and getting into trouble.’

Mandy and James laughed. They knew all about Houdini. Lydia’s favourite goat had been named after the famous escapologist.

‘How did the wildlife photography go?’ asked Adam Hope.

Mandy glanced over her shoulder at James. ‘It kind of … didn’t, did it James?’

‘No. Not really,’ admitted James.

Adam Hope checked his driver’s mirror and edged the Land-rover away from the verge. ‘Well, don’t look so glum. There’s still plenty of time to get your entries in.’

‘We know. It’s not that,’ Mandy said, glancing at James. ‘It’s just that we were watching some deer when this Dalmatian came dashing through the woods. She seemed lost and we think she’d hurt her foot. So – if we’re not in too much of a hurry to get back, I thought …’

‘You want me to drive around the dales looking for it?’ guessed her dad.

Mandy nodded. ‘Can we?’

‘Are you sure there wasn’t an owner somewhere in the woods?’ Adam Hope asked. ‘I know you, Mandy. Some animals just don’t need rescuing!’

Mandy was almost certain that the dog had been alone, but she couldn’t be sure. ‘We didn’t see anyone looking for their dog,’ she said carefully.

‘But the Dalmatian didn’t look like a stray either,’ James pointed out. ‘It had a collar on.’

‘Yes. Though I didn’t get close enough to read any details,’ Mandy rushed on. ‘And I’m sure she had hurt her foot, Dad. Even though she ran off again …’

‘Whoa! OK, you two! I’m convinced!’ Adam Hope held his hands up and grinned at Mandy. ‘You’d better show me where she was heading.’

‘Thanks, Dad!’ she breathed.

Mandy directed her dad to the edge of the woods where she and James had last seen the Dalmatian. Mr Hope drove up and down the road, but there was no sign of her.

‘Maybe we should call into some of the car parks?’ suggested James. ‘Lots of dog-walkers use them.’

‘Good idea,’ Mandy said. ‘I’ll ask anyone if they’ve seen a Dalmatian.’

But even though they spoke to several ramblers who were just returning to their car, no one had seen a lone Dalmatian.

Half an hour later, Mr Hope pulled to a halt. ‘There’s a lot of space round here to cover,’ he said. ‘That dog could be anywhere by now.’

Mandy stared out at the winding road. Even she had to admit to feeling discouraged. The light over the dales was beginning to fade now. The sky had turned to violet and tiny lights glimmered from the hill farms on the steep slopes.

‘I think it’s time we went home,’ Adam Hope said.

‘OK.’ Mandy admitted defeat. ‘Thanks for looking, anyway, Dad.’

‘Yes, thanks, Mr Hope,’ said James.

‘No problem.’ Adam Hope switched on the headlights. ‘There may have been an owner around, even if you and James didn’t see one. I wouldn’t be surprised if your Dalmatian isn’t tucked up warm at home by now.’

‘I hope so,’ Mandy said, but she wasn’t convinced. For some reason that she couldn’t explain to herself, she felt sure that the Dalmatian was out there somewhere, hurt and frightened and probably hungry too. She stared gloomily ahead at the road as they sped down the valley.

Adam Hope began to sing. ‘All things bright and beautiful …’ His rich baritone voice filled the car.

Despite herself, Mandy smiled. Her dad was in the church choir and he had a habit of bursting into song at any time. She glanced at James in the mirror and rolled her eyes. Her dad could be so embarrassing.

But James just shrugged and grinned.

‘… all things wise and wonderful …’ Mr Hope continued the hymn. ‘My tummy tells me it’s almost supper time. Macaroni cheese tonight. With lots of toasted cheese on top.’

‘Da-ad!’ Mandy protested. ‘What about your diet?’

‘I’m on a new one now. It’s called the seafood diet.’ Her dad grinned, a glint in his eye.

Mandy groaned. ‘I know. You see-food and you eat it, right? That’s a terrible joke!’

Adam Hope pretended to look hurt. Mandy and James laughed.

The Land-rover’s engine changed tone as they sped up out of the valley. Mandy began to think of the animals she was going to check on as soon as she got back to Animal Ark. Animals that were too sick to go home were kept in the residential unit overnight. At the moment there was a kitten with a broken leg and a rabbit which had had an operation to remove a tumour.

Just then, Mr Hope’s mobile phone rang. He pulled over to the side of the road before answering. ‘Hello? Oh, Mr Western. What can I do for you?’

Sam Western’s loud voice came out of the mobile. Mandy and James caught a few words of what he was saying.

‘Just happened … get over here, man. Now!’

Mandy glanced over her shoulder at James. What was Sam Western up to? The tough local businessman owned the woods where they had just been. He had no love of wildlife and ran his farms strictly for profit.

‘Try and calm down,’ Mr Hope was saying into the mobile. ‘Just tell me what happened.’ His good-natured face became serious as he listened.

‘Sounds bad,’ James hissed to Mandy.

Adam Hope spoke calmly, his brow furrowed in concentration. ‘OK. I understand. Now – tell me where you are. Good, I’m quite near to you. I’ll be there in a few minutes.’

Mandy waited tensely for her dad to finish speaking. ‘What’s wrong, Dad?’ she asked.

‘We have to go straight back up to Glisterdale,’ her dad replied, as he checked the road in his driving mirror. ‘Hang on, you two.’ He swung the Land-rover into a nearby gateway and turned round.

‘What’s going on?’ Mandy asked, a cold feeling creeping over her.

‘It’s one of Sam Western’s bulldogs, Boris,’ Adam Hope explained. ‘He’s been shot.’

‘What!’ Mandy felt shocked. She completely forgot her dislike of the dog’s owner, she was so upset for the dog. ‘Poor Boris,’ she gasped. Her mind whirled. Who would shoot a dog?
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Two

‘There’s Sam Western’s car by the lamppost!’ Mandy leaned forward in her seat as her father drew into the car park. In the headlights, she caught sight of Sam Western kneeling on the ground. A bulky white shape was lying on a rug beside him. It was Boris. The bulldog’s back legs were streaked with blood, and he wasn’t moving.

‘Oh no,’ Mandy gasped.

As Adam Hope parked the Land-rover and got out, Sam Western stood up. His grey-blond hair stuck up in tufts where he’d run his hands through it.

‘Thank goodness you’re here!’ said Mr Western.

Mr Hope went straight over to the injured dog and knelt down. ‘Mandy, would you get my bag, please?’ he called over his shoulder.

‘OK, Dad.’ Mandy hurried to fetch it from the back of the Land-rover. She dashed back with it and handed it to her dad. ‘Here you are.’

‘Thanks, love.’ Adam Hope ran his expert hands over Boris. After a few moments, he looked up. ‘These are gunshot wounds all right, Mr Western. There are pellets embedded in his back legs.’

Mandy felt her stomach lurch.

‘What happened exactly?’ Adam Hope asked.

Sam Western looked impatient. ‘It’s like I said. I let Boris off for a run in the woods. Then I came and sat in my Land-rover. I had a couple of calls to make. Next thing I know, Boris has come back and he’s got blood on him. When I think back, I might have heard shots, but I was on the phone and I didn’t take much notice. I thought it was probably one of the farmers shooting rabbits.’

‘Did you have a look around for someone you might recognise?’ Mr Hope asked.

Sam Western shook his head. ‘I was too worried about Boris. The minute I saw what had happened, I phoned you.’

Adam Hope nodded sympathetically. ‘That’s uderstandable. I think Boris has been very lucky. Some of these wounds are quite deep, but he should be all right. I’ll need to take him back to the surgery to do X-rays before I remove the pellets.’

‘Is that to check for any damage to the bone?’ Mandy asked.

Her dad nodded. ‘And I want to make sure that no major blood vessels have been ruptured.’

‘Never mind all the questions.’ Sam Western elbowed James aside. ‘Can’t you do something for him now? Look at him – he’s trembling all over.’

‘That’s due to the shock.’ Adam Hope got Mandy to pass him a bottle and a sterile packet, containing a syringe. I’m going to give him something for that right now.’

‘Poor boy,’ Mandy said soothingly to Boris. ‘This will make you feel better.’

Boris lifted his big square head. Mandy saw that his dark eyes were clouded with pain. Lifting one of his wrinkled jowls, he gave a soft growl.

‘Be careful, Mandy,’ warned her dad.

‘I know, Dad,’ Mandy replied. She understood that animals could be unpredictable when they were in pain.

Sam Western frowned. ‘Do we have to have these kids getting in the way?’

‘It’s OK, Mandy’s used to helping in the surgery,’ said Adam Hope. ‘And if they hadn’t persuaded me to stay up at the dales, I’d have taken a lot longer to get to you and Boris.’

Sam Western ignored him. ‘I’ll hold Boris’s collar while you give him the injection.’

Mandy and James watched as Sam Western took hold of Boris’s steel-studded collar. ‘It’s all right, boy,’ he said gruffly, smoothing the dog’s ear. Boris gave a feeble bark and tried to lick his owner’s hand.
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Mr Hope injected Boris in the loose skin at his neck. Then he asked Mandy to pass him some antiseptic swabs and dressings.

Mr Western patted Boris’s head as the dog gave a faint yelp of pain. ‘Just wait until I get my hands on whoever did this!’ he muttered.

Mandy thought she had never seen Mr Western looking so pale and shaken. Whatever his faults, he was certainly fond of his dog.

Once Boris was more comfortable, Sam Western turned to Mr Hope. ‘I think it could have been poachers who shot Boris,’ he said abruptly.

‘What makes you think that?’ asked Mr Hope.

‘The shots I heard came from deep in the woods,’ Sam Western replied. ‘Farmers shoot rabbits out in the open. I’d have thought of it earlier if I hadn’t been so worried about Boris.’

‘Poachers!’ Mandy threw a horrified glance at James.

James looked equally shaken by the news.

‘It’s certainly a possibility,’ said Adam Hope. He looked across at Mandy and James. ‘Did you two see anything suspicious when you were up here taking photographs this afternoon? Any people you didn’t recognise?’

Mandy shook her head. ‘No. We didn’t see anyone, did we, James?’

‘Just the Dalmatian,’ answered James.

‘Poachers are hardly going to advertise themselves though,’ Sam Western said shortly.

Poachers! Horrible images of animals being hunted crowded Mandy’s head. And what about the deer? Would they be all right? The thought of beautiful gentle Sprite or Honey-Mum lying dead was unbearable.

‘I think you’re going to need hard evidence that it was poachers before you alert the authorities,’ Adam Hope warned Mr Western.

‘Well, it’s pretty obvious what happened, isn’t it?’ Sam Western replied. ‘Boris got in someone’s way when they were shooting at my deer. Why else would anyone be deep in the woods with rifles?’

‘I’d say you were probably right,’ Adam Hope said reasonably. ‘But I don’t think we can be certain at this stage.’

Mandy’s head came up. As her dad said, there was no proof that it was poachers who had injured Boris. She had a sudden idea. ‘Dad? Do you need me to help you any more?’

‘No, you’re all right,’ Adam Hope answered. ‘Mr Western can help me put Boris into the back of the Land-rover.’

‘So James and I have got time to have a quick look around?’ Mandy asked.

Mr Hope took a look at his daughter’s determined face. ‘OK. But be careful and you’ll have to be quick. I want to get Boris back to the unit pretty soon.’

‘OK, Dad.’ Mandy sprang towards the Land-rover. ‘Come on,’ she called to James.

‘Where are we going?’ James raised his eyebrows.

‘To get some torches from the Land-rover. Dad always keeps some for night call-outs.’ She found the torches and passed one to James. ‘If it was poachers who shot Boris they might have left some signs.’

It was dark under the trees, away from the car headlights. Overhead, the first stars were out. Somewhere in the forest an owl hooted.

Mandy and James shone the powerful torches on to the ground. Twigs crunched beneath their trainers as they looked around.

‘Seen anything yet?’ Mandy whispered.

James shook his head. ‘Just a few fir cones and some toadstools.’

‘What we need is to find where Boris was shot,’ Mandy decided. ‘Maybe we’ll find an empty cartridge or something.’

‘Good thinking. Hang on.’ James paused briefly and began working things through logically. ‘Look – Western parked over there, OK? He told us that Boris came running from that direction. So I reckon that it has to be somewhere around here that Boris was injured.’

‘Sounds good to me,’ Mandy said, swinging her torch.

The powerful beam of yellow light played over the moss-covered logs and patches of nettles. Taking small steps, Mandy quickly worked her way around the small clearing. Then she saw something glinting in a pile of leaves. ‘James, over here!’ she called excitedly. ‘I think I’ve found something!’

‘What is it?’ James hurried over to her side as Mandy crouched down.

Mandy brushed the damp leaves aside and her fingers closed over a blue plastic tube with a metal cap at the closed end. An empty gun cartridge!

‘Look!’ She held it up for James to see.

James swung his torch in an arc over a nearby patch of leaves. He gave a cry of triumph. ‘There are more of them over here.’

‘This is the proof Mr Western needs!’ Mandy slipped the empty cartridges into the pocket of her jeans.

‘Not exactly.’ James frowned. ‘It proves that someone has been firing a gun, but Sam Western already said that a farmer might have been shooting rabbits or something.’

‘Oh, yes.’ Mandy’s face fell. ‘And he sells permits for people to shoot pigeons on his estate, doesn’t he?’

James nodded. ‘If we want to prove that these were deer poachers we need to find some more evidence.’

‘Like what?’

‘Like … that!’ Suddenly James leaped forward. ‘Look over there!’

Mandy shone her torch in the direction James had indicated. The impressions were marked in the dark soft ground. Tyre tracks.

‘These are really clear!’ Mandy went and stood beside James. ‘And footprints, too. More than two men. You can see the different patterns of the boots.’

‘You would need a van for poaching large animals,’ James pointed out.

Mandy shivered. It looked as if their worst suspicions might be confirmed.

‘Let’s go back and tell your dad and Sam Western,’ said James.

Mandy and James emerged into the car park to find that Boris was safely in the back of the Land-rover.

‘It looks like Mr Western was right about poachers,’ Mandy said to her dad. ‘We found these!’ She held out the empty cartridges.

‘And there are tyre marks and lots of footprints back there,’ added James. ‘It looks like there were three or four men.’

‘Good work, you two,’ said Adam Hope.

‘Right,’ Sam Western said grimly. ‘I’d better stay and have a scout round here. I want to have a closer look at the evidence.’

‘If you take my advice, you’ll get some back-up,’ said Mr Hope.

‘Don’t worry, I will. I’ll call Dennis and get him to bring a couple of men over here.’ Dennis Saville was Sam Western’s estate manager. ‘Make sure you look after Boris,’ Mr Western added gruffly. ‘Money’s no object. I want him to have the best treatment.’

‘All our patients get the best treatment,’ Mandy was stung into replying.

Her dad put a hand on her shoulder. ‘It’s all right, love,’ he said softly.

Sam Western ignored Mandy’s outburst. ‘I’ll call in to check on Boris in the morning,’ he said shortly. He turned on his heel and strode away. Then he stopped and looked back for a moment. ‘Er – well done, both of you,’ he said grudgingly to Mandy and James.

‘Coming from Sam Western, that’s praise indeed!’ said Adam Hope with a broad grin as he opened the Land-rover’s door.

Mandy shrugged. She didn’t care about being thanked. She just hoped that the poachers would be caught. Then Honey-Mum, Sprite, and the other deer would be safe.

 

The journey home passed swiftly on the empty roads, and shortly Adam Hope drew up in Welford village. James got out and went towards his house. ‘Thanks for the lift, Mr Hope. See you tomorrow, Mandy,’ he called.

It was completely dark by the time Adam Hope pulled into the Hopes’ front drive, past the wooden sign which read, ‘Animal Ark, Veterinary Surgery’. He opened the car’s back door and reached for Boris who was wrapped snugly in a blanket. ‘Oof! This is one heavy dog,’ he groaned.

‘I’ll help,’ Mandy said.

Boris gave a rumbling growl and snapped at the air.

‘Watch your fingers,’ warned Mandy’s dad.

They made their way carefully around to the red brick surgery attached to the back of the cottage.

Emily Hope popped her head round the door. Her curly red hair was tied back and she wore a fleece top, loose trousers, and trainers. ‘Hello! I saw you arrive from the window. Isn’t that one of Sam Western’s dogs?’

‘Hi, Mum!’ Mandy said. ‘Yes, it’s Boris. Have you got a yoga class?’

‘Yes. I was just leaving,’ answered Emily Hope. She held the door open so that Mandy and Adam Hope could carry the dog inside.

‘So how is it that you and James go out taking photographs and come back with a bulldog?’ Mrs Hope asked.

While Boris was settled gently on the treatment room table, Mandy told her mum about Boris getting shot and the evidence she and James had found.

‘Poachers? That’s bad news.’ Emily Hope grew serious as she listened.

Mr Hope nodded in agreement. ‘These gangs are pretty organised nowadays. A lot of them are town based. Western’s going to have his work cut out trying to track them down.’

‘I expect he’ll have notified the police by now,’ said Emily Hope. ‘Do you need a hand with Boris?’

Adam Hope shook his head. ‘No. It’s all right. Mandy can help me. You go to your class.’

‘OK. If you’re sure.’ Mrs Hope dropped a brief kiss on Mandy’s head. ‘See you two later.’

In the treatment room, Adam Hope scrubbed his hands at the sink. Boris was trying to move around in his blanket.

‘Poor boy,’ Mandy soothed. ‘Dad will soon make you better.’

Boris answered with a deep growl.

Mandy’s dad reached into a cupboard. ‘I’m just going to give this grumpy chap a bit more sedative before we see to him.’

‘Good idea,’ Mandy said. ‘Isn’t it a shame that injured animals don’t always understand that we’re trying to help them?’

Her dad nodded. ‘It would certainly be useful to talk to the animals sometimes! Right,’ Adam Hope went on, ‘Boris is nice and relaxed now. I’ll do the X-rays.’

There was a short wait while the X-rays were developed. Then Adam Hope pinned them up and switched on the light box. Mandy could see Boris’s short strong leg bones, surrounded by about ten small white marks. ‘Are those the pellets?’ she pointed.

‘Yes,’ answered her dad. ‘See how they’ve lodged in the muscles and missed the bone and major blood vessels? Boris is a very lucky dog.’

‘Will his legs be all right?’ Mandy asked.

‘They should be. He’s a strong healthy dog. But those are nasty wounds. I’ll want to keep an eye on him for a day or two. Now, let’s remove those pellets.’

Mandy washed her hands while her dad worked on Boris. Carefully, she took instruments from the sterilising unit and handed them to him.

‘There. That’s the last one,’ Adam Hope said finally, straightening up. He opened the long, blunt-ended tweezers and the pellet clanged into a metal dish.

Mandy stroked Boris’s wrinkled forehead. He was breathing deeply now and making loud rattling snorts.

‘Isn’t he noisy?’ Mandy said, as her dad finished dressing Boris’s wounds. ‘He’s going to keep all the other animals in the unit awake!’

‘Bulldogs tend to snore loudly,’ said Adam Hope, removing his rubber gloves. ‘It’s because they have pushed-back jaws and snub noses.’

Mandy’s eyes sparkled. ‘So what’s your excuse for snoring, Dad?’

‘Cheek!’ Adam Hope pretended to look hurt. ‘There’s no respect for the older generation these days …’ he added mournfully.

Mandy laughed and gave him an affectionate dig in the ribs.

‘Boris is going to need a course of antibiotics,’ said her dad, unlocking the medication cupboard.

‘Not tablets, surely?’ Mandy queried. She didn’t envy anyone trying to get tablets down Boris’s throat.

Mr Hope chuckled at the look on her face. ‘Don’t worry. I’ll give him an injection now, then he can have drops in his food.’

‘Phew! That’s a relief,’ Mandy said. ‘Shall I help you settle him in the unit?’

Together they lifted the heavy, sleepy bulldog and took him through to the residential unit at the back of the extension. It smelt faintly of lemon disinfectant.

Mandy spread a cosy blanket in an empty cage. Then she filled a water bowl. ‘There, Boris,’ she said softly. ‘You’ll feel much better when you wake up.’

The only reply was a loud snore.

Mandy checked that the other animals had clean bedding, food and water. As she finally headed for the Animal Ark kitchen she realised that she was really hungry. It had been an eventful day, what with the deer, then Boris and the poachers … and then there had been the Dalmatian, too. With everything else, Mandy had almost forgotten about her.

Now Mandy began to worry again. Had the nervous dog found her way home? Or was she spending the night alone out on the bleak, dark moors? Mandy shivered. She didn’t like the thought of that – especially not now there was the added danger of poachers.
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Three

‘Supper’s ready!’ Adam Hope lifted two steaming dishes out of the oven. ‘There’s garlic bread too.’

Mandy ground black pepper on to the tomato salad she had just made, then sat down at the table.

‘Just what the doctor ordered.’ Mr Hope began dishing out macaroni cheese.

‘Don’t you mean just what the vet ordered?’ Mandy joked.
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