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For Thomas Beattie, whose beautiful thoroughbreds
(Troubleshooter especially) so inspired me as a child
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THE HORSEBOX WAS lying on its side when they came over the rise. Afterwards, it occurred to Laura Marlin that if they’d done one thing differently that morning their story would have been someone else’s story, only it would have had another ending entirely, and who’s to say whether that ending would have been good or bad.


Laura had a theory that life was like a passage and how things turned out depended on which doors you opened or which ones opened for you. For instance, fate could have decreed that she remain forever at Sylvan Meadows Children’s Home, where she’d lived since her mum had died giving birth to her. Even now she could have been in her old room overlooking the car park, longing for a life of excitement and adventure like the characters in her books while in reality having nothing to look forward to but another meal of glutinous porridge or bleached vegetables.


Instead, a door in the corridor of Laura’s desperately dull existence had blown wide open and who should be waiting on the other side but Calvin Redfern, her mother’s brother. He was a fisheries inspector with the handsome but slightly careworn looks of the hero of an old black and white movie. When he’d learned of her existence five months earlier, he’d immediately come forward to claim her. Before Laura knew it, she was living at number 28 Ocean View Terrace in the beautiful seaside town of St Ives, Cornwall, had adopted a three-legged husky named Skye, and was up to her ears in all the adventures she could handle.


That was how she’d met Tariq, a Bengali boy from Bangladesh in South Asia, who’d become her best friend. They were the same age, but where Laura had a cap of pale blonde hair and peaches and cream skin, Tariq was the colour of burnt honey, with glossy black hair shaved short at the back. His brutal childhood as a slave, first in a quarry in his home country and later in St Ives until he was rescued by Laura, had left him thin but very strong, and was responsible for the shadows that sometimes showed in his tiger’s eyes before his easy laugh chased them away again.


Tariq and Laura did everything together and for that reason he was the first person she called when her uncle woke up on that sparkling Saturday in April and spontaneously decided they should go to Sennen Cove for a picnic. That should have set the scene for a perfect day, but almost immediately a series of things conspired to delay them.


First, Tariq was twenty minutes late. As he was leaving his foster parents’ home near Carbis Bay, a car screeched up and he had to help his foster father, Rob Ashworth, a vet, with a cat emergency.


Next, Skye slipped his lead as Laura was coaxing him into the car. He went racing down the road after a seagull while their eccentric neighbour, Mrs Crabtree, yelled approval. That had held them up for a further eight minutes, and they lost more time still when they drove away without the picnic basket and had to return for it.


All of which meant that they were approximately thirty-six minutes later than they’d intended to be as they twisted through the sunny lanes past fields dotted with sheep. That didn’t matter since they weren’t on a schedule, but it was the reason Laura’s uncle decided to take a shortcut. ‘It’s such a beautiful day that it seems a shame to waste a second of it,’ he’d said. Shortly afterwards, they flew over a blind hill into a shadowed copse and almost crashed into the horsebox.


If it wasn’t for the fact that former Chief Inspector Redfern had taken part in numerous high-speed pursuits in years gone by when he was Scotland’s most famous detective and thus had lightning reactions, they’d have had a head-on collision. As it was the children were slammed hard against their seatbelts as he braked, swerved and brought the car to a skidding halt beneath a canopy of dark trees. An overnight shower had made the road slicker than an oil spill.


When Laura opened her eyes, he was staring down at her anxiously.


‘Laura, are you all right? You’ve had quite a scare. Thank goodness you and Tariq were strapped in. If something had happened to you both, I’d never have forgiven myself. Skye, are you okay? If you’re still capable of washing my face, I guess you are. Well done, Laura, for hanging on to him.’


Laura clambered from the car, bruised, cold and shaky. She leaned on Skye and he whined and licked her hand. Tariq was pale beneath his dark skin. For a good two minutes nobody spoke. Calvin Redfern dug the flask out of the picnic basket and poured them each a cup of hot, sweet coffee ‘for the shock’. He gave Skye a couple of dog biscuits. Then the trio stood in the green gloom, regarding the horsebox that could have killed them as if it were a hostile spacecraft that had landed in their path with the sole intention of harming them.


‘You can tell from the skid marks what’s happened,’ Calvin Redfern explained, breaking the silence. ‘The driver swerved to avoid something – a rabbit or a deer – and the trailer hitch snapped off, causing the horsebox to overturn. It’s an ancient thing, barely roadworthy. I dread to think what sort of injuries the pony or donkey or whatever was in there sustained. Presumably the owner was unhurt because he or she managed to drive away, as you can tell from the muddy tracks.


‘I’m surprised your foster father didn’t get a call, Tariq. He’s one of the best vets around. Then again, maybe the horsebox was empty. Probably was since I can’t see any hoof prints. At any rate, it would have been helpful if the driver had phoned the incident in so that the police could have towed the damaged box out of the road. We need to act fast to prevent a serious accident. Laura, would you mind if I borrowed your red sweatshirt? You can wear my jumper. You’re in shock and I don’t want you getting a chill.’


As Laura shrugged out of her top, he found a stout stick and stripped it of its leaves. Tying the sweatshirt to one end, he handed it to Tariq. ‘Son, I need your help. While I call the police, would you mind standing at the top of the rise and waving this as a red flag warning if any vehicles approach? Make sure you stand safely on the side of the road. There’s plenty of visibility coming the other way, so I think the blind hill is our main concern.’


As the boy hurried away, Calvin leaned against his car and took out his mobile phone. ‘Laura, would you be good enough to call out the number plate of the horsebox when I get through to the police?’


‘No problem.’ Yet as Laura walked towards the fallen horsebox with Skye, she felt oddly scared. Overhead, the twisting grey branches of the trees laced together like hands, their dense black foliage muffling the birdsong and shutting out the sunshine. As she circled the horsebox, noting the cracked old tyres, buckled mudguards and caved-in rear, something struck her as strange. There was no number plate. In the place where it should have been was an empty slot. Curiously, the area around it was free of dust, almost as if the driver had wiped it clean after the accident. A couple of screws lay on the ground nearby.


‘Hold on a minute, Pete,’ her uncle was saying into his phone. He put his hand over the mouthpiece. ‘What is it, Laura?’


‘There is none. No number plate, I mean.’


‘What do you mean? Has it fallen off in the crash?’ He marched over to her. She saw surprise register on his face. He took in the screws on the ground and the polished bumper. ‘Pete, there’s something wrong here. The plate’s gone and it seems as if someone’s gone to a fair amount of effort to erase any fingerprints. I’ll take a look and call you back. In the meantime, I’d appreciate it if you could send that tow truck right away.’


The last three words were almost drowned out by a blood-curdling growl from Skye, who was sniffing the horsebox. This was followed almost immediately by a dull thud.


Calvin Redfern went still. ‘I don’t believe it.’


‘I think I saw something move!’ cried Laura, crouching down and peering into the darkness of the box. ‘Uncle Calvin, there’s a pony inside. I think it’s still alive.’


Two violent thuds followed, rocking the trailer. ‘Alive and kicking by the sound of things.’ Calvin Redfern hit the speed dial on his phone. ‘I’m calling Rob Ashworth. We need a vet urgently. Laura, take Skye to the car and lock him in. We don’t want him frightening the creature any more than it already has been.’


By the time Laura returned, splinters were flying. She bent down and tried talking to the pony in a soothing voice. It worked until two cars drove through the tunnel of trees. Flagged down by Tariq, they drove relatively slowly, but one had music blaring and didn’t bother turning it down. The animal started kicking harder than ever.


Calvin Redfern checked his watch. ‘It’ll be at least ten minutes before Rob gets here. We’re going to have to try to help the poor creature before it injures itself any further. Laura, help me try to pull the side back. It’s in a wretched state, this horsebox. It wouldn’t surprise me if the driver fled the scene because he didn’t want to be held responsible. He probably thought the horse was dead.’


‘Maybe he was a horse thief,’ suggested Laura, pulling with all her strength at the wooden planks that held the box together. She felt one give.


Despite the situation, her uncle laughed as he tackled a screw with his penknife. ‘You read too many Matt Walker novels,’ he teased, alluding to the fictional detective inspector who was Laura’s hero. ‘You’re always looking for mysteries to solve. It’s not that horse thieves don’t exist. There are plenty about, make no mistake about that, just not around here. I doubt the Cornish police are overburdened with reports of abandoned stolen ponies on idyllic country lanes.’


‘But why else would the driver have gone away and simply left it?’ asked Laura, jumping back as a hoof struck the side of the box again, showering her with splinters.


‘There could be a million reasons. Maybe he’d been drinking. Perhaps he was uninsured. The pony was silent when we got here, which probably means it was unconscious. The owner might have assumed it was either fatally injured or dead and decided that he or she didn’t want to pay the vet bills. There are any number of reasons.’


A pickup truck rattled over the hill, its headlights pushing back the shadows. It squeaked to a halt beside them and a man with the ruddy, weather-beaten face of a fisherman or farmer leaned from the window. ‘Need any help, mate?’


Whatever was in the horsebox launched a final assault on the sagging wood. The side exploded, like a boat disintegrating under the onslaught of a hurricane. Tariq came running down the road. ‘What’s going on? It sounded as if a bomb went off.’


There was a squeal of rage and the creature beneath the wood stirred and gathered itself. Laura caught a glimpse of a chestnut ear and a length of dusty mane before the beast gathered itself and surged to its feet, shaking off debris like a phoenix emerging from the ashes.


She gasped. In the white glow of headlights, the coat of the stallion was all flash and fire, his flaring nostrils scarlet. Every inch of him rippled with muscle. He stood on the wreckage of the horsebox, statuesque in his perfection, gazing at them with a mixture of terror and pride.


Calvin Redfern exhaled. ‘I’m not an expert but I will say one thing. That’s no pony.’
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‘IF WE CAN’T FIND his owner, can we keep him?’


Laura hung over the fence and gazed adoringly at the red stallion as he tore around the field behind the Carbis Bay Riding Centre. In the week since they’d rescued him, she and Tariq had been to visit him every day after school and now it was Saturday and she still couldn’t get over how magnificent he was, or that he was temporarily theirs. When the sunlight danced across his coat, little jets of flame seemed to shoot from it. Catching sight of his audience, he swerved in their direction and came to a prancing halt. Laura offered him an apple. He took it from her delicately.


A smile tugged at the corner of Calvin Redfern’s mouth. ‘No. We absolutely can’t keep him.’


Laura wiped her hands on her jeans. In her experience, grown-ups mostly said no without thinking. It was their first response and Laura rarely accepted it without question. ‘Why not?’


He laughed. ‘How many reasons do you want me to give you? For one thing, I can’t afford it on a fisheries investigator’s salary. We’ve been taking care of him for a mere seven days and he’s already cost a king’s ransom in medicine and food and livery charges. If it weren’t for Rob’s generosity in treating him for free, I’d be bankrupt. But it’s not just that. Who would exercise him? You and Tariq? Me? I’d sooner face down a gang of armed robbers.’


Laura knew what he meant. Over the past week she’d spent many happy hours daydreaming about forming a unique bond with the red stallion, one which would result in her being able to gallop him bareback through the surf on Porthmeor Beach in St Ives, the envy of all. She’d imagined sitting in tandem with Tariq on the horse’s high red back as he carried them through poppy-scattered meadows or along the cliff path past Dead Man’s Cove, Skye loping by his side.


At the same time, she was quite intimidated by the stallion. He towered over her. Jeanette, the stable girl, said that he was close to 17 hands high. Apart from a few minor cuts and bruises and a slightly swollen fetlock, now healed, he’d suffered remarkably few ill effects from the accident. When he tore across the field, his great hooves seemed to eat up the ground at a furious pace. There was something gloriously wild and almost dangerous about him.


‘Are you listening to a word I’m saying?’ demanded her uncle, his tone exasperated.


‘Of course I am,’ said Laura, not altogether truthfully. She caught Tariq’s eye as he handed the horse a couple of carrots and grinned. She knew that he too had been fantasising about a summer holiday full of adventures with the red stallion and the husky and that if there was anyone who could turn that fantasy into reality it was her best friend. His foster dad was always saying that Tariq had a way with animals. Something about him seemed to make them happy.


Calvin Redfern sighed. ‘Laura, do you really believe that a horse that looks like this, a thoroughbred worthy of a king, has no owner?’


‘Well, no, but maybe his owner couldn’t afford to keep him, or had no insurance and was worried about the vet bill if he was injured.’


Her uncle rubbed the horse behind his ears. The red stallion tilted his head on one side and looked positively soppy. ‘Possibly, but what’s much more likely is that he’s been kidnapped, possibly for a ransom of some kind.’


Laura stared at him. ‘I thought you said that the Cornish police weren’t exactly overburdened with cases of abandoned stolen ponies.’


He smiled. ‘That’s true. I did. But that was before the St Ives police rang me with the results of the forensic tests on the horsebox.’


Laura craned forward so eagerly that she nearly fell off the fence. The red stallion rubbed his head against her and she lost her fight with gravity. She landed on her feet, laughing. ‘And …?’


‘Well, there are none.’


‘You mean they didn’t find any evidence?’ said Tariq. ‘No fingerprints or DNA?’


‘Not a thing. It had been wiped completely clean. Tellingly, the serial number on the chassis of the horsebox had been removed – a favourite trick of vehicle thieves. And, judging by that little nick on the horse’s neck, the microchip that would have identified him has been removed. But here’s what’s peculiar. My detective friend, Pete Watson, has trawled the stolen horse database, and I’ve made a couple of discreet enquiries in the horse racing world via a friend of mine who is head of security at one of the biggest racetracks. No horse matching the red stallion’s description has been reported missing.’


The subject of their discussion tossed his head, wheeled and burst into a flat out gallop. Round the field he swept, ears pricked, running for the sheer joy of it.


Tariq was awestruck by his tremendous speed. ‘Hard to believe no one would notice if a horse like that vanished.’


‘If that beast carries on tearing up my good grass like that, I’ll be charging you extra,’ warned Vicky Pendleton, a hefty woman with a swinging brown bob and cheerful face. ‘Trouble is, I don’t have any stables free at the moment. I was going to suggest that you move him to Tip Top Riding Centre over near Penzance, but they had a break-in last night, which doesn’t exactly inspire confidence.’


Calvin Redfern, leaning against the fence watching the horse, glanced round. ‘Tip Top Riding Centre? You mean the most rundown stables in Cornwall. That place is one stiff breeze away from collapsing in a heap. What were the thieves after? Rusty nails? A bridle held together with string?’


‘Hard to say. Nothing was taken. Third in a row, though – well, one was a farm but it was the same story.’


‘Third what in a row?’ prompted Laura.


Vicky pursed her lips. ‘Third break-in in three nights at an equestrian centre. Two riding schools and Hidden Bounty farm, which runs pony trekking holidays. In each case nothing was taken and none of the horses were harmed so the only people who called the police were the owners of Tip Top. The constable who visited told them it was probably teenagers out for a laugh or lazy burglars.’


Laura thought: Or the driver of the horsebox in search of his red stallion. There was a glint in her uncle’s eyes and she wondered if he was thinking the same thing. ‘What do you think these lazy burglars are after?’


Vicky had her hands on her hips. ‘Well, if it’s money they want they’ll be sorely disappointed if they come looking for it here. The way business is going, they’ll be lucky if they can find any loose change down the back of the sofa. Still I’m not going to take any chances with my horses. For the next few nights, my twin nephews are going to guard the place.’


She nodded towards the car park, where a multi-coloured VW van was pulling in. Out climbed two young men with salt-crinkled surfer hair. Their biceps and chests bulged as if they’d been blown up with bicycle pumps.


Calvin Redfern did a double take. ‘Good grief, Vicky, what kind of trouble are you expecting? An armed gang? A dozen trained Ninjas.’


‘Better safe than sorry,’ Vicky told him as she strode away to greet her nephews, Sam and Scott ‘They’re both black belts in karate. Bruce Lee himself couldn’t get past them.’


Laura was of the opinion that the more burly bodyguards the red stallion had the better. She couldn’t bear the idea of the horse being stolen again, particularly by the thieves who’d nearly killed him with their reckless driving. She was about to ask her uncle for his opinion on the riding centre break-ins when Tariq said: ‘What’s that on your T-shirt, Laura?’


‘Where?’ Laura examined her front, expecting to see a brown stain. To the despair of Rowenna, their housekeeper, she spilled her morning cup of coffee with monotonous regularity.


‘Try the back.’


Her uncle turned her round so he could inspect the damage. ‘Laura, what on earth have you been doing? You have chestnut stripes across your shoulders. You look like an escaped tiger. Where …? Ohhh …’


His eyes met Tariq’s and they both turned to gaze at the red stallion sauntering towards them, dark with sweat after his run.


Laura knew what they were thinking. The horse had rubbed his head against her. If he’d left chestnut marks behind, there could be only one explanation. She reached out a hand and rubbed the horse’s forehead. A few bright chestnut hairs came loose. The base of the hair was snow white. ‘His face has been dyed to disguise his identity,’ she cried excitedly. ‘He has a star or something.’


‘That confirms he’s been stolen,’ said Tariq.


Calvin Redfern frowned. ‘That would seem to be the case. What we have to discover is why and by whom?’


He stopped abruptly. ‘Listen to me. I’m talking as if I’m still a detective when all I do these days is arrest fishermen who catch too many fish. And you two are supposed to be having fun and staying out of trouble for once. It’s not long since we returned from the Caribbean where you had enough adventures to last you a lifetime. Let’s have some peace for a change.’


He held up his hand. ‘Don’t fret, Laura, I’m going to make a quick call to Detective Watson to tell him that he needs to search for the owner of a red chestnut stallion with a blaze. But then we’re going to forget all about it and go on the picnic we missed out on last week. This is a police matter now.’


‘But …!’ Laura protested. She got no further.


Jeanette, the stable girl, came rushing out of the riding centre office, blonde hair streaming behind her. ‘Mr Redfern, you’d better come quickly. I think you’ll want to see this.’
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‘OUR RED STALLION!’ Laura cried in wonder after she, Tariq and her uncle had watched the horse sweep to an epic victory in the Kentucky Derby on Vicky’s old TV at Carbis Bay Riding Centre. Calvin Redfern had explained that in the US the race was known as the ‘Durby’ and not the ‘Darby’ as it was pronounced in England.


Laura peeked out of the window to double check that the horse was still in Vicky’s field and not a figment of her imagination. He was there. His ears were pricked and he was gazing into the distance as if straining to see the faraway home from which he’d been snatched.


On television, the red stallion looked quite different. His fiery coat was offset by a big white blaze, and his muscles rippled with effort as he surged past the other horses. His name, it turned out, was Gold Rush. Fans called him Goldie.


‘And a gold rush he has proved to be for his owners, Americans Blake and Christine Wainright,’ the newsreader enthused on the BBC lunchtime news. ‘After breaking several track records as a two-year-old, he went on to win the coveted Triple Crown at three, achieving legendary status. Ten days ago, Goldie, as he is known to his fans, now retired at the grand old age of seven and worth $75 million …’


Tariq gasped.


Laura’s mouth dropped open. ‘Seventy-five million! For a horse …’


‘Shhh,’ scolded Vicky. ‘We’re trying to listen.’


‘… was stolen when the lorry in which he was travelling to his Kentucky home in the US was ambushed by masked raiders. Two stable employees were seriously injured trying to stop them. The theft was kept a secret from the media and public while the Wainwrights attempted to negotiate with the kidnappers. On the advice of detectives, the family refused to pay a ransom demand. A week ago, the kidnappers disappeared into thin air. Now Kentucky police are appealing …’


A breaking news headline scrolled along the bottom of the screen: REWARD OFFERED FOR SAFE RETURN OF $75 MILLION KENTUCKY DERBY STAR.


The newsreader turned her attention to a factory fire drama in Scotland and Vicky switched off the TV. Everyone in the office rushed outside to see the red stallion, including the beefy nephews, Sam and Scott.


‘Doesn’t seem such a silly idea now, getting in reinforcements,’ Vicky remarked to Calvin Redfern.


‘No,’ he agreed. ‘It doesn’t. And we might need even more. I’ll speak to the police about it. We have to try to keep this quiet until Detective Watson can get in touch with Goldie’s owners, the Wainwrights, but I doubt we’ll be successful. Before you know it, you’ll be swamped with reporters. Dozens of cranks will be claiming they own the horse, or trying to collect the reward. But that’s not what’s worrying me. My concern is that any gang professional enough, and determined enough, to snatch a multi-million dollar racehorse and whisk it across the Atlantic, is likely to try again.’


A chill went through Laura as it occurred to her that the infamous Straight A’s were just such a gang. They were professional enough and determined enough to kidnap a famous horse and spirit it across the sea. But she put the thought firmly from her head. The Straight A gang were criminal masterminds. Their cunning schemes usually involved millions or billions of pounds. Twice she and Tariq had got in the way of the Straight A’s’ wicked plans and twice they’d almost paid with their lives. But it was hard to imagine the gang going to the effort and expense of stealing a horse from America, only to abandon it by the roadside in some battered horsebox.


‘Should we hide Goldie in a stable to keep him safe?’ Vicky asked.


Laura looked round. ‘Wouldn’t that make it too easy for the gang to get him into a corner and catch him if they do slip past your nephews?’


‘Plus he might injure himself if he panicked in a confined space,’ Tariq put in.


‘Mmm, I think Tariq and Laura have a point,’ Calvin Redfern told Vicky. ‘The field might be the safest place for him, especially if you put a few others horses in with him. He’ll have the space to run away if the worst comes to the worst. They’ll have a heck of a job to catch him. But hopefully it won’t come to that.’


‘Would you like me to leave Skye here for added security?’ Laura offered, but Vicky drew the line at that. Her aged fox terrier was, she claimed, the best burglar alarm in Cornwall and she refused to have his nose put out of joint by a husky, even if it was one with three legs and a history of spotting villains.


It was a decision she’d soon regret.
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The phone call that changed everything had come later that day as they’d walked through the door of number 28 Ocean View Terrace. The picnic had been postponed yet again after they’d discovered the red stallion’s true identity, because Calvin Redfern needed to speak to the police and there was Goldie’s security to organise. By the time they’d driven back to St Ives, a late afternoon breeze was crinkling the sea around Porthminster Beach. The slowly sinking sun illuminated the shallows and turned them a Greek Island turquoise.


Skye bounded noisily up the steps to greet Rowenna, their housekeeper. He was making such a racket that Laura almost didn’t hear the phone ring, but at the last second she managed to grab the receiver.


‘Quiet, Skye. Shhh! I’m sorry. Hello?’


‘Evenin’, ma’am,’ drawled a rich, mellow voice. ‘My apologies for disturbin’ you. It sure sounds as if you have your hands full.’


‘Oh, that’s just Skye, my husky. He loves life.’


A laugh boomed from the receiver. ‘A philosophy of which I heartily approve. Now young lady, I believe you have something that belongs to me. Something very precious. Thanks to your kindness in rescuing him, I’m told you are in possession of my horse, Gold Rush. We call him Goldie. We think of him as family, the same way you probably do about your husky.’


Laura had warmed to Blake Wainright on the phone and she’d done so again when he walked through the door twenty-four hours later, and not just because he made a big fuss of Skye. He was a tall, sinewy man dressed in the type of black suit and flowing white shirt a country singer might wear. As she showed him into the living room, she’d noticed that he had a long, range-walking stride, and that his eyes were the colour of faded jeans with deep smile lines around the corners. He had silver-white hair rippling over his collar, and a perfectly curled moustache. At the end of his long legs, now stretched out in front of him, was a pair of steel-tipped black cowboy boots with red stitching.


‘You’ve heard of Shergar, I presume?’


Laura cupped her chin with her palm and leant forward so she wouldn’t miss a single word of Blake’s slow, musical drawl. It was an accent that conjured up images from a film she’d seen about America’s Deep South. Of treacle-dark bayous overhung with oaks draped in Spanish moss, of alligators blinking in their depths, of white-whiskered black men playing the blues, of plates piled high with pink crawfish, of horse-drawn carts festooned in roses and steamboats on the Mississippi.


But Blake Wainright was not from New Orleans, the subject of the movie. He was from Lexington, Kentucky, a very different corner of the South if the photos on his mobile were anything to go by. They showed fields of lush green grass lined with white fences, behind which dozens of shining thoroughbreds grazed. Lexington was, he’d told them, the heart of the racing industry in the US; birthplace of some of the fastest horses ever to scorch the track.


Among the greatest of these was the red stallion.


‘You’ve heard of Shergar, I presume?’ Blake Wainright asked again. Calvin Redfern had gone into his study to call Vicky at the stables, so Laura and Tariq were drinking coffee with the visitor.


Tariq said shyly: ‘My foster dad, Rob Ashworth – he’s the vet who treated Goldie after the accident – mentioned him last night. When I told him that Gold Rush had been stolen by a gang demanding a ransom, he said: “Shades of Shergar”.’


Blake Wainright’s moustache twitched. ‘Shades of Shergar indeed. Did he explain further?’


‘He said that Shergar was one of the greatest horses in the history of Irish racing – a horse to make your heart sing. He described him as a big bay with four white socks and a blaze and a loving, bombproof personality, and said that some of his wins were so effortless he barely seemed to break out of a canter. He said that to the people of Ireland, Shergar was a national hero.’


‘I couldn’t have put it better myself.’ Blake Wainright’s voice was so gravelly that it resonated in Laura’s chest. ‘Unfortunately for that wonderful horse, fate took a cruel twist. On a foggy winter’s night in 1983, masked men in balaclavas drove into Ballymany Stud in County Kildare with a trailer. They tied up the family of his groom, James Fitzgerald, and forced James at gunpoint to load Shergar. The horse was driven away and that was the last anyone ever saw of him.’


Laura was on the edge of her seat. ‘He vanished without trace?’


‘Without trace. To this day, no one knows what became of him, although there are many theories and some of those involved have confessed anonymously.’


‘My uncle would have found Shergar if they’d thought of calling him,’ Laura told him loyally. ‘He’s a fisheries inspector now, but he used to be one of the best detectives in the country – as good as Matt Walker. Matt’s a fictional detective but he’s a genius.’


Blake Wainright raised an amused eyebrow. ‘Is that right? Sounds as if both of them should have been on the case. There was a lot of police bungling – not helped by the fact that eight long hours elapsed before the cops were told that the horse was missing, so vital time and evidence was lost. The gang issued a series of ransom demands, but it soon became clear they’d made a critical error. They believed that the horse was owned by the Aga Khan, one of the richest men in the world. In fact, he was owned by thirty-five shareholders – what’s known as a syndicate. Quite correctly, the shareholders refused to pay the ransom and the horse was never seen alive again. To this day, nobody involved in the crime has ever been caught or brought to justice.’


‘That’s one of the saddest stories I’ve ever heard,’ said Laura. ‘Poor Shergar. Can you imagine how terrified and alone he must have felt. When Goldie was stolen, weren’t you afraid that the same thing would happen to him?’


Blake Wainright stared hard into his coffee cup. He cleared his throat, his faded blue eyes suddenly moist. ‘Like I said, Goldie is family to us. People keep going on about the money, but that’s the last thing on my mind. I’ve hardly slept since the horse was taken. When the police called to say that he’d been found, it was like being handed fifty Christmas presents all at once. I jumped on the first plane from Kentucky to Newquay via London, and caught a taxi to St Ives. So here I am, a bit jet-lagged, but over the moon that my beloved Goldie is safe and well.’


He smiled. ‘Speaking of which, as nice as it is to chat to you both, I can’t wait to see my horse. When your uncle returns, I’d be very grateful to be taken to him.’


Calvin Redfern strode into the room. Always an imposing figure, his handsome face now looked like the sky over Porthmeor Beach when a sea storm was sweeping in.


‘I’m afraid that won’t be possible.’


The American leapt to his feet. ‘But why not?’


‘Because,’ Calvin Redfern said, ‘the horse is gone.’
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‘GONE?’


Blake Wainright’s face was as white as his hair. He said faintly: ‘How could he possibly be gone? You told me that two cops, a couple of musclemen and the fox terrier reputed to be the best burglar alarm in Cornwall were guarding him. Are you telling me that the kidnappers slipped past them?’


Calvin Redfern looked grim. ‘It would appear so. When Vicky arrived at the stables this morning she found her nephews, the two police constables and the dog, sound asleep. It was some time before she could rouse anyone and now she says they’re all stumbling around, groggy and with splitting headaches. That would suggest they’d been drugged, although how it was managed no one can think.’


‘What happened to the third constable?’ asked Laura.


Her uncle stared at her. ‘There were only two men on duty last night. I know that because I was with Detective Watson when he assigned them.’


‘Laura’s right,’ confirmed Tariq. ‘A third one came later. He held the paddock gate open for us when we went to say a final goodbye to Goldie before leaving yesterday. He had a stone in his shoe so he was bending down and we didn’t really see his face, but I noticed that he was youngish – in his early twenties or so. He had blue-black stubble and black hair cut quite short at the back.’


‘An inside job?’ demanded Blake Wainright. ‘Is that what you’re telling me? One of the policemen supposedly protecting Goldie has stolen him?’


‘Not a real policeman,’ Laura said, trying to sound soothing. ‘A fake one. He probably volunteered to make coffee or a meal for everyone and slipped sleeping powder into it.’


Calvin Redfern raked his fingers through his greying dark hair. ‘I can’t tell you how sorry I am, Blake. This is immensely embarrassing for the police. I’ve left a message for Detective Watson.’


The American had the look of someone who wanted to bang his head against the wall in despair, but he said with spirit, ‘No cops! I mean no disrespect, sir, but those morons were no use at all when it came to finding Shergar and now the Cornish police have blown it with Gold Rush. What I would appreciate, Mr Redfern, is if you could drive me to the stables yourself. I understand that you were once the best detective around. If there’s a clue to be found, I’d like you to locate it.’


Calvin Redfern gave Laura and Tariq a hard look. His detective past was something he didn’t usually advertise. He opened his mouth as if to refuse, but was conscious that someone had to try to make amends for the policing disaster. ‘We’ll do our best,’ he promised at last.
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The field was empty apart from a couple of Shetland ponies. They alone seemed cheerful. Everybody else at the riding school was in a fog of gloom, no one more so than Vicky and her twin nephews, who were nursing sore heads and feeling sorry for themselves. Their bulging muscles and martial arts skills had been no use at all.


‘It’s as if someone’s put my brain through a tumble dryer,’ grumbled Sam. ‘Last thing I remember is sitting down to eat the pizza that nice constable ordered. After that, I have total amnesia.’


‘They’d never have got away with it if I’d been awake,’ Scott moaned in frustration. ‘A couple of roundhouse kicks and they’d have been begging for mercy.’


‘Yes, but you weren’t awake, were you,’ retorted his brother. ‘You were snoring like a dragon with sinusitis. They might have begged you to shut up, but that’s about it.’


Scott was indignant. ‘Ever heard yourself? You sound like a hippo with flu. Your whole bed shakes. They could measure the vibrations on the Richter scale …’


Laura and Tariq left them squabbling and took the husky down to the field. In spite of his objections, Calvin Redfern had persuaded Blake Wainright to speak to Detective Watson, who’d screeched into the riding centre a short time ago, full of apologies.


Laura was determined to find the clue the American so desperately wanted before the police did. She could relate to the anguish he’d clearly felt when her uncle told him that Goldie had gone missing again. If someone stole Skye, she’d be devastated. And yet so far the only clue was a few tyre tracks, which, Calvin Redfern said, had been made by the most commonly used tyres in the United Kingdom, so were not much use as a clue at all.


She stood by the gate and did her best to think like her hero, Detective Inspector Matt Walker. Laura’s dream was to be a great detective when she was older and when she wasn’t pestering her uncle about the methods he’d used to solve cases, she spent hours combing the pages of her Matt Walker novels for tips.


In The Case of the Missing Heiress, Matt had observed that quite often in kidnappings the solution was in front of investigators’ eyes, but they spent so much time working on complicated theories that they missed the blindingly obvious. Laura unclipped Skye’s leash. He was straining to explore the field. She tried to decide where to start searching for clues. Matt believed that every crime scene told a story. It was simply a matter of knowing how to read it.


While Tariq searched the field with Skye, Laura studied the tyre tracks. They led to the five-barred gate, where the thieves appeared to have parked to make the loading of the horse as easy as possible. There were distinct tracks on the approach to the field and a flurry of hoofprints and boot marks just inside it.


‘Wellingtons,’ Calvin Redfern had said ruefully of the bootprints, prodding one with a stick. ‘Only about ten million sold every year.’


If the footprints and tyre treads told no story, maybe the pattern of them – what Matt Walker called ‘tracking psychology’ – would. The vehicle had driven directly to the gate, but departed erratically, turning in a wide loop and zooming away in a zigzag. Even if they were in a hurry, it didn’t make sense that the thieves would transport a multi-million dollar horse in such a dangerous manner.


Unless …


Laura stared at the chaos of prints and churned up earth. Unless the horse wasn’t on board when they sped away.


She considered the circumstances. Rob Ashworth had once commented that horses lived by their memories. A stallion with the strength and speed of Gold Rush, a highly strung horse who found himself approached or seized in the dead of night by men he associated with a series of negative or painful events, would not willingly allow himself to be led into another horsebox, particularly when his experience in the last one had been so traumatic.


Across the field, Tariq was with Skye. The husky was sniffing at a fence post.


‘Tariq,’ called Laura, breaking into a run. ‘Check for hoofprints, deep ones, on the other side of the fence.’


Even before she reached him, he was giving her the thumbs up. Goldie might have vanished again, but this time at least he was free.




~ 5 ~
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‘I DON’T WANT to rain on your parade, but I’m telling you now, there’s more to this kidnapped stallion business than meets the eye,’ Mrs Crabtree told Laura. ‘Always is in the racing game. It’s a magnet for chancers, gamblers, criminals and dreamers. The pretty horses, the rainbow jockey silks, the fancy hats of the ladies who go to watch, they’re just the window dressing. Behind the scenes, there are tricks going on that would be the envy of any conjurer. Big money involved, you see. Wherever there are millions at stake, there’ll be men trying to make even more and they’ll do whatever it takes. Sleight of hand, smoke and mirrors, rabbits out of hats, you name it, they’ll have it up their sleeves.’


Laura sat on her neighbour’s stone wall trying to keep a big grin off her face and only half-listening. She was watching Skye who in turn was watching the surfers bob like seals on the heaving blue-grey surf a few hundred metres below. The horizon was peach-pink with the setting sun. Usually by this time she’d be ravenous and in the kitchen pestering their housekeeper, Rowenna, to hurry up with dinner, but tonight she wanted to linger in the sea air and savour the excitement of the day.


It had been harder than expected to convince Detective Watson and the other grown-ups that the red stallion had escaped from the Carbis Bay riding centre rather than been stolen.


‘Nonsense,’ barked Vicky, unwilling to admit that a $75 million horse might have got out of her field. ‘That fence is a metre and a half high. He would have to have the leaping power of a champion show jumper to get over it.’


‘Or be very afraid,’ Tariq pointed out.


Vicky ignored him. ‘Besides, any thief cunning enough to trick four men and a dog into eating a pizza loaded with sleeping powder would have thought to bring tranquilisers to sedate the horse if he was giving trouble.’


Laura shrugged. ‘Maybe the gang never managed to get close enough to inject him or knock him out with chloroform or whatever else they were planning. Goldie probably took one look at them, remembered what happened the last time they grabbed him, and bolted for his life.’


And so it had proved. Thanks to Skye, the search party had been out on the moors for barely twenty minutes when they found the red stallion grazing happily on a hillock. Blake Wainright was beside himself with joy. Only problem was, no one could get close to the horse. Every time they drew near enough to see the whites of his eyes, he raced away, tail held high – though whether through fright or because he was revelling in his newfound freedom, it was hard to tell. Laura suspected the latter.


‘He always did have a mind of his own,’ admitted the American, his elation at finding Goldie subsiding as the day wore on and the search party pursued the stallion up and down gullies, across a stream and through a thicket of gorse. They’d attempted to send two riders after him, but the barrel-bellied trekking cobs had no hope of matching his effortless blasts of speed.


‘It’s a game to him,’ panted Vicky, crossly plucking thorns out of her jodhpurs. It had started to drizzle and everyone in the group was hot, wet, scratched and exhausted. She turned to Tariq’s foster father, who’d joined them for the search. ‘Rob, you must have a way of tranquillising a horse from a distance? Can’t you use a blowpipe or something?’


Blake Wainright was horrified. ‘As if Goldie hasn’t been through enough. There’s no way I’m going to allow him to be sedated.’


‘And neither will I,’ objected Brian Meek, the man from the insurance company set to lose millions if Gold Rush couldn’t be recovered. He was unsuitably attired in a suit and slippery street shoes. He’d already fallen twice and broken the handle off his briefcase. For reasons unknown, he’d insisted on bringing it.


‘Well, the horse can’t stay on the moors for much longer,’ Calvin Redfern curtly informed him. ‘He’ll be snatched again or end up injuring himself. If you have a better suggestion, I’d be glad to hear it.’


There was a stony silence as the grown-ups looked to each other for answers and found none. Meanwhile, on the horizon, the object of their frustration guzzled grass contentedly.


‘None of this would be happening if his groom was here,’ lamented Blake Wainright. ‘Ryan Carter, his name is. He’s the boy who takes care of Goldie. Been with him since the horse was born. They’re inseparable. Unfortunately, he risked his life to stop the thieves stealing Goldie and they put him in the hospital. Looked like an Egyptian mummy when I left, bandages and splints all over the place. It’s been a double disaster because Ryan also takes care of Noble Warrior, Goldie’s first-born son, who’s set to run in the Kentucky Derby in a few weeks’ time. It could cost us the race and a lot more. Horses are real sensitive that way. They run best for the people they trust.’


‘Tariq could do it,’ Laura said suddenly.


There were ten astonished faces, including Tariq’s.


The American was taken aback. ‘Excuse me?’


‘What I mean is, if anyone can catch Goldie it’s Tariq. He has a way with animals and Goldie already adores him.’


‘She’s right,’ agreed Rob Ashworth. ‘If I’m dealing with a nervous or difficult animal in my surgery I always call Tariq. They seem to trust him on sight.’


‘Can’t hurt,’ said Wainright, who was beginning to despair of ever being reunited with his $75 million dollar stallion.


Tariq, who was shy and not at all convinced that he had a special talent with animals or anything else, took a bit of persuading but at last he agreed to try.


What happened next would stay in the minds of all who saw it for years to come. After picking his way towards the red stallion through the heather and gorse, Tariq was met by the same response the search party had encountered all day. Goldie wheeled and galloped away. The difference was that the Bengali boy kept his eyes locked on those of the stallion.


The horse began galloping in circles around him, watching Tariq warily. After a while, Tariq moved his gaze to Goldie’s shoulder. The effect was instantaneous. The stallion slowed to a walk. Instead of going up to him, Tariq turned from the horse and stood motionless. After some hesitation, Goldie’s curiosity got the better of him. He walked up behind Tariq and did something that caused even the insurance man to blink back a tear. He rested his head on the boy’s shoulder.


Blake Wainright drew in an uneven breath. ‘Not much surprises me these days, but I have to confess to being stunned. That’s an old horse whisperer’s trick, but rarely have I seen it done so well. Who knew that it would take a theft and a journey to the wildest reaches of Cornwall, England for me to find the one boy in ten million capable of helping Noble Warrior win the Derby.’
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‘You’re not paying attention to a word I’m saying,’ scolded Mrs Crabtree.


‘Am,’ said Laura as her neighbour’s fuschia-pink tracksuit and blonde curls came back into focus. Mrs Crabtree was in her sixties, but she dyed her hair and still dressed to stop traffic. ‘Well, okay, I was briefly distracted but I’m all ears now.’

OEBPS/images/ch05.jpg





OEBPS/images/s27.jpg





OEBPS/images/ch03.jpg





OEBPS/images/ch04.jpg





OEBPS/images/sec01.jpg
i
i

KENTUCKY
THRILLER

Lauren St John

Tllustrated by David Dean

Orfon
Children’s Books





OEBPS/images/9781444014129.jpg
*B

AAAAAAAAAA;AAAA VVVVVVN
TWO LAUI!@\MARLIII MYSTERIES

KENTUCKY .

THRILLER

VVVVVVVVVVY vvvvvvvvvvvv

g X2 L3 L3 £3 L3 X3

Prome

&

*





OEBPS/images/s36.jpg





OEBPS/images/ch01.jpg





OEBPS/images/s17.jpg





OEBPS/images/pviii.jpg





OEBPS/images/ch02.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
Lauren St John

KENTUCKY THRILLER
AND

RENDEZYOUS
IN RUSSIA

Two Laura Marlin Mysteries

Illustrated by David Dean

Orlon
Children’s Books





