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For Tony: Muse, inspiration, soul mate. Thank you for always being there.


For Emma: the greatest gift life could bestow.


And for Shadow: much missed and hopefully grazing peacefully somewhere …








CHAPTER ONE


Lightning slashed across the storm-swept sky. Crevitos towered, deliberately menacing, as his dark cloak whipped around him, bullied by the brutish wind. The violent electric storm seemed only to heighten Crevitos’s cruel beauty; he stood, tall and imposing, casting tendrils of fear into the hearts and minds of every creature cowered there before him.


‘Now!’ he cried raising his fists in triumph. ‘Now, bow to me. Scrape, you vermin, crawl. I am master and henceforth this place has a new name: “Doomland”, because you are all DOOMED!’ His speech concluded with a screaming cackle. Groups of creatures of varied shapes, sizes and colours, huddled together. They were alike only in their misery.


Crevitos lowered his gaze, his large piercing eyes seeming to fasten on each one of them. They felt his glare burn through their souls like acid. Seeing their abject misery, his mouth curled sadistically: a parody of a smile. Even in their wretchedness they wondered how such cruelty, such loathsome evil could emanate from such impressive beauty. Lowering his voice to a threatening snarl, he bent forward to impress his next point with fierce clarity.


‘Don’t think,’ he hissed, ‘even for a nanosecond, about disobeying my orders. Everything … EVERYTHING, is punishable by death!’ The last word was whispered so quietly that it might easily have been whipped away, unheard, by the howling wind. But it was so menacing that not one of the creatures shivering wretchedly below could possibly have missed its import.
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‘So whadya think?’ Martin creased his forehead expectantly. ‘Yeah, gruesome!’ Tom handed the comic strip reverently back to his friend. ‘You’ve always been good at this stuff.’


‘Drawing cartoons is all I’ve ever wanted to do. Anyway, the paper seemed to like it.’


‘Does that mean they’ve offered you the job?’


‘Well more or less, I mean, because I’m only seventeen, I’ve really got to start at the bottom doing basic stuff, you know? I won’t be drawing my own cartoons yet.’


Tom lounged back in his chair, lacing long tapered pianist’s fingers behind his head. Their talents had drawn them together: the artist and the musician, neither one quite fitting the teenage mould. Tom had been there at Crevitos’s creation. He had watched as Crevitos blossomed into the violent, sadistic, ruthless leader of ‘Doodleland’ – that place where every creation drawn by man took shape and came to life.


‘I like the change of name,’ he said, ‘“Doomland”, it’s creepy. So what happens to Crevitos now?’


Martin shrugged. He had other things on his mind. ‘Oh, I think it’s time I gave Crevitos a rest. He’s kind of old hat anyway.’
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Crevitos breathed in hugely. A wall of silence, like death, hung over the dark fortress he called home. Not a sound could escape those immense, forbidding stone walls. In his dark eyrie, hundreds of feet up in the sky, a single lamp shone, doing nothing to disperse the oppressive shadows. He liked it this way. From here he could survey Doomland and revel in the barren waste it had become. He felt a surge of power sweep through him. Energy pulsated around him with a visible iridescent glow that radiated pure evil. Finally he let out a roar of triumph. ‘Free at last! No longer the slave to a mere boy’s whim. World beware!’





CHAPTER TWO


Pat, pat. Curl. Bump. Wide green eyes stared unblinkingly for a moment in mock surprise. The tiny, green, fuzzy object pinged. A paw shot out as quickly as lightning. Destiny giggled. ‘Oh, Torny, you’re so funny!’


The kitten looked at her enquiringly, stuck his tongue out and promptly somersaulted over the rung of the chair. Destiny laughed again. Then she sighed, as she turned her thoughts toward her English homework. She wished it were maths. Maths was easy, in fact she could calculate stuff in her head that other kids needed calculators for. She rubbed her eyes and tried to read the page again.


Mum came in. She looked at Destiny’s scowl of concentration and a frown creased her own forehead.


‘Destiny?’


Destiny looked up and made a rueful face at her mum.


‘Are you struggling with that, babe? Come on, I’ll give you a hand.’


‘If you could just read it for me, Mum, that would help. I can answer the questions, it’s just, well, the letters seem to dance around and the harder I try, the more confused I get.’


Destiny’s mum raised her eyebrows, but said nothing. She sat down to read the passage.
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‘Sounds like she could be dyslexic to me.’


Jenny Smith looked concerned. Dyslexia wasn’t something she knew much about.


‘I thought it was more a boy thing,’ she told her friend.


‘Well, tends to be, but not exclusively. How long has she been seeing dancing letters?’


‘I’m ashamed to say, I don’t really know.’ Jenny shook her head. ‘She only told me a few days ago. But I don’t understand it, I mean she gets such good grades in maths and … you’ve seen her drawings. She seems such a bright kid.’


‘Dyslexia has nothing to do with intelligence,’ Becky retorted, somewhat tersely. ‘I seem to remember someone telling me once that Einstein was dyslexic!’ At Jenny’s expression, Becky immediately felt sorry for her brusqueness. ‘It’s okay,’ she said, more gently, ‘I know just the guy to help you.’
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Destiny read through the page that Mr Porter had given her, reasonably fluently. She stumbled a bit, but felt that she had done okay. Some of the other tests were not so good. She kept writing her Bs and Ds the wrong way round and couldn’t make up her mind between several versions of the same spelling. Some of the tests were plain weird. She had to stand on one leg with her eyes closed for ten seconds. She wobbled disastrously after three and collapsed after five. She felt a totally inappropriate urge to giggle and was astounded when Mr Porter let out a throaty chuckle.


‘I have trouble with that one too. Now,’ he asked, ‘tell me about these dancing letters. Mum says they’re getting to be a bit of a problem.’


Destiny laughed. It was a relief. She liked Mr Porter. ‘Well,’ she considered, ‘it doesn’t happen all the time. But sometimes it’s like there are two of every letter overlapping and then they sort of move up and down. Then I get really confused.’


‘Does this happen more when you’re tired?’


Destiny looked surprised, ‘I guess … yeah, I think it does.’


Up to this point, Jenny had forced herself not to interrupt or interfere. Now she said miserably, ‘I just don’t understand, you’ve read whole books; how did you do that?’


Destiny was surprised by her mother’s outburst. She shrugged her shoulders.


‘I don’t know,’ she replied unhappily.


Mr Porter intervened quietly, ‘Do you find that you guess a lot of the time, especially once you know what the subject is about?’


‘That’s exactly it,’ said Destiny excitedly. ‘It’s like stories are easy because a lot of the time you kind of know what’s going to happen.’ Then her face fell. ‘But now I’m in secondary school, Mum, some of the stuff we have to read is really hard.’


‘But you’re in top set for English, so you must be doing something right.’


‘I think you’ll find, that for someone as clever as Destiny, it’s actually quite easy to bluff your way through primary English!’ Mr Porter smiled at Destiny and she thought she detected just the merest hint of a wink.


She looked relieved. ‘So I’m not stupid then?’


‘Far from it, my dear, and there is a great deal that can be done to help this particular problem.’


‘So in your opinion, she is dyslexic then?’ Jenny interrupted again.


‘If you must give it a label, yes.’ Mr Porter scratched his head absentmindedly. ‘However, we’ll only use a label in so far as it can be used to your –’ he looked at Destiny – ‘advantage for exams and things.’


‘Oh cool!’ Destiny looked much happier.


‘Now, recent theories are much more based on improving balance and hand to eye co-ordination, so I’m going to ask you to work on a series of exercises …’





CHAPTER THREE


‘All set? We’ve got to go!’ Mum said firmly.


Destiny pouted behind her mum’s back. This was not a trip she was looking forward to – two weeks on a ranch in America, riding into the sunset every wretched day. Mum had always been mad about riding. Destiny loved horses – she loved all animals – but the idea of bouncing uncomfortably around on one and most likely ending up in a pile of something smelly, really didn’t appeal. And for two weeks!


‘Destiny, come ON!’


With a sigh of resignation, Destiny gave Tornado and Quaver one more affectionate kiss on the head each.


‘Don’t worry,’ she whispered, ‘Josh will look after you really well.’ Josh was the boy next door, who looked after the two cats whenever Destiny and her mum went away, not to mention the two fish and the tortoise. Destiny was passionate about her animals and Josh was the only person she really trusted to look after them. He was good with them and spent time with the cats in case they were lonely.


‘I’m not going to tell you again!’ Mum sounded seriously like she was losing her rag.


‘I’m coming,’ Destiny shouted hurriedly. She heaved her suitcase up with both hands and waddled out to the waiting taxi.


Although the thought of flying was exciting Destiny beyond measure, she wasn’t about to let her mum off the hook too lightly. She still couldn’t believe that her mum had booked up a whole two weeks riding holiday, without checking first that it was actually something Destiny wanted to do. America. Great. Sandy beaches, luxurious accommodation, sunning by a sumptuous pool. Maybe even Disneyland Florida! But nooo. Mum had to book up a holiday on some crummy ranch somewhere in the middle of nowhere. The rationale being (Mum was always careful to explain her rationale) that riding would help to improve Destiny’s balance and would therefore fit in perfectly with her current dyslexia regime. Sure, there was a pool but, apart from that, if you didn’t want to be with horses twenty-four seven, what else was there to do?


Destiny’s mum broke into her train of thought.


‘Come on miss smile-a-minute, we have to go to the departure lounge.’


Destiny couldn’t keep up the pretence any more. Her natural enthusiasm spilled over and she grinned at her mum.


The first and longest part of the journey was from London to Las Vegas. What Destiny found peculiar, was that the flight took ten hours and forty-five minutes and yet, because of the time difference, they actually arrived in Las Vegas only two hours and forty-five minutes after they’d left London. It was odd to get your head around!


Everything on the plane fascinated Destiny, from the dinky little food trays to the individual TVs in the backs of the chairs. As the plane rose smoothly from the tarmac, she clutched her mum’s hand and squeezed her eyes shut, waiting for her stomach to find a resting place a little farther south than her throat. The time passed surprisingly quickly. By the time she’d had a meal, read a bit and watched a film, the pilot was saying that they would soon be landing and giving them various snippets of information about the time, temperature and weather. Destiny sucked her boiled sweet hard, as the plane began its descent. She couldn’t quite help a squeak of apprehension, as the plane bumped down onto the runway. She heard someone behind them remark what a smooth landing it was and wondered, in that case, what a bumpy one would be like. She decided she didn’t want to know.


A waft of suffocating air hit them as they stepped from the air-conditioned interior of the aeroplane out into the scorching sunshine. Destiny couldn’t believe how hot it was.


‘It’s set to get hotter,’ chirruped her mum cheerily. ‘I checked it on the internet before we left.’


‘Mum, I’m a walking sweat-band as it is!’ But Destiny couldn’t help a skip as she walked. Maybe this holiday wasn’t going to be so bad after all.


After a short stop, they had a couple of hours flight to Salt Lake City, followed by another short stop and the final one hour flight to Jackson Hole. By the time they had completed the journey and battled their way through customs, it was late, so Destiny’s mum had booked them into a hotel for the night.


They both slept well and the huge range of choices on the breakfast menu made Destiny giggle. The journey from the hotel to the ranch did nothing to dampen Destiny’s enthusiasm. For a start, someone had told the tour guide (and Mum swore it wasn’t her) that Destiny would be twelve during their stay. He made everyone on the coach sing happy birthday to her, which was embarrassing (but rather nice) and presented her with a bouquet of flowers.


Most of the other passengers alighted at one of the two other places that the coach stopped at. Destiny looked on with awe. They were actually on the outskirts of a town. She could see tennis courts and the shimmer of water not too far away. Things really did look quite promising. It wasn’t until the last people had disembarked from the coach and she and her mother were the only ones left on board, that the doubts began to creep back in. The tour guide chatted animatedly to Jenny as Destiny gazed more and more morosely out of the window. All signs of civilization soon fizzled out and there was no hint of tourist activity, or anything that seemed to suggest any kind of holiday resort.


At last the coach turned up a dirt track, which seemed to wind on interminably. Through the coach window, Destiny watched the spiky, purple-berried trees go by. They were beautiful in a sinister kind of way that matched her slightly darkening mood. As they drove round a bend in the trees, the track suddenly widened into a huge, curving paved drive. Destiny sucked her breath in sharply. The house in front of her – well, mansion it would appear – stood proud and majestic, almost flaunting its white vastness as it shimmered through the heat haze.





CHAPTER FOUR


‘Oh, WOW! This is it?’


The guide beamed and placed a rather battered looking leather hat on his head.


‘Welcome –’ he gestured widely – ‘to Grey Ranch!’


The house was so impressive that Destiny felt a thrill of excitement running through her. ‘I bet they’ve got a gigantic swimming pool and dancing and table tennis – oooh.’ She squirmed with anticipation and followed her mum out of the coach.


She glanced around, trying to feel the atmosphere of the place, while her mum chatted nineteen-to-the-dozen with a cheery, grey-haired man who was balancing their luggage on a trolley.


‘Hey, Mum—’ Destiny was cut short by the most horrendous noise she had ever heard. It was a cross between a scream and a howl. Without thinking, Destiny flung aside her hand luggage and sprinted frantically in the direction of the noise.


Two men were standing just feet away from a dog. One of the men was desperately trying to grab hold of the dog by its collar.


Teeth gnashed, dripping saliva. The dog yowled again.


Destiny was about to launch herself at the man (what the hell was he doing?) when she realized what had happened.


The dog had caught its paw in a loose strand of wire attached to the fence. In its desperate efforts to escape the pain, it had pulled the wire taut until it was cutting the soft flesh with unremitting intensity. The dog thrashed and screamed. It lunged at the man, unaware that he was trying to help and yelped again as the wire bit once more into its now slippery, scarlet paw.


Destiny’s mind flipped into overdrive.


‘Stand on the wire!’ she screamed.


The men spun round in astonishment. With a flash of understanding, the man who was standing watching rushed forward, planting a sturdy boot firmly on the wire.


‘Wire cutters.’ Destiny gasped. The other man sprang into action. Destiny approached the dog slowly.


‘Hey, young lady, don’t …’


But Destiny was in a world of her own. She stared hard at the dog until she caught its eye. Then she licked her lips, sighed and turned her head away. The second man returned with the clippers and cut the wire, which immediately loosened its vicious hold on the dog’s paw. He turned to comfort the dog, which was whimpering now, but it snarled and cowered, shaking.


‘Hey, Harriet, hey, girl, it’s okay,’ he half soothed, half pleaded.


Destiny ignored him. She kept fixing her gaze on the dog, then sighing, licking her lips and looking away. When she was only a foot or so away, she squatted down, talking in a low, soft voice, careful now not to look the dog straight in the eye.


‘Harriet,’ she crooned over and over, ‘is that your name? Good girl. Good baby’


The dog visibly began to relax. The shaking gradually subsided. Still Destiny didn’t make any attempt to touch her. Around them, in the yard, there was not a noise to be heard. The whole ranch seemed to hold its breath.


Unaware of anything but Harriet, Destiny waited patiently, not moving, just crooning gently. At last Harriet gave a little whimper and licked her lips. Finally, she stretched out her neck to sniff at Destiny. She licked the girl’s hand. Slowly, calmly, Destiny stroked Harriet’s head, talking soothingly all the time. Within a few minutes Harriet had buried her nose under Destiny’s arm and was allowing her to look at the damaged paw.


When Destiny finally looked up, she had a smile on her face.


‘No permanent damage, I don’t think, but you’d better get the vet just in case.’


‘I sure don’t know how you did that, ma’am, but thank you all the same!’ The man who had run to fetch the wire cutters held out his hand.


‘Dan,’ he said, by way of introduction.


‘Destiny.’ The reply was somewhat squeaky as her hand was crushed in a grip of iron.


‘DESTINY!’


‘Oh, oh, I’m in trouble!’ Destiny’s smile faded. Jenny came striding across the ground with long, angry steps.


‘What the hell …’


Sensing a threat to her newfound friend, Harriet sprang to Destiny’s defence, planting herself firmly between the girl and her aggressor. Lips quivered with menacing warning and a low growl rippled between them. Jenny stopped in her tracks. A look of astonishment replacing the angry concern.


It was one of those moments that seemed to stretch like an elastic band into a void where you could almost hear a pin drop …


It was broken by a throaty chuckle as Dan slapped his thigh.


‘Sure ain’t nothing wrong with that paw!’


The elastic band snapped.


Everyone began to laugh!


As Destiny and her mother walked to the cabin that was to be theirs for a fortnight, Jenny made a half-hearted attempt to berate her daughter.


‘You know you could have been really hurt!’


Destiny muttered, ‘Sorry,’ in what she hoped was a shame-faced voice, but she couldn’t help noticing a certain pride in her mother’s complaint.


‘I really didn’t think. I just saw a dog in pain, that’s all!’ She half expected her mother to say, ‘You never do think, that’s the problem,’ which was her usual response. However, Jenny just grunted which Destiny, somewhat relieved, took to mean that the scolding was over.


The cabin turned out to be more like a mini ranch house. It smelt of wood and Destiny immediately relaxed and felt at home. All mod cons were supplied, including satellite TV.


‘I bet that’ll never even get turned on!’ challenged Jenny.


‘Bet it will!’ But Destiny was too busy leaping the stairs two at a time to make the point by turning it on straight away. In her bedroom the bed was huge and soft, though not saggy. She crossed to the window and was staggered by the view.


‘Bet there’s nothing else to do once you’ve looked at that a hundred times,’ she muttered, belatedly remembering that she was supposed to be cross about the whole holiday.


As she descended the stairs, there was a knock at the door. A boy about Destiny’s age put his head through the opening and grinned. Destiny decided it was a nice face: cheeky, dimpled smile under blue eyes and unruly blond hair.


‘Dad says if you come on up to the house there’ll be a welcome drink … and a thank you one.’ He grinned at Destiny.


‘You go ahead, sweetheart,’ said Jenny rather too brightly. ‘I’ll follow in a minute … just got to finish this case.’


‘Muuum.’ Destiny’s tone was alarmed. Her expression clearly stated that her mum couldn’t possibly be expecting her to go off, on her own, with a strange boy she’d only met for two minutes.


However, Jenny’s raised eyebrows and puckered mouth suggested that it was one of those ‘non-negotiable’ things that cropped up from time to time.


The boy – Anthony, as Destiny discovered he was called – chattered amiably, telling her about the stables and the horses.


‘I’ll show you round later, if you like.’


‘Oh, thanks!’ Destiny realized she hadn’t really been listening, but she discovered that she felt completely at ease with Anthony. She also noticed something else.


‘You know it’s weird,’ she mused, ‘you don’t really have an American accent.’


Anthony’s brow clouded for a moment.


‘It’s a long story,’ he said gruffly. Then he grinned. ‘I think your mum has decided to play chaperone after all!’


Destiny glanced behind. Sure enough, there was Mum hurrying along about two hundred yards back.


‘Wow! You’ve got good hearing!’ She was impressed.


‘Mum always said I could hear a pin drop a mile off.’


Destiny noticed his use of the past tense, but decided now was not the time to be nosy. Instead she turned around and smiled at her mum who, slightly breathless, had caught up with them at last.


The gathering was very pleasant. Anthony’s dad introduced them to the people who worked there and to a handful of other guests who were also staying there. There were no other children and it suddenly occurred to Destiny that Anthony must be very lonely. It was also fairly obvious that there was no Mrs Grey on the scene, although Mr Grey introduced them to his sister whom, he said, was the best cook this side of the Rockies.


Later on, when Destiny and her mum were sitting in the porch of their cabin, she asked Jenny what she thought had happened to Anthony’s mum.


‘Didn’t I tell you?’ Jenny asked surprised.


Destiny frowned. ‘Tell me what, Mum?’ She looked at her mum suspiciously, as understanding began to dawn on her. ‘You already know the Greys, don’t you!’ she said accusingly.


Jenny gave her a rueful smile and admitted, ‘I haven’t been entirely forthcoming, but I wanted you to make your own decision about the Greys and this place, without being influenced by me.’


As Destiny looked bemused, Jenny hurried on. ‘Nicole – that’s Anthony’s mum – and I used to be very good friends at school. We lost touch for a while and then met up again when you and Anthony were babies.’


‘And?’


‘And – she got seriously ill.’


‘Oh!’ Destiny pulled a sympathetic face to show that Jenny didn’t need to explain further. ‘So how come the ranch in America?’


‘Well, it was something that Nicole always laughingly called her “pipe-dream”, that she and Matt would one day own a ranch where all the horses would be trained their way. I think they call it Natural Horsemanship.’


‘Oh yeah, I read about that in an article once.’


Jenny raised her eyebrows, but decided she wasn’t really surprised. Destiny would struggle through anything to do with animals, no matter how hard or technical.


‘Anyway, after she died, Matt decided the only way he could pick up his life again would be to live the dream they had both wanted. That’s it!’


‘How long ago was that?’


‘You were about four, I think. Anthony must be about six months older than you.’


‘Funny though,’ Destiny mused. ‘What is?’ asked Jenny.


‘Well, Anthony doesn’t have an American accent.’


‘That’s easily explained.’ Jenny smiled. ‘He goes to boarding school in England.’


‘What! And his dad lives over here – and after he’s lost his mum as well!’


Destiny was shocked and disgusted in equal measure.


‘He stays with his aunt and uncle,’ said Jenny firmly. ‘And it’s not for us to judge why Matt has made that decision.’


Destiny felt rebuffed. ‘No,’ she said slowly. ‘I s’pose not.’





CHAPTER FIVE


Destiny and her mum slept late the next day, exhausted by all the travelling and excitement of the day before. Destiny had only just crawled out of bed and was gazing out of her window, across rolling hills as far as the eye could see when she heard a knock at the door. She opened it. It was Anthony.


‘Aunt Kath said you might want breakfast in bed this morning.’ He grinned.


Destiny blushed, realizing she was still in her pyjamas.


‘Er, thanks.’


Jenny appeared. ‘Breakfast, we are being spoilt.’


‘Only today.’ Anthony seemed to smile whenever he talked. ‘Usually people either have breakfast up at the house, or you’ll find you’ve got cereals and bread and stuff in the kitchen.’ He turned to Destiny. ‘I’ll show you the stables when you’ve finished, if you like.’


She marvelled at how he chatted so easily to people he hardly knew, but she supposed he’d had to get used to it.


‘Thanks,’ she said.


The yard was immaculate. Destiny wasn’t sure what she’d expected, but she wondered how it was possible to keep everything so clean.


Anthony clearly adored the horses. He knew all their names and every single one whickered softly at his approach, as though greeting a friend.


‘Do they stay in their boxes all the time?’


The horses seemed content enough, but Destiny thought it must be a very dreary life if they were standing around cooped up all day.


If Anthony thought it was a stupid question, he didn’t show it. He explained that they were only in their stables because the farrier was coming. Usually, the horses were out grazing unless it got unbearably hot in the afternoon; then they came in to rest.


It didn’t seem to matter whether Destiny knew anything about horses or not. She felt she could ask Anthony anything and he wouldn’t mind.


‘What if it rains?’


‘We rug them up and they stay out, unless there’s a hurricane or something.’


‘That doesn’t seem very nice.’ She frowned.


‘What you have to remember …’ and for once, Anthony looked serious, ‘… is that horses aren’t human. They don’t see things the way we do. For them it’s normal and right to be outside, whatever the weather. The only reason we put rugs on is because we do unnatural things like clipping them.


(Destiny was to find that thinking like a horse would become a big part of her life. It was certainly something she would hear again and again during her stay.)


In no time at all it was lunchtime. Whether it was the fresh air, they didn’t know, but both Destiny and her mum were absolutely ravenous. However, there seemed to be enough food to feed an army, with so much choice it was hard to make decisions and not just pig out on everything.


‘They won’t be able to find horses big enough to carry us after two weeks,’ groaned Jenny. Destiny grinned. She realized she was actually very happy.


Riding, it turned out, would take place in the mornings and early evenings, because it was too hot during the middle of the day. Destiny felt butterflies crowding like bad-tempered kick boxers inside her stomach. This was the part she wasn’t looking forward to. When it came to saddling up time she stood miserably at the entrance to the yard, watching her mum chat animatedly to one of the ranch hands, Harvey. There was no sign of Anthony, a fact which half pleased and half dismayed her.


‘You must be Destiny,’ a low, pleasant voice said from behind her.


She jumped and span round, only to be confronted by a shirt front that seemed to extend for miles, until she nearly got a crick in her neck looking up at the tallest man she thought she had ever seen.


It turned out that this was Merlin, which of course immediately made Destiny think of a magician. He had been assigned to teach her to ride, while her mum went out for a hack with Harvey. Well he’ll have to be a magician to teach me to ride, she thought glumly. Her legs already felt like jelly and she wasn’t even on yet!


Merlin chatted away while he was tacking up, and Destiny began to relax a little. He told her that, before long, she would learn to tack up herself. Yeah, right, she thought. It seemed impossible that she would ever remember the name of the hundreds of bits that needed ‘cinching up’ or whatever, let alone do the right thing with them.


‘Okay,’ he said at last. He gave Destiny a long look. ‘Nervous?’


‘Terrified,’ she agreed.


‘Right oh, then, there’s only one thing for it.’ He produced a small bottle from his pocket. ‘Just a small swig, it will help.’


Destiny looked doubtful. Merlin laughed at the concerned look on her face.


‘I don’t think your mum would be very impressed if I poisoned you,’ he said gently. ‘It’s an herbal remedy to soothe your nerves and I already checked it out with your mum, just in case.’


Destiny was well aware how important it was to be careful of drinks you were offered by someone you didn’t know well; she figured, in this particular situation, she was most likely quite safe. She took a small mouthful from the bottle. It wasn’t especially nice tasting, but it felt warm and comforting as it went down.


The first ten minutes of her lesson had nothing to do with sitting on the horse, whose name was Wasp. Merlin explained that Destiny needed to get to know the horse and find out what kind of mood he was in before she got on his back. When she looked surprised, he told her that horses had moods the same as people and they felt better about you if they got to know you before you started getting too personal.


Merlin made Destiny stroke Wasp gently but firmly (they don’t like being tickled; that’s what flies do) all over. She was uncertain about picking up his feet, but was nonetheless amazed by how easy it was to touch him down his legs and everywhere. She even found his ‘itchy spot’, just under his mane. Merlin showed her how, when she scratched Wasp’s itchy spot, he scrunched up his top lip and wiggled it about – a sign of real pleasure.
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