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'Circles Of
Fear' A feel good story, initially a series of three novels, is now
more relevant than ever. An Australian blues guitarist at war with
his powerful father finds his childhood sweetheart, things couldn't
be better for Jason Brinkly. He battles the normal boredom come fun
life in a band and is thrown to the lions of darkness in the
conflict of Armageddon at the turn of the second millennium.
Carrying the sword of the cross from an unlikely source he must
rise from boredom, fight through disaster, wrangle with stardom and
confront power. Where will this lead and can a humble blues
guitarist overcome such odds.

'The Sword And
The Dagger' Fial McMurrin loved only one women,

Angelina, he also loved his country. Written between the lines of
historical fact begins amid the disastrous Expedition de Ireland by
the French in 1796 attempting to land French troops on Irish soil
during the Napoleonic wars. A young boy witnesses the mayhem with
his father, a member of the society of united Irishmen. His parents
are murdered by the British army, rescued and nurtured in the ways
of the sea; Fial joins the British Navy, when the time is right he
becomes a notorious pirate.

'Vigilante.'
The first novel in a series of works featuring the character John
Stanton and his family. A British MI6 operative retired in
Australia seeking to win back his lost family. Whilst rescuing his
beautiful wife a journalist from the clutches of Australian power,
Stanton finds a little more than he expected. With help from his
sidekick Cadiche, a part aboriginal state police officer, he
confronts the threat with ruthless application.

'Once Upon A
Time In Australia.' A romance centred in Australia's Western
Sydney's underworld. A definite adult publication not for the faint
hearted. Stanton is drawn into the pubic domain after his sidekick
Cadiche is gunned down by a radical terror group. He searches for
the truth amid Outlaw Motorcycle Clubs, The Mafia, Politicians,
Stonemasons, the Asian underworld and Middle Eastern Radicals
attempting to take control of organised crime.

'In The Name Of
The Mother'. The reason why John Stanton turns on autocracy
becoming a vigilante. Burdened with the truth, one straw breaks the
camels back. Stanton must always have six numbers before someone
wins the lotto; disparity in the equilibrium of democracy threatens
the balance of power. He builds an impenetrable network of wealth
and power turning on anyone that crosses the line within his creed,
he losses his family and wants them back.

'Bella
Elizabeth'. Bella is of French parents, a stunning black haired
blue eyed beauty. She is Stanton's second childhood sweetheart, she
looses the war against Jodi Ann for Stanton's marriage vows. She
finds other ways to become part of his life to get her own way. As
an MI6 operative, sex is the weapon of choice, a date with Bella
Elizabeth is a date with death. Dedicated to the infamous Hay
street brothels in Kalgoorlie West Australia, where the author
found incredible character reference for this manuscript. This is
another adult publication for the open minded to say the least.

'Jodi Ann'.
Stanton's childhood sweetheart, blonde and beautiful she is a
newspaper reporter within her fathers Media Empire and eventually
takes the reins. In the life of Jodi Ann the journalist, only love
is sacred and things are not always as they seem. Protected by the
dark shadow of her powerful husband John Stanton and lifetime
adversary but much loved friend Bella Elizabeth, she looks for
truth. She has problems handling the truth but love prevails.

Currently in
edit, 'Member 0026'. A gallant single red headed mother,
disillusioned by government direction in Australia builds a
political party in an attempt to bring Australia together as one
nation. The party explodes into a national threat to current
political power, Stanton sends an MI6 operative to gather
intelligence on this new power. The male operative joins the
organisation early and is known as member 0026.

Currently in
edit, 'Flaxmead. The Hunt For Rose'. Another in the John Stanton
series. Flaxmead the Australian giant thoroughbred icon is taken to
British Ascot then, on to America. Security is a nightmare; John
Stanton and his wife Jodi Ann ensure the separation of powers is
maintained amid the planets underworld. They use thin leads in an
effort to find Rose Blake, daughter of Flaxmead's original owner
Winston Blake, she vanished whilst in Bowral NSW Australia, during
the Milat Belanglo Forest backpacker murders and has not been seen
since. Whilst wrangling with the planets equine elite, things are
not quite as the optic nerve would have one believe.
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 PREFACE

Another yarn in
the John Stanton series.

Many thanks to
the Racing Information Services Australia handicappers whom always
made time to answer questions.

For dreams to
come true you must first have a dream. The Melbourne Cup, the race
that stops the nation, the Australian Holy Grail of thoroughbred
horse racing. Flemington racecourse is located in Melbourne, in the
southern state of Victoria and is the most well known race track in
Australia. Famous for hosting our greatest race the Melbourne Cup,
on the first Tuesday in November every year, part of the spring
racing carnival. It is one of the richest handicap events in the
world. Racing began at Flemington racecourse in 1840 and such is
its great history it was given national heritage listing in
2006.

Over three
captivating days around the campfire a Hunter Valley winemaker and
father tells a story to his children. Twelve year old Anna and
eight year old Dylan have a dream, to own a horse that wins the
Melbourne Cup. Playing with matches can often lead to fire, the
equine underworld turn on the newcomers. Journalist Jodi Stanton
encourages her husband to intervene. Stories are stories and once
told this one was over, or had it just begun?


 CHAPTER ONE

Thunder but the
sky was cloudless blue, Dylan stretched up and peeked out the
window of his car seat as the sound of thunder grew louder than his
computer game. He could see only the pure blue sky from his
crouched position, where was the storm emanating such thunder. It
grew louder to the left side of the families four wheel drive, an
earthquake perhaps, a brilliant summer's day not a cloud in the sky
in Jerrys Plains New South Wales Australia.

His collar
length black hair had crept forwards over his eyes whilst looking
at his iPod sitting on his lap, so he tossed his head to one side
to improve his vision. His father slowed up a little and his mother
was looking to the left of the car from the passenger's seat
directly in front of Dylan. His sister peered in the same direction
over his head, she was sitting on her long fair hair and had to
raise herself from the seat to release it so she could lean over
further. Dylan looked at her briefly as she dropped her computer
game to the floor with a smiling look of awe. "Wow!" she said.
Dylan stretched further to see the open fields of the Hunter Valley
rolling past beside them and there was the thunder, behind the
wooden fence railings, thoroughbred horses charging along adjacent
to the roadway only metres away. There was a click and a buzzing
sound as Dylan opened his window captivated by the flying turf and
foliage kicked up by the thundering hooves, whinnied screams and
deep snorted sounds mingled with the thunder. The herd peeled off
from the neat wooden fence heading away from them and the thunder
waned, the experience stood the hair on Dylan's neck up straight
and his lean wiry framework became excited.

They passed a
small white cross on the grassy shoulder of the roadway surrounded
by flowers, a reminder of the need for concentration, somebody's
concentration perhaps taken from the road by the same experience.
"Close your window Dylan," asked his father as the four wheel drive
picked up speed. The window clicked shut. Dylan looked at his
sister for a while they had lost interest in their hand held
computer games, he leaned across to his sister and whispered.

"You ask."

"Dad, when can
we have a horse?" asked his sister as, she pushed her hair back
behind her ears blown around in her face by the open window.

"Anna, we have
been through this before," explained her father, his mind was on
the road, "we only have five acres and horses are a big
responsibility."

"Dylan has been
helping me with Harpers horses and cows for weeks now, you said if
we did that you would get us a horse of our own."

Their father
briefly looked toward their mother as she intervened. "Bob you
promised them, and they have been over the Harpers every night
after school and of a weekend without compromising their
homework."

Bob Fields
concentrated on the road ahead as he spoke; the white cross beside
the road focused his mind. "I'll think about it maybe a pony."

"We want a
horse like those ones back there," said Dylan.

"They are
thoroughbred racehorses worth thousands and in some cases millions
of dollars; you need a nice little pet horse."

"Harpers race
horse is a nice horse I've ridden her," said Anna.

"You've ridden
Flushing Meadow!" snapped Anna's mother.

Anna realised
what she had said and looked into her lap. "Yes, a lot. I know you
told us to keep away from her because you think she's dangerous.
Dylan can go into her yard and run around with her she's beautiful.
She runs that fast my hair goes straight back in the wind and my
eyes water."

"Meadow
certainly can run fast, she's won sixty five thousand dollars for
the Harpers this year. If she wins a group one like the Cox Plate
she can run in the Melbourne cup," added Bob Fields.

"Wow I would
have ridden a horse that was in the Melbourne cup," cried Anna with
jubilant feeling.

"Bob you have
to stop them going over the Harpers, I made it clear that stay away
from Meadow, Anna could be killed if she fell from her, remember
the Cumberland boy," said Marie Fields.

"We could be
hit by a drunk coming the opposite direction on the road, risks you
have to manage them. Shielding her from daily life won't help her
prepare for reality," replied Bob.

"I told the
Harpers you said it was okay for me to ride Meadow, I'm not scared
of her, I'm just the right weight," said Anna.

"You are twelve
years old Anna!" scowled her mother.

"Marie I've
known for a while Anna has been riding Meadow, Graham Harper told
me. I watched her one day. They've been letting her run the cup
distance of three thousand two hundred metres on their property.
With Anna on her back she covers the distance in three minutes
fifteen seconds close to the world record. Put a jockey on her back
and she's two seconds off that time, tells you a bit about horses,"
said Bob. He gestured with one hand taking from the steering wheel
to emphasis his point, he was an ardent horse lover.

"What if she
fall's Bob."

"She won't
fall."

"She may,
riders fall all the time, what about Lindy Cumberland's brother, he
was only a boy."

"She wont fall
Meadow won't let her, horses aren't stupid."

"Where did
Graham get Meadow, how did he get the money she's worth a fortune,
we could never afford a horse like that." Marie turned to her
children talking over her shoulder between the seats. "I don't want
you to be disappointed but horses like Meadow are very expensive,
we have far more important things to spend our money on than
galloping long shots."

"He doesn't say
much other than Flushing Meadow was on her way to the abattoir when
he found her in the holding yards. Being a vet he gets around and
knows his horses. He reckons Meadow looked right through him when
he looked at her like he wasn't there, someone saw a lame horse
destined for dog food. Graham saw a lame champion with a simple leg
injury. Six months later Meadow won the first race she ever entered
and hasn't lost since. She dominates the local scene."

"I don't mind
the children having a horse a nice little pony."

"We can only
get them what we can afford I agree, if I could afford a thundering
bullet like Meadow Id get them one. A pony can get just a cranky as
a thoroughbred but you would always be reminded of that by the
stature of the horse. A pony may catch you off guard. Meadow always
reminds you she has a mind of her own you may forget that with a
quiet pony."

"Meadows lovely
she does whatever I ask," said Anna.

"We've noticed
love, Meadow runs faster just because Anna is there. That tells you
something about horses. They don't have a clutch engine or brakes,
they have needs, feelings and destiny. Life's a bit like a journey,
some just have better maps than others. However Meadows map is
being tampered with, Graham tells me he's having problems with the
racing authorities. Someone doesn't like the idea of Meadow making
the Melbourne Cup or any other race. It worries Graham and he stays
local."

"Why daddy,"
asked Anna.

"Because they
don't own her and someone else will get all the money and
glory."

"Can we get a
horse that can win the Melbourne cup dad?" interrupted Dylan.

"How about a
nice equestrian showjumper then you can both ride in events?"
replied his father.

"Jumping over
bits of wood on a pony that's a Sheila's horse, I want a rocket
like Meadow," said Dylan.

"You Wally I'm
a Sheila and I ride Meadow faster than anyone so there stick it in
your eye," shouted Anna.

"Yeah well I'm
going to get a motorbike and ride past you easy," Dylan shouted
back.

"You take a
motorbike near Meadow and Ill punch you up the throat," screamed
Anna.

"Stop it!"
shouted their father. "We have been through this before. We are
lucky to have neighbours like the Harpers that you can visit
looking after and riding their horses. They appreciate the fact you
help. I promise if we get a chance to get a horse like Flushing
Meadow we will but we can only get what we can afford. Now we are
on a weekend camping trip and no more of this we need to set up
camp before dark. No more about motorbikes or Meadow."

Glares were
exchanged between Anna and Dylan as they reluctantly held silence
and went back to their computer games. The four wheel drive snaked
its way out of Muswellbrook on to Aberdeen then past Glenbawn damn,
Belltrees to Woolooma kicking up dust and finally through the river
ford to Stewarts Brook camping ground.

"Are we there
yet?" sung Anna and Dylan in chorus.

"Yes," said
their father as they pulled up at the gate to the grassy camping
ground next to Stewarts Brook below the Woolooma range and
Barrington tops mountains. The camping ground had recently been
mowed but was deserted; they opened and closed the gate on the way
in, then pulled up along side the creek at one of the contained
fire places and table facilities placed along the edge of the
creek. The creek had a healthy flow of crystal clear water from the
Barrington catchment area boosted by recent rains. The area is
fenced on the road side and contained by the creek on the other,
and old church stands on the hill overlooking the camping area on
the opposite side of the road remnants of the gold mining era in
the late 1800s. A track crosses the creek mid way along the camping
ground where access to the rolling hills on the other side of the
free flowing water can be made. The access is rough with rounded
blue granite rock everywhere moulded by the relentless flow of
water about ten metres wide but shallow enough to walk through.
Directly on the other side of the creek along side the track well
clear of the water line is a small steel holding yard and loading
ramp, signs of present day activity with plump healthy cattle
roaming the hills and valleys.

Some frantic
activity soon had a tent pitched below a shady tree in the late
afternoon light. Going about their chores no one had noticed that
Dylan was missing. As soon as his father was aware he shouted
Dylan's name aloud, but there was no answer. Marie and Anna became
involved in the search scouring the creek bank, Dylan's father came
to the track through the water and could see the remnants of wet
shoe marks on the exit of the water and looked further for Dylan's
bright red shirt and blues jeans. He crossed the shin deep flowing
stream and walked briskly up the rough track where he saw Dylan
inside the holding yard holding the head of a magnificent
thoroughbred horse, a gleaming giant. The yard was about twenty
metres in diameter and his father watched as the magnificent black
stallion trotted around behind Dylan as he played. Dylan put out
his arms holding them up towards the horses head and the horse
lowered his neck allowing Dylan to hold him.

Bob Fields a
horse rider since he was a child had never seen such a mammoth
glistening black powerful animal, he estimated it was close to
seventeen hands a colt of around three years of age, around seven
hundred kilo and a pure hot blood. It muzzled Dylan like a mother
to a child. Bob Fields scanned the horizon with a tight squint;
they had seen no one for miles, what was a magnificent animal like
this doing in the middle of nowhere? As he approached the holding
yard the animal became agitated and reared up towards the fence
standing between Dylan and his father. Dylan walked past the
thoroughbred running his had along its flank as he went and climbed
through the railing in front of the horse. Bob noticed a near
perfect white diamond in the middle of the horse's forehead just
below the forelock that matched two white socks on his front legs
neatly matched above the hooves. The horse starred at him with eyes
of fire and kicked the ground with its front right hove kicking up
dust as he snorted and grunted.

"I see why you
came up here boy but that was a silly thing to do without telling
us."

"I knew he was
here, I could hear him."

"You have
better ears than me then old mate."

"He has no
water or food dad."

His father
checked the yard. "You're right boy, who in there rightful mind
would leave an animal like this in the middle of nowhere with no
food or water, and in a steel yard. Have a look at it what an
incredible machine."

"He's hurt dad
look at his shoulder."

Bob tried to
get a closer look but the horse reared up with a screaming gripe.
"Looks like he's had a mark, maybe a brand that's been defaced.
Let's get him some water mate."

They gathered
some water from the creek in a plastic drum used for shower water
in the camping gear and Dylan and Anna dragged the drum to the
railing as the horse went berserk should their father or mother go
near the yard. Dylan took fruit inside the yard and feed it to the
eager mouth of the black giant. By the droppings in the yard and
the condition of the horse it could not have been confined there
long. They had a bag of wild birdseed to feed the native parrots
and this was also eagerly eaten by the new acquaintance. As night
began to fall the children were still in the yard the horse
willingly playing with them following their every move. Their
father called them to the camp site as darkness fell assuring them
they could return in the morning.

Bob Fields was
puzzled, he wanted to release the horse to graze and water by the
creek but the yard was locked with a chain and heavy padlock. A
night chill came in as darkness took hold and they sat around the
camp fire after a barbeque supper. Kangaroos grazed on the freshly
cut grass only metres away and a family of possums conned them out
of part of their bread ration. As the glowing fire flickered gold
across their faces amid the calming sounds of the running water the
Anna and Dylan asked for a story. Since they were babies their
father had told them stories, read to them, sung lullabies whilst
tucked up in their beds.

"I'm worried
about that horse dad, can you tell me a story so I feel he will be
okay?" asked Dylan.

"Me to dad,"
added Anna.

"Lets not
panic, we're here for three days and we'll make sure the horse is
fine. Should he still be there when its time to leave I'll call
someone."

"A story about
a horse just like that one, come on dad," urged the children.

"Come on Bob,
its not often we get time together like this," added Marie.

Bob took off
his Akubra hat sitting it on top of his acoustic guitar leaning
against the trunk of the gum tree they had selected for shade.
"Well a story about a horse like the one in the yard."

"Yes please,
then we wont have to listen to you play that bloody guitar half the
night. It's a wonder the possums and kangaroos haven't buggered off
to the other side of the universe when you started playing it,"
added Marie.

Bob ran his
hand through his greying black hair his huge wrinkled hand nearly
covering the top of his head. His light blue denim shirt was marked
with dirt and stains from the creek and camp set up and his denim
jeans had green scuff marks on each knee. He was well built always
working or busy on the farm with lines mapping life forming on his
face showing the accumulation of wisdom. "I have never said I was a
good guitar player."

"No. But you're
a damn good story teller, now lets have it," replied Marie.

Bob cracked a
cold beer from the esky he was sitting on, a rare occurrence not
being a big drinker. He looked up at the stars, there was something
different about them tonight, then back at his family. "Okay, a
story about a horse like our new friend. This could be a long one."
He felt a sudden light jolt on his shoulder followed by a definite
chirp, looking round to see George their pet cockatiel perched on
his shoulder. He looked back at them. "How did George get here?"
There was complete silence then Dylan produced Harold the pet rat
from under his shirt. "There is only one way you could have got
them here and that's a conspiracy, anyone going to own up as ring
leader?" They looked around and at each other shrugging their
shoulders shaking there heads and saying nothing. "Okay I've been
had."

"Well you
better get on with it then we only have three days," added
Anna.

Bob got up from
the esky opened a canvas chair sitting closer to them with George
pecking at his ear and began his story. "Once upon a time, not so
long ago there was a small boy."

"I want to be
in the story dad," asked Dylan.

"Me too dad,"
added Anna.

Marie smiled
bitting her bottom lip sipping on a white wine. "Before you start
Bob anyone seen Pipa, I haven't seen the dog since you found that
horse."

"Pipa won't
come away from the horse, she's lying outside the gate," replied
Bob.

"Really," said
Marie with a look of surprise.

"You're right
you know love, times like this are rare," said Bob. "Okay, once
upon a time not so long ago there was a young boy called Dylan he
was nine with an elder sister called Anna twelve and they had a
horse."

"Yeah," was the
chorus from Dylan and Anna as their father continued.


 CHAPTER TWO

Was a fine
Saturday morning, Dylan rose at first light dressing quickly and
sneaking out the back door making sure not to wake his sister. He
ran to the edge of the wooden fenced paddock clutching an apple
from the fruit bowl in the kitchen and his horse galloped to meet
him lowering his black head to Dylan's waiting arms. Dylan kissed
his horse on the nose, gave him the apple and climbed the fence and
they began to run around with the horse following his every
move.

Neighbour
Graham Harper was also up early, he lent on a fence next to his
barn watching the boy and horse. The race track had just been mowed
and he enjoyed the clean aroma drifting in the air. Harper had a
keen eye for horse flesh and acquired a set of binoculars from his
Range Rover glove box carefully studying the giant black stallion.
The horses lines and manor caught Harpers eye and he dropped what
he was doing and headed over to the Fields property directly next
to his on the banks of the Greedy Piggy creek. He had been standing
at the fence next to Dylan and the horse for some minutes in front
of the Fields colonial homestead when he was joined by Bob Fields.
Harper skipped formalities of greeting engrossed with the sight of
the new arrival.

"Where the hell
did you get this machine, what an animal. Must be seventeen hands,"
asked Harper.

Bob Fields had
not dressed and wore his dressing gown in the cool morning air as
the sun spread its wings. He was unshaven from working a late
Friday, He was a wine maker and required long hours during the
February harvest and had the distinct bouquet of grapes etched into
his skin. "You wouldn't believe it, just like Meadow, picked him up
for a hundred bucks heading for the abattoir," replied Bob.

"Have a name?"
asked Harper.

"Flaxmead."

"Flaxmead,"
Harper looked at the ground in thought with one hand under his
right armpit and the other scratching his chin. Harper was always
dressed impeccably doing little manual work outside of his
veterinary practice. His RM Williams boots and moleskin pants were
perfectly clean and his RM denim shirt pressed without a crease. He
looked back up at Bob Fields. "Flaxmead, I've heard of this horse.
It's impossible to handle, rang a bell straight away, mentioned
recently."

"Impossible,
have a look at it play with Dylan."

"Yeah, can you
get near him?"

"No wont have a
bar of me, loves Anna as well."

"I wonder if
it's the same horse. If it is Flaxmead the story is he can run like
the wind, was Jimmy."

"Sure it's the
same horse?" interrupted Bob.

"Maybe, it was
Jimmy Cotton I remember mentioned the name only recently. Do you
have any paperwork on him?"

"Yes." Bob
Fields walked to his Toyota Land cruiser parked in front of the
homestead and rummaged around in the glove compartment returning
with some papers. "Here this is all that came with him."

Harper read the
papers. "Import application, name Flaxmead. Dame and Sire no
reference. Country of birth Ireland, last official country of
residence UK. Owner's Australian contact name Roy Taggart Riverside
Stud Wyong NSW. Well well, the only bloke in the entire industry I
wouldn't trust. Bill of sale signed by Jimmy Cotton Taggart's
manager, must be the same horse. Was Jimmy Cotton the bloke who
sold you the horse?"

Bob nodded
"Yes."

"Was Taggart
there as well?"

"Taggart, never
heard of him. We got the horse out in the middle of nowhere Cotton
a little guy looks like a spindle twig did the deal he travelled a
long way to check us out. Told me the horse was going to the
abattoirs for dog food."

"Jimmy Cotton
is a good bloke, one of the best jockeys in the world. Ridden more
winners than you can poke a stick at, highly respected bloke and
loves horses. Taggart hides behind him; Jimmy doesn't like a lot of
what Taggart gets up to. If Jimmy went out of his way to make sure
this horse was okay he had a damn good reason. Jimmy told me about
this horse only a few days back when I saw him in Newcastle."

Bob looked
concerned. "Can you talk to Jimmy find out more about
Flaxmead."

"No not at the
moment. You have a bill of sale from Cotton and an import
application. I'll give it a health check and you can register it
with RISA. Recourse will be nearly impossible then so we say
nothing till then. Knowing Taggart anything could have happened to
the poor bugger. If there are any problems they'll come to light in
the registration process things are pretty clean these days but if
Jimmy sold it to you knowing the kids would get it strongest chance
is that it's okay."

"Sounds a bit
sinister Graham."

"Jimmy Cotton's
not stupid; he gave you that import application probably because
it's the only thing with Taggart's name on it. Means nothing to you
but it does to me and anyone else in the racing industry."

Anna had
skipped breakfast and came barrelling across the yard with a quick
hello as she climbed the fence and joined Dylan with Flaxmead. They
watched as the three ran around in circles but Bob panicked when
Dylan gave Anna a leg up onto Flaxmead's back. Harper held his arm
stopping him from jumping the fence looking him closely in the face
as he stumbled back down.

"I'll go with
Jimmy Cotton any time, if he gave you the horse for the kids it's
safe as houses," said Harper with a smile. Anna slid onto
Flaxmead's back and he didn't move a muscle. The great stallion
trotted gracefully around in circles with Dylan and Anna laughing
at the top of their voices. "That horse was brought up with
children; he loves the sound of their laughter. Taggart must have
had his boys try to whip it into gear but he has the determination
of a mule. Now I wonder how fast he can run?"

"Wonder if hell
take a saddle," said Bob.

"If he'll take
Anna on his back he will take a saddle. I need to tend to his
shoulder wounds and check him out before we go any further."

"How he won't
have a bar of us."

"Will give him
an apple with something in it to calm him down, don't need long
half hour of so."

"Okay, I'll
have the kids put him in the holding yard and see you after
breakfast I'm hungry."

"No worries
I'll head home and grab my bag."

Anna led
Flaxmead into the holding yard without any fuss at all. He
scratched at the ground with his right hoof grunting in protest as
they walked across the forecourt towards the house for breakfast.
Meal times in the Field household were a little different the
wafting tang of bacon and eggs was the same but other things could
be trying. Everyone was at the table including George the pet
cockatiel would often wade through your breakfast cereal milk and
Harold the pure white rat who thought he was a human being as he
sat watching the news on the telly from his position on the table
next to Dylan. He would stop nibbling his egg or toast held between
his tiny front paws sitting upright studying the TV screen, it was
not know if he was interested in local affairs or just liked the
changing colours on the screen.

"Get out of my
snack George, yuk you're a disgusting bird," shouted Anna. "Mum
George is bathing in my weet-bix."

"Stick it in
you're eye stick it in you're eye," replied the parrot.

"Mum George is
being rude again."

"You did teach
him to say that Anna so don't complain," replied her mother.

"He supposed to
say it to Dylan."

"Yeah well he's
got real, I wouldn't walk in your weet-bix might catch something,"
said Dylan.

"Watch it mate
or you'll cop it," replied Anna.

"You and who's
army?"

"I'll do you up
a treat any time sport."

"Stop it you
two," said their mother. "Bob will you talk to them please."

Bob Fields came
out from behind his paper putting it down on his plate of half
eaten bacon and eggs looked ominously at the children and folded
his arms. "Now how many times have we discussed respect? Now I have
a bargaining tool bigger than life itself. Any more of this and
access to Flaxmead will be withdrawn for an entire day."

"Oh what but
she started it," added Dylan.

"Enough end of
story," said his father.

Dylan and Anna
exchanged glares as they finished their breakfast. The pets were
put away and then everyone dressed for the horse yard. They heard
Graham Harper return and walked from the homestead front door
across the wide bull nose veranda to the holding yard some fifty
metres from the front of the house on the other side of the chalk
white dusty courtyard. Their five acres of paddocks were green from
heavy rains and the running water of Greed Piggy Creek could be
heard from the rear veranda. The Harpers place next door was over
four hundred acres and followed the creek line to the rear and the
main road at the front as did the Fields. Harper had sold the old
homestead with five acres to Bob Fields years back when Bob Fields
became winemaker for a major local winery.

On the other
side of the creek running adjacent both properties was the massive
Greedy Piggy Creek Coal Mine a constant menace to the Harper and
Fields. Claims of top industry standard dust suppression and
blasting techniques in the mine had no support from the Harpers or
Fields with the management of Greedy Piggy Creek Coal treating them
with aggression and contempt. Their places were often covered in
dust and shock from massive blasts in the open cut mining
operation. They had been offered what was referred to as more than
generous offers for their properties but the Harpers and Fields
liked where they lived. An abundance of coal was available
elsewhere but the Greedy Piggy mob was after the low sulphur and
ash coal that lay beneath the rolling green paddocks of the Harpers
and Fields properties. Bob Fields often took his parrot George with
him on his shoulder when talking with the Greedy Piggy management
another reason the parrot was taught to say stick it in your
eye.

Harper waited a
while for the sedative Acepromazine to take effect and Anna slipped
a hood over Flaxmead's head. Anna and Dylan talked and laughed
around him as Harper inspected his teeth and general condition
putting his age at nearly four. He mad official logs of his
markings. The horse was well kept with hooves and legs in excellent
condition and professionally shoed, the only mark was a small gash
on his shoulder that took a couple of stitches. Blood and tissue
samples were the last task and the hood removed from Flaxmead while
Harper was in the holding yard. Flaxmead caught site of Harper and
he let him know he was concerned about Harpers close proximity. "I
don't think the ace had much affect on him we need to weigh him.
Walk him to my surgery in the barn at home and lead him through the
scales," requested Harper.

Walking was
something Flaxmead didn't do well, flicking his head and breaking
into a trot from side to side wanting Anna and Dylan to walk
faster, if race horses were warm bloods Flaxmead was a hot blood.
Changing smells had Flaxmead on edge as well as they neared the
barn surgery, the smell of fresh mowed grass gave way to stable
mate feed and disinfectant. He eventually mounted the scales lead
by Anna inside the barn with no objections. He filled the holding
bars just touching the edges with his flanks. Six hundred and forty
kilo sixteen point eight hands on the height marker. "Phar Lap was
seventeen point one he's nearly as big as him. Hold him there a
minute Anna I want to listen to his heart." Harper carefully moved
his stethoscope around Flaxmead's rib cage and Harper's eyes looked
like dinner plates. "That's the strongest heartbeat I've ever heard
by a mile," commented Harper. He ran a hand held scanner over the
left side of Flaxmead's neck and it beeped. He's chipped that will
be a big help. "Now can he run? Lead him out Anna and put Meadows
saddle on him should fit him fine."

Anna lead
Flaxmead to a saddle rail inside the barn just inside the main
doors gave the lead reins to Dylan and threw Flushing Meadows
blanket on his back neatly between his loin and his withers.
Flaxmead didn't give a flicker. She threw the saddle over him and
lapped the girth strap pulling it tight the smell of dubbin filled
her nose from the neatly polished leather. The stirrups were
already adjusted for her to ride Meadow. She showed the bit and
reins to him and he lowered his head for her to gently run the
halter of the reins over his head and pulled the bit up in his
mouth adjusting the straps for Flaxmead's larger head, Flaxmead
grunted and shuddered as he smelt the mares scent on the bridle.
Anna stood back and put her helmet on in front of him. He began to
become agitated and lifting his front legs from the ground slightly
and grunting. Anna climbed the saddle rail next to him and jumped
on he grunted with approval and Dylan let go.

The barn doors
led out to the one thousand metre test track surrounded by a
standard height white wooden railing the grass in top condition
from recent rains. Anna lined Flax up with the centre of the track
and yelled but he needed no firm encouragement rearing up with a
loud whinny lunging forwards spraying turf over the three onlookers
as he raced to a gallop. Anna let out a yippee and laughed aloud as
she shot to full speed in a trice. She tucked her head in behind
Flaxmead's ears her eyes watered as the wind swept by, he hugged
the inside rail with inches to spare and Harper hit the stopwatch
at the first marker. He clicked one watch and started another as
Flax thundered past them clipping the time marker, he looked at Bob
Fields with sheer disbelief. "One minute three seconds for the
first thousand." Flaxmead held speed giving Anna the ride of her
life he thundered past a second time clipping the marker he looked
even more shocked. "Two minutes four seconds for two thousand."
again he switched watches they watched as he appeared to drive even
harder he thundered past for the last time and Harper waited to the
twelve hundred metre marker for the final watch time. "Combined
time of three minutes ten for three thousand two hundred metres
give or take a little who cares. Bloody thing just won the
Melbourne Cup, in fact with from like that it could win anything
you throw at it. It's the fastest horse I've ever seen. Three
sixteen is the fastest time for the cup Kingston Rule in 1990."

Flaxmead hadn't
finished running and pulled up after another lap flat out standing
directly in front of Graham Harper and Bob Fields looking straight
through them prancing and grunting. Harper looked away from
Flaxmead's gaze Bob wondered why and after a few seconds he walked
straight passed them giving a distinct bouquet that was unique he
walked into the barn along side the saddle rail so Anna could
dismount. Anna dropped the stirrups balanced on the rail then
jumped to the ground walked around to Flaxmead's head, he bowed and
muzzled her chest grunting and snorting. Anna looked at her father
with tears in her eyes. "Daddy he's the wind, I've dreamed of him,
now he's home."

"Jesus what are
we gonna do Graham," asked Bob.

"Get this
paperwork in today, your kids wanted a horse that could win the
Melbourne Cup. They've got one. He's highly trained, my guess is he
can run a lot faster than he just did."

Bob Fields
walked around to the front of Flaxmead and held his daughter as she
snuggled Flaxmead's head, it was the first time Flax paid him no
mind. He looked into Flaxmead's eyes from near point blank range
then stood back a little. "Well Flax me old mate, you've made a
little girl and boy very happy." The horse tossed his head and
grunted as if he understood. "You're a champion mate and I promise
you'll be one," he added. Flaxmead reared up and screamed out
dropping back to the ground tossing his head and mane around.

"This horse has
been trained well someone put some work in on him I reckon. I
wouldn't have been interested in him when he was a foal he's to
big, he's legs would have been thin and long it would have been
obvious he would be carrying a lot of weight when he grew. Only a
small percentage of long legged big horses are any good,
interaction of the front and rear legs is paramount with a horse
like this, to foster one to this stage is a big risk. He's got big
strong powerful legs now like the rest of him; well managed diet
and exercise horses don't grow like this eating straw in a dusty
paddock. I tend to go for small to medium horses they're generally
more versatile. He shot away like he came out a gate hugged the
rail and never looked back, didn't even look like slowing up. Once
in a lifetime a horse like this is born feed and trained properly.
Flaxmead was found and trained by someone who had a goal but
somehow didn't quite get there. Who, where, how, one things for
sure it certainly wasn't Taggart. This thing isn't a horse it's a
weapon. I'm going to take the paperwork to the stewards myself
tomorrow in Sydney see what we can dig up. I'll use my stable name
and colours for registration for now and list you as the owner
Bob.'

Bob shook his
head and grimaced. "No, can you list Dylan and Anna as the
owners."

Graham walked
Bob out of the children's earshot. "No, they can consider
themselves the owners and you can assure them they own him but
you'll have to be registered as the owner. The stated owner must be
over eighteen. You'll have to think of colours for yourselves to
race."

"Mmmm, think
I'll stick to wine making, you take care of the racing colours and
all and the kids have their heart set on it so really the horse is
theirs. Be a wool over the eyes job with them, wont hurt."

"Take him home,
he'll keep you busy. This is the horse Jimmy spoke of, I'm sure he
said it was a big black stallion from overseas called Flaxmead.
Jimmy just wouldn't mention something like that unless he thought
it was important. If only he could talk I bet he has a story to
tell," added Harper.


 CHAPTER THREE

Nearly four
years ago in Bristol South West England a meeting of two powerful
merchant bankers. The fair city of Bristol sitting between the
counties of Somerset and Gloucester was prime real estate. The
Ivory tower of Hornswaddle and Fothrington was nestled in the city
centre suburb of Broadmead and the conversation was about life long
employee Winston Blake. Their merchant banking empire had been
built over several generations and the only real concern in life
for the ageing pair was falling from the top of their wallets and
being fatally wounded. Wilson Hornswaddle and Bartholomew
Fothrington started work for their fathers direct from university
with budding young entrepreneur William Blake who as a child had
helped pay for his parents farming property by collaring every
local paper and grocery round and sub letting them to others in
Flax Bourton just south west of Bristol. His enduring manner made
him popular and he nearly became a politician but came to the
notice of Hornswaddle and Fothirngton's fathers who convinced him
to join them direct from university where he had been firm friends
with their sons although four years behind them. In his mid
thirties he took the helm of the merchant bank as CEO and after
many years of success now sixty five was about to retire.

Wilson
Hornswaddle and Bartholomew Fothrington faced each other across the
board of directors table being the only ones that had ever sat
around the oversize oak construction in the pompous silk covered
chairs that looked quite miniature in comparison to the volume of
the room they were housed. In the upper level office next to a full
size wall window overlooking the round mall centre of Broadmead and
the masses of commoners. The pairs pale complexion and white hair
reflected years of sunlight deprivation locked in offices and
exclusive clubs controlling the rich and infamous. Smelling of
expensive cigar smoke and rich port wearing suits that cunningly
tailored it left their hands and face completely naked they quietly
spoke of their predicament, their refined British accents used
softly.

"Well the time
has finally come and we are unprepared," said Wilson.

Bartholomew had
his hands clasped together as if in prayer touching his mouth with
his thumbs his elbows on the table. He lowered his hands and opened
his eyes. "Well we know money is of no use in this case, Winston is
the only man in our midst who cannot be swayed by ridiculous offers
of revenue. We have to decide on who is going to replace him, when
he returns from his leave in Ireland he will be gone. We have tried
in vain for months now to get him to stay but its over I feel."

Wilson stood up
and looked out the window at the bustling activities in the mall
below. He turned back to Bartholomew to maintain a lower tone and
still be heard. "We are loosing a dear friend. I feel life had
passed me by. I've never had to struggle like Winston and his
family, I was so important to myself I have ended up with no family
just you and I."

"We didn't even
trust Winston, I feel I am loosing a brother. I was shocked to have
him tell me he has little respect for me as a person. I need to
rethink my life but it is almost gone. I remember when our fathers
absorbed the massive debt of many farmers round here after the war.
Nearly sent us broke and I vowed that would never happen to us
again. My father chastised me for taking the wrong message from the
move, shame I never understood what he meant. We hold our heads up
on the backs of our fathers and Winston. Now I don't know what to
do."

Wilson sat back
down. "Do you know why Winston has gone to Dublin?"

"He didn't say
but I hear he is buying a horse to train and race."

"A horse good
lord."

"He is fond of
the race in Australia called the Melbourne Cup, his daughter took
him to the race when he visited her there years back. As we know
it's the last time he saw her. Knowing Winston he will not rest
until he finds her."

"I thought he
had accepted the fact she's gone. He spent a lot of time in the
Belanglo forest region in New South Wales. The last place she was
seen I would have thought the rest was obvious considering what had
gone on there during the time of her disappearance."

Bartholomew
smiled with a shrug. "Have you ever known of Winston to give up on
anything?"

Wilson laughed.
"No I haven't. A horse that will be different for Winston."

"Maybe not, his
secretary says he has been working on this since his daughter
disappeared."

"Well that's
extraordinary, horses are a gamble I dislike gambles and
horses."

"Or perhaps
they are a calculated risk. So you know nothing of horses."

"No hate them
not in the least bit interested, sport to king's heh. Sport of
fools if you ask me."

"Does the name
Phar Lap ring a bell?"

Wilson suddenly
had a look of surprise. "Yes it does, my father spoke of Phar Lap
on many occasions he liked horse racing. Was a horse that won the
Melbourne Cup in Australia. That's extraordinary I can recall only
one horse and you know that horse as well."

"They call it
the race that stops the nation."

"I could
understand that, common offspring of convicts take any opportunity
they could to stop work swill beer and shout aloud."

"Maybe that's
what's missing from our lives. I've been stuck in offices or down
at the club on the same chair talking about money and who had and
how we were going to get it all my life. What are we going to do
with all this money. I'm going to take a walk down the mall and buy
an ice cream."

"Should I call
Elderslie to bring the Rolls?"

"No I'll take
the stairs and walk."

"Good lord are
you mad the mall is full of commoners, they may talk to you."

"Yes Winston
does it every day its part of his life. He takes the train from
Flax Bourton to the office six miles here in Broadmead every day
then walks to the office rain or shine. He's done that for over
forty four years. He was the happiest man I know until the
disappearance of his daughter. I have never walked the streets in
case someone asked me embarrassing questions especially the media.
Winston answered all those questions for me perhaps it's my turn
now he's leaving us. Now are you coming with me?"

Wilson blinked
quickly and seemed flustered but settled with a shake of his head.
"Why not, I'll do it, and Id like to see this damned horse as well.
The thought of loosing my brother Winston will probably drive me to
anything."


 CHAPTER FOUR

Winston Blake
enjoyed the fresh meadow air of Ireland as his taxi headed for
Kildare South West of Dublin. He left his window open and his grey
hair blew in the wind, the saggy jowls of his ageing face wobbled
in the breeze scented by acres of daisy, clover and dandelion
flowers. The taxi slowed and turned into a driveway rough from
years of neglect.

The taxi
driver's keen Dublin accent bellowed around the car as he shouted
to be heard above the wind of the open window. "Are you sure this
is the right address, doesn't look like a horse stud to me."

"He's a farmer
with a few horses for sale. Dabbles in the practice don't think
he's a leading horse stud or alike. Believe me he sounded a genuine
man on the phone." shouted Blake.

The taxi
delivered Blake to a ramshackle yard with several outbuildings on
top of a hill. The main house was made of solid stone with an iron
roof aged but well kept and tracks lead down the hill from the yard
in all directions with no real metered layout. An array of dogs
meet Blake as he paid the taxi driver and they jumped and barked
making Blake smile as he patted and stroked them. His tailored
trousers became soiled from the dog's paws and Blake bent down
attempting to brush it away with his hands as the cab drove away. A
strong squeaky Irish voice came from nowhere.

"You would be
Winston Blake would you not?" Blake stood back up to find a short
thin middle aged man holding out his hand.

Blake shock the
man's hand, he had a firm grip for a small man. "Yes, I'm Winston
Blake you must be Bill."

"To be sure to
be sure I am. Forgive my short self but I'm not a leprechaun just
an old jockey turned farmer. You were looking for a stayer were you
not?"

"I'm not really
sure but I'll know when I see the horse."

"A man who
knows what he's looking for, come this way." Bill walked to a land
rover under a car port near the front of the homestead. The dogs
jumped onto the back tray and Blake found it easy to get in the
passengers seat as the dull grey come rusty vehicle had no doors.
Bill turned the key smiling at Blake the ancient land rover coughed
into life with a cloud of smoke. They rambled down a hill heading
south from the homestead passing open fields, Blake studied a black
foal playing with children under some trees about a hundred yards
from the fenced track. As they got closer he could hear the
children laughing as the foal chased them around bucking and
whinnying galloping from under the trees and heading for them.
"Stop please stop," shouted Blake. The land rover came to an abrupt
stop Bill looking at Blake with curiosity. Blake climbed from the
vehicle and stood by the fence. The black foal ran straight up to
him rearing up crying out and stamping its front hooves. Bill
joined him.

"This foal is
yours"

"Yes, the
children play with it. As a race horse it has a few problems."

"Looks like a
magnificent animal to me."

"A pretty horse
it is but he will be too big. Long thin legs with a big body he
will carry a lot of weigh, could be coordination problems with legs
like that, you wouldn't know till it was to late and money wasted.
I got him from a local leading stud they didn't want him, to much
of a risk; he has a mind of his own as well. Cant do anything with
him but he loves the children."

"I'm a novice
horse buyer and racer but there's something about him. He's black
as the night with perfect white markings. He seems to be taunting
me to challenge him, the qualities of a champion."

Bill dropped
the corners of his mouth in a deep pout and shook his head. "I've
never looked at things that way. I see obvious traits proven over a
long time and this little fella has none of them." Blake climbed
through the fence towards the foal. "Don't go near him sir hell
have a go at you," shouted Bill. Blake payed him no mind and the
foal allowed Blake to touch his forehead running his fingers over
the perfect white diamond between his eyes. Bill was astonished.
"That's the first time he's been touched by a man, he usually tries
to be giving you a kicking." Bill climbed through the fence and the
foal took flight back to the children. Blake watched it thunder
away and run around with the laughing children.

"You're
children," he asked.

"I."

"Is this horse
for sale?"

"I never
thought anyone would want him, he has another problem with his
paperwork. The stud that breed him don't know who the father is.
There was a fire in part of the stud's stables and the horses had
to be quickly moved out into holding yards from the fire. By the
time they had the fire under control three stallions had got into
the same corral as the mare while she was on heat but they don't
know which one got to her first." Only one man knows but he won't
tell them."

"Test DNA and
match the samples."

"They are not
interested, poor little fella was written off destined for the
abattoir, to much risk on investment. I felt sorry for him and
brought him here I often take horses they don't want any more
especially the older ones."

"Will you sell
him to me?"

"If you want
him why not, the kids have plenty of horses to play with."

"How much?"

"A hundred
pounds."

"A hundred
pounds!"

"If that's too
much then fifty quid will do."

Blake drew a
gold plated pen from his top pocket and fumbled in his suit chest
pocket for his check book. He calmly placed it on the tray of the
land rover briskly writing on a check whilst the dogs licked his
face. He tore the check out and handed it to Bill. "William
McPherson as far as I remember, is that right."

"It is." Blake
finished tore out the check and handed it to Bill. He took the
check with a wide smile his face changed to that of revelation when
he read it. "Sir this check is for five thousand pounds."

"Spend it
wisely Bill as I just did and look after your wife and children.
This horse will one day win the Melbourne Cup."

"The Melbourne
Cup, how."

"Look at him,
you won't stop him doing anything he wants. I spent my life making
decisions on gut feelings all for someone else and was never wrong.
Today I made a decision for myself."

"Well I never,
the little fella has already given me something way beyond my
dreams. I can pay all my debts with this. Thank you very much
sir."

"Winston, call
me Winston Bill."

"That I will
and what will you be calling the little fella."

"This little
fella will become a fire breathing monster, we just need to manage
his energy in the right direction and he will do the rest. I have
travelled between a place called Flax Bourton and Broadmead in
Bristol for the last forty four years working for the day I could
retire. Both places have been my life now this horse will be my
life. His name will bear the name of these places, Flaxmead."


 CHAPTER FIVE

Winston Blake
was a family man, his father and mother had left the stately home
to their only son a small farm in Flax Bourton six miles south west
of Bristol. His father endured massive debt left over from the
great depression but with dawn to dusk effort by Winston and his
Father they paid off the debt and during the later years of his
parents life spent all the time he could with them. He spent time
away in Oxford in university paid for by countless sacks of
potatoes from his modest father's farm and fresh milk from a few
cows and eggs via free range chickens that migrated from other
farms but never left.

Winston
returned home from work one day to find his father dead in a
rocking chair on the house veranda. His father died with a smile on
his face something that bolstered Winston's grief. Stories of the
Second World War and a stiff upper lip had eventually led to a
fortunate life and fulfilment in old age. Not long after laying his
father to rest his mother died of a broken heart, she had not taken
her own life but her life was taken elsewhere by things outside
Winston's understanding. In the entrance hall of the family home
Winston hung a poem given to him by his father called 'do not stand
at my grave and weep'. It was not known if he wrote it or found it
long ago and gave it to his mother but it was a message to live as
well as one could with the grief of family loss. It reminded him
that although there had been much sacrifice it was for a reason one
being he could lead a better life.

Winston married
and had a daughter Rose, she was adventurous and without fear. At a
young age she left her father and mother to travel the world
spending much time in Australia. Winston's wife Jacqueline died of
cancer one of the local beauties Winston had loved no other and his
heart was again saved by his father's poem. His entire world
revolved around Rose residing in Australia. His leave time from
work was spent flying to Australia and spending time with his
daughter who had found a place she loved so much a place of sun
sand wide open spaces and adventure. Rose talked endlessly of her
adventures and Winston listened always smiling it was a perfect
match of personalities.

Rose took her
father to the Melbourne Cup at Flemington racecourse Melbourne
Victoria. Winston was amazed as the entire nation stopped to watch
a few magnificent horses run just over three kilometres and was
most excited rising to his feet cheering with the rest of the
country as a jockey threw his hand in the air crossing the line
well before other competitors. The excitement continued well past
the end of the race in the streets and bars, offices and remote
communities of the land. Winston had experienced nothing like it
and it was the happiest day he had ever had with his daughter by
far remaining etched in his mind as a highlight of life. He would
forever remember her smiling face the day after the race as he
walked to his plane to return home as it was the last time he ever
saw her.

She spoke of a
trip to Sydney hitch hiking as she had never experienced the
accepted pastime. His last contact from her had been from the New
South Wales south highland town of Bowral she had then just
vanished. It was the time of the infamous backpacker murders and
Winston's spare time was spent scouring the area especially the
Belanglo State Forest. He was at one stage interviewed by the
police as a suspect the police later apologising for their mistake
but giving little hope of finding his daughter as extensive
investigations were carried out.

Rose loved rock
bands one thing her father disapproved off. They appeared to be
people with little respect for anything except money drugs and
women hardly a mixture of things that had built his life or anyone
around him. Investigations had verified that Rose attended a
performance of a band called Crimson Rose at the Royal Hotel Bowral
on the same Saturday night as the last phone call from her. Patrons
and management confirm she was there leaving with a group of people
suspected to be members of the band. Exhaustive investigation to
locate the band members had been fruitless as it appeared the band
disappeared the same time as Rose. People within the rock industry
spoke with Winston only after they found he was a powerful merchant
banker from England looking for a band but quickly became to busy
to see him once they found he was looking for his daughter and not
a band to invest buckets of money in.

Winston had not
and would never give up till he found his daughter no matter what
the outcome. Somewhere in Australia someone knew what had happened
to his daughter. His plight had little press wherever he went with
plenty of questions but no answers. He derived a plan to appear on
the front page of every newspaper in Australia, on the first
Wednesday of November he would be the owner of a horse that won the
Melbourne Cup. For some reason he became fanatically driven towards
the insurmountable task but providence from years of task and
people analyses gave him gut feeling it could happen. The biggest
calculated risk he would ever undertake. He had spoken to an
Australian couple that lost their son from the side of the road, in
just a few moments he was never heard of again. They established a
foundation relentlessly pursuing the perpetrators of the deed and
educating other children about what can happen in the case of
stranger danger. Winston studied the disappearance of many
children, teenagers and adults but used the example of this
particular couple to come up with the plan. He was sure the key to
finding his daughter was to win the Melbourne Cup, just to get that
one person hidden in the woodwork to come forward.

Winston drew
from his wide experience to plan Flaxmead's success. He had not
hesitated when he first meet the foal the gut feeling of a
champion. He had done this many times. Financing a computer company
in Malaysia no one else wanted to touch with Hornswaddle and
Fothrington funds was one example that stood out. After looking
into the venture himself by going to Malaysia and meeting the local
people over a few days without them knowing who he was gave him the
gut feeling. He returned to Wilson and Bartholomew stating against
all other advice that they should finance the operation, he was the
only one in support on the globe. As usual the brothers followed
Winston's advice and financed what is now one of the most
successful computer manufacturing businesses on the planet.

Flaxmead became
a product of combined efforts. Winston had watched his neighbours
daughter ride horses around there property since she could walk.
Her father was life long horse trainer of no prominence other than
Winston noticing he had a kind of magic with the animals. Every
night and weekend he could see his neighbour walking running and
working with horses surrounded by dogs, he had never seen him take
a whip to one. They intermittently spent weekends away towing a
horse float involved in show jumping and equestrian events. Winston
had lived with the stigma of being a merchant banker and his
neighbour had seldom returned greetings although he was known to be
a polite person and well respected in the community. Winston had a
clear vision of why he would be looked upon as such. Since Wilson
and Bartholomew's father had passed away they had gradually turned
the local community against them as they treated them like pawns on
a chess board. Winston had a far different opinion of pawns, they
were the people who had stood in front of far taller people with
limited manoeuvrability but were the front line of communities.
Doing hard things was a daily chore for them and they did it
well.

Flaxmead
arrived at his new home and what a home Winston had prepared. A
practice track and starting gate built to industry precision,
stable and facilities to match the best in the land. He now needed
a horse trainer and he had seen one with his own eyes. He had
spoken with the most successful trainers in the land who refused to
waste time as they put it with the stubborn lanky Irish foal with
dubious parents. Winston's gradual efforts had caught his
neighbour's attention and Winston noticed his vehicle slow as he
went past the sprawling development whilst going to and from his
home. Winston thought this was a good time to approach his
neighbour for assistance and walked the two miles to his fence line
where his neighbour watched his daughter jumping a horse over a
series of obstacles.

He gestured at
a distance with his hand and shouted out. "Mr Palmer, Mr Roger
Palmer." Palmer was fifty yards away and looked puzzled to see
Winston at the fence. He nodded and waved for Winston to enter his
property, Winston climbed through the wooden railing and as he
walked toward Palmer the wind carried the smell akin to a race
meeting past his nose. Flemington in Australia on the day of the
Melbourne Cup had a distinct line of aromas and Winston had just
experienced one. Palmer wiped his hand on his riding pants before
presenting it to Winston and they shook hands with a smile. Winston
noted the firm grip and smile.

"Mr Blake what
a surprise, I hear you are a man of leisure these days retired."
Palmer was a small man but just too big to be a jockey ending up a
strapper in London race stables, his strong cockney accent
reflected his Essex schooling. His dislike for the treatment of
horses in the racing industry saw him leave after a short stint
moving to Flax Bourton chasing a girls now his wife a family that
had there for many generations. He established a riding school and
his family had won many equestrian and show jumping titles, he had
trained horses for the Royal Family. "Quite a set up you have built
over the last few years, I didn't know you were a horse man."

Winston
hesitated looked at the ground then back up then smiled. "I know
you would not have a great deal of respect for me not many do for
Hornswaddle and Fothrington but I am not they. I don't know who you
are but one thing is for sure you are damn good with horses. I
don't pass comment on that from other advice I pass it on my own
observations. I ask you listen to what I have to say have a look
round then make your own decisions under the same method."

Palmer tipped
his head to one side dropping the sides of his mouth then nodded.
"Fair cop, geezer who's straight down the line. Don't worry I got
ears. You helped a mate of mine out few years back and I know you
kept it quiet."

Winston looked
wide eyed. "Families are very important things Mr Palmer."

"Roger."

"Thank you.
Roger. I think I know what you refer to and what I did was
completely outside Hornswaddle and Fothrington operating procedures
so I did it myself although it would appear to be done within the
constraints of requirements."

Roger slapped
Winston on the back and put his arm around him leading him towards
the house. "I know that, come and have a cup of tea, my kitchens
yours."

Palmer showed
Winston past his stables and his horses, they waded through the
throng of dogs around the house, stroked the cat on the porch and
sat in the modest kitchen. Palmer made an excellent cup of tea and
they sat talking of locals and events and a pattern of similar
views emerged and Blake found he was not perceived by the local
populous as he had imagined. Winston noticed Palmers animals were
as well cared for as his family and the quote of Mohandas Gandhi
came to mind, a nation can be judged on how it treats its
animals.

Winston felt
this was as good a time as any to ask Palmer to train Flaxmead. "I
would like you to come and meet a horse, foal actually. I would
like you to train him."

"Jumper is he?"
enquired Palmer.

"No, I think
he's what you refer to as a hot blood race horse. A
thoroughbred."

"I've never
trained a race horse, I saw what they did with some of them and
didn't approve."

Winston drew on
all his bolstering talents. "Perhaps you can show them another way
will work, succeed where others have failed."

"They wouldn't
listen to me, stuffy bleeding bunch they are. Me, train a race
horse they would laugh at you."

"I know what
you mean, in the course of setting up and buying Flaxmead nearly
everyone has laughed at me."

Palmer suddenly
stopped pouring their second cup of tea. "Flaxmead, don't tell me
Flax Bourton and Broadmead."

Winston
laughed. "You have it."

Palmer looked
super inquisitive. "There's more in this than meets the eye. The
perfect track and starting stools, the state of the art buildings.
I thought you were showing off but I don't think that's the case.
You're not that kind of geezer."

Winston stood
up, "Come with me and I will show you a horse that will win the
Melbourne Cup in Australia."

"The Melbourne
Cup blimey, you really believe that?"

"Yes I do,
otherwise I wouldn't be doing it."

Palmer rubbed
his nose momentarily smoothing the wrinkles of experience on his
face. "Can I have this cup of tea and a bit of a think? The wife
will be home in a couple of hours and probably have to talk to her
as well." Winston sat down in silence while Palmer slowly finished
his cup of tea. He suddenly stood up with speed. "Bugger em, show
me this horse."

Palmer called
his daughter in from the field, she took the saddle and bridle from
her pony and slapped him on his rump, the horse bolted into the
field kicking and frolicking. Kalika Palmer was sixteen and under
the guidance of her father was current junior show jumping champion
for the UK. She was unaware of what was to transpire as she visited
Winston Blake's property. Winston showed the facilities to a wide
eyed Roger and Kalika Palmer explaining why things had been done as
they had whilst they walked towards the barn in the centre of the
white fenced training track, one thousand meters of perfectly kept
turf. Next to the mobile six stand starting gate tethered to a farm
tractor was a series of holding yards, that's where Kalika first
saw Flaxmead. They both stopped when on eye contact and Flaxmead
reared up screaming then ran to the fence to greet her. She walked
to the railing mesmerized by the little stallion looked directly in
his eyes and put on the widest smile. Flaxmead grunted and shock
his head so she climbed the fence and held him around the neck
holding her head to his.

"Blimey, its
love at first sight," said Palmer.

"Amazing,
horses have a mind of their own. They know what they want to do and
who they want to do it with," replied Blake.

Palmer climbed
the fence and Flaxmead reared up standing between him and Kalika
stomping his front hooves, waving his head up and down and grunting
in disapproval. Palmer smiled at the horse offered his hand for a
few seconds. The foal smelt his scent, Palmer then slowly lowered
his hand and climbed back beside Blake maintaining eye contact with
the foal. He leaned on the lower rail watching as Flaxmead returned
to muzzle Kalika. "Well you're right; every inch of this horse is a
champion. He's gonna be a very big horse, makes for a few problems
but with an attitude like that if he has good coordination and can
run stand clear. If I was a breeder and trainer Id say he wasn't
worth it."

"That's why
he's here, he just needs some people to believe in him."

"Look at his
markings perfect, when he grows up he'll look like a duck in a
chicken run you won't miss him. He'll be a thundering menace, now
I've meet the little bugger I think you're right." Roger offered
his hand to Winston. "I'll do it; you got yourself a trainer
Winston."

Winston shock
Rogers hand firmly with a wide smile. "Done."

Roger called to
his daughter. "Come on Kalika, we have to talk to your mother she
will be home shortly."

She reluctantly
climbed the fence and tossed her long fair locks behind her back
revealing her thin long nose and bright blue eyes. "Sir what's that
horse's name."

"My names
Winston and the horse is Flaxmead."

Kalika and
Flaxmead looked at each other through the railings. "He's
different, He's a champion. I think I love him."

"Come on you we
have to get home, you can't marry a horse," said her father.

"I don't mean
like that dad, he's pure he doesn't hide himself and knows exactly
what he wants. If I could find a boy like Flaxmead I would consider
him if he asked."

"Don't hold
your breath love could be waiting a while."

"Kalika tossed
her hair around her back and walked past her father towards home."
I won't," she replied.

"Phew,
confident," said Blake.

"Yeah,
confident fearless adventurous, a worry at times," commented
Palmer.

"Kalika!"
shouted Blake, she turned still walking backwards. "Come and see
Flaxmead whenever you wish"

"Try and stop
me," she turned and kept walking.

"A word of
advice Roger, I had a daughter like Kalika."

"Yeah I know
all about it I'm sorry."

"That's Okay
Ill find her."

Palmer began to
walk away, "See you in the morning Winston."

"How much."

"How much
what?"

"For you to
train Flaxmead?"

"Not a brass
razoo me old mate."

"Surely you
need some kind of restitution for your services."

"This is
something I wanna do, not have to do, big difference."


 CHAPTER SIX

A year and a
half past and Flaxmead indeed turned into a thundering menace,
Kalika and the stallion became inseparable. Flaxmead could clear
his holding yard when he was six months old and ran up and down the
Palmers fence screaming for Kalika. His fence around his holding
yard was raised but Kalika objected hearing him scream for her of a
morning, a scream unlike any horse they had ever heard, piercing,
it could reach the edge of town, some kind of message perhaps not
for the faint hearted. Winston received complaints about the noise
and had a visit from the RSPCA checking on reports of cruelty. The
local newspapers turned on the perpetrators of the rumours but
Winston poured cold water on the lot by praising the locals and the
RSPCA for making sure animals were well cared for. Kalika was
housed in a guest house erected next to Flaxmead's quarters curing
the problem and Roger Palmer and his daughter now devoted all spare
time to Flaxmead.

His diet was
closely monitored with calcium supplements and foods with a wide
nutrition value to keep up with Flaxmead's staggering growth rate.
Palmer could saddle the horse by the time it was six months but had
not put Kalika in the saddle until now. The all-embracing
facilities available had Flaxmead jumping from the staring gates
from his back legs in a flash by the time he was one. Palmer had
children on Flaxmead's back as of the time he was one gradually
increasing the size of the child used as he grew and always
retained behaviour when ridden by a child. Flaxmead would yearn to
bolt and could run the track tethered to a land rover with just his
saddle and weights in record times, but could he do it with a
rider.

The day came to
run Flaxmead with Kalika in full flight; the atmosphere had an
eerie silence while the vet checked his condition. Many hours of
Palmer walking him, laying him down talking to him telling him who
he was and showing how to be the champion of all champions was
about to be tested. The vet commented he had the loudest and
strongest heart beat he had ever encountered from a horse. A
farrier checked his shoes making a few adjustments common on
growing horses. The decision to run him out of the gate then steady
for a thousand metres pull him up and check him again was
considered safe by Palmer because he had so much one on training
and was fluent with launching himself from the gate and hugging the
rail. However Flaxmead had other ideas, horses aren't stupid and he
had been at the Roger Palmer University for thundering lunatics for
a year and a half.

Flaxmead became
agitated and excited as Kalika mounted him with help from her
father he was already sixteen hands. She guided him to the gate set
up on the lead off on the barn end of the training track, he became
super hyped and Roger Palmer could not take the halter on his head
to guide him in but he didn't need to as Flaxmead shot into the
open starting gate and it locked behind him. Palmer reminded Kalika
to shout light when the starters light came on, he had averaged
hundreds of starter's times from when the light came on to when the
gates opened and taught Flaxmead to haunch ready to break at a set
time. Palmer had no idea if it would work and got the idea from how
a certain formula one racing car team trained their drivers, they
constantly showed results from the starting grid way above everyone
else. He manned the gate trigger, things were tense even Wilson and
Bartholomew had become interested and watched from the sidelines
with vets children mothers and friends.

Kalika shouted
light as her father turned it on studied his watch Flaxmead lifted
his front legs and balanced ready to lunge and the gate flew open.
He shot from the stall and flew like a bullet straight to the rail
with only inches from Kalika's ankle to the white railing. The
track turns were tight and Kalikas boot just scraped the railing
once as Flaxmead leaned into the corner he did not make the mistake
again. Kalika didn't touch him just sat behind his ears she smiled
as her eyes began to stream with water. "Go Flaxy go," she laughed
with contentment and Flaxmead kicked up a notch. She attempted to
slow him after the first lap passing the timing marker but he
refused to stop or slow down Palmer and Blake studied the
sophisticated laser track timer read out fifty seven seconds."

"Blimey," was
Palmers reaction. He had expected Kalika to stop but they powered
on. "He won't stop, he's taking her round again." Flaxmead flashed
by passing the timer for the second time. "Lap time one minute and
one second aggregate time one minute fifty eight seconds, that
can't be right there's something wrong with this lot." Flaxmead
powered on Kalika tried to convince him to pull up.

"Flaxy come on
love time to give it away," she shouted. He settled to a blistering
pace but kept going passing the timer for a third time.

Palmer and
Blake looked at each other. "Cripes just under three minutes," said
Palmer.

"Is that good?"
asked Blake.

"Good, unheard
of, nor spoken of, if this things accurate that's the fastest horse
on the planet."

Flaxmead
cantered to a halt after the fourth lap agitated, striding around
in front of them showing himself off grunting clawing the ground
with his front legs and rearing up with screaming whinnies, Palmer
averted direct gaze in a show of respect for what he had achieved
the horse responded and came to a standstill. Kalika slid from his
saddle and he lowered his head into her chest. "Flaxy hail the
king, you're a champion Flax I'm so proud of you." She led him to
the wash down slab and he stood poised enjoying Kalika's attention
and approval.

The gathered
stood around and watched the gleaming black stallion, its not every
day you see the birth of a king and the atmosphere was electric.
Wilson Hornswaddle and Bartholomew Fothrington had never seen a
horse run let alone one like Flaxmead. They were in earshot of
Palmer and Blake as they discussed the next moves.

"Well he's a
champion and can run but he doesn't know how to race. He needs to
run against other horses of the same standard and theirs not many
around. Three would be all right so he can gauge pace over distance
and work out how to move if he's blocked in the pocket," said
Palmer.

"Blocked in the
pocket, I'm not sure I understand," commented Blake.

"The racing
industry is often about money, big races may have several horses in
an event or be affiliated with other stables all can affect a
result. Block a horse like Flaxmead in and he needs to know what to
do. He's liable to push his weight around and cross the line
regarding rules of engagement. Some people like to win races even
though their horse is not the fastest. He's a champion but we need
to teach him how to race."

"That something
I never would have thought of. How much to get three horses here he
can work with," asked Blake.

"Not the
question really me old fruit, would they part with them. Would I
sell my best horse to someone who had a horse that could run it
down? No Id want the horse that could run it down. We would be
attracting too much attention. I don't know what to do here between
a rock and a hard place. If we start to run him in races the same
thing we'll happen. He'll be hounded locked out chased by the rich
and famous nobbled rustled all manner of things. Still his destiny
is in Australia, long way away. If we can find horses and keep it
quite he'll hit them before they know what's happened."

"I would have
thought the sport of kings was a bit more above that kind of
thing," commented Blake.

"Yeah, well its
better than it's ever been but there's always a few rotten apples
in every barrel. Ill start looking but they already know Flaxy's
here. See the silver Mercedes on the side of the road. Its not
there because it's broken down, chances are they know Flaxy can run
now. Looking for grade one runners and buying them is going to
cause a stir."

Blake ran his
hand through his hair with a look of anguish. Wilson whispered to
Bartholomew his refined plum in mouth accent was in stark contrast
to Palmers wide cockney slur. "Are you thinking what I'm thinking?"
asked Wilson.

"I think I'm
thinking exactly what you're thinking and I second the motion.
Never had so much fun in my life, lets do it." He raised his voice
towards Blake. "Em Winston a word if we may."

"Ahh
Bartholomew, nice of you to come and see what's going on. Bit
boring for you I imagine but you being here is rewarding. Haven't
seen you for a while now, I've missed you."

"Since you left
we've been as miserable as sin, boring never been so excited in our
lives, rewarding we sold out last week building a new hospital in
Bristol for the community called the Jacqueline Blake cancer
centre. We owe you everything Winston. Now where do we find these
bloody horses you want?"

Palmer and
Blake looked blankly at each other. "They won't like you muscling
in and buying up grade one thoroughbreds, you bring them here and
the connection will be obvious," commented Palmer.

"I was thinking
the same thing my good man," said Wilson. "Then we'll buy their
operations sack them and you'll be in charge. What would you rather
do sell a good horse and remain buoyant or loose everything. Now
Winston will tell you the answer to that I'm sure."

"Id rather he
make it by himself gentlemen, by all means get involved but all
above boards," said Blake.

"Absolutely
Winston everything above boards, three of the fastest horses on the
planet stayers from what I can make out if you pardon my limited
knowledge will be here within a month. You look after the horses,
well look after the mob and the money. You see we did learn from
you Winston, how not to run our damn lives."

Winston was
shaking his head smiling and looking at the ground nervously moving
dirt around with his designer shoes. "I wonder if the industry will
forgive me for delivering you pair to its midst."

Wilson put his
hand on Bartholomew's shoulder looking him straight in the face. "I
have a contact in the middle east who can have a horse here next
week."

Bartholomew
thrust his face in front of Wilson's. "Poppycock, I'll have a horse
here within days, I know some people you don't even know I know."
He walked towards the Rolls the chauffeur opened the door.
"Elderslie take me to the airport, no wait Ill drive give me the
keys."

Elderslie in
his perfect black suit top hat and white shirt looked shocked. "Sir
you don't have a licence you've never learnt to drive."

"Damn, in all
this excitement I would have liked to have. The airport Elderslie
and get rid of that ridiculous outfit, look more casual looks like
were showing off."

"Yes sir."

Wilson winked
at Blake and Palmer and shouted at Bartholomew making haste toward
the car. "You leave that door open I refuse to let you have fun
without me."

"Always
following never leading, story of your life."

Wilson pushed
his way into the car, "Well see about that, I bet you five quid I
have a top stayer here before you."

"Huhh, a man
and his money easily parted." The door of the Rolls closed and the
car left the grounds in a cloud of dust.

Kalika had
watched the happenings with wide eyes and scepticism. "Are those
real people Mr Blake?"

Blake and
Palmer burst into laughter. Winston put his arm around Kalika and
hugged her as they watched the Rolls speed off along the main road
it slowed by the silver Mercedes and from the rear window of the
Rolls a clear middle finger gesture was displayed to the occupants
of the Mercedes. "Yes they are real people love, they just
discovered what it is to have fun and find it a little
intoxicating. I suppose one day I will have to apologise to the
racing industry for awakening two sleeping giants."

Palmer grinned
at both of them. "Looks like well get our horses then, wouldn't
miss it for all the tea in china me old china, heh heh."


 CHAPTER SEVEN

It was six days
to be precise, early light had just broken. Kalika was grooming
Flaxmead in the wash down bay and her father had not told her about
the grand horse float that pulled up in the yard. The daunting
lorry was decorated in a grand manner in keeping with the standard
of cargo it carried. Kalika anticipated what had arrived and gave
her father a dirty look.

Roger Palmer
shrugged his shoulders at her, "We can't tell anyone what comes in
and out of here now. You would've told all your friend's and the
neighbour's, you know what you're like you'd talk the hind leg of a
donkey. Toss up on telling you or the news of the world like. Know
what I mean."

Kalika was
short and slim but filling out in her later teens; she stared
sternly at her father and put her hands on her hips. "Dad!"

A tall burly
red haired character in a neat gold uniform and polished riding
boots climbed from the driver's seat of the lorry carrying a clip
board and approached Kalika and her father. He spoke with a clear
Scottish accent. "I'm looking for Winston Blake," he asked.

"He's in the
house," replied Kalika.

"Thank you and
a bonny lassie you are." The Scotchman caught site of Flaxmead
tethered on the wash down pad. "Is that your steed lassie?"

"No its Mr
Blake's."

"Kalika." She
turned to find Blake mustered by the arrival of the lorry standing
behind her. "Flaxmead is yours as much as mine." She didn't know
what to say and stepped to one side bitting her bottom lip. "I'm
Winston Blake we have been expecting you."

The Scotchman
offered his hand to Winston and they exchanged greetings. "Ross
Hildebrand is my name sir I train horses." Hildebrand squinted at
Kalika and racked his brain. "I've seen you somewhere before lassie
you're picture is in magazines, are you a show jumper." A penny
dropped. "Wait a moment you're Kalika Palmer junior champion. I
hear your father is a brilliant whisperer."

"Why don't you
ask him he's standing next to you," replied Kalika.

Ross dropped
his head slightly and put out his hand. "Oh sorry sir, forgive
me."

Roger shook his
hand. "What's in the lorry for us then like."

"A cockney,
they all seem to be like comedians Benny Hill or John Cleese must
be in the blood."

"Well that's
right like, we all sort of act as a comical officer in roster for
the week. This must be ratified by the cockney comical autonomous
commune with a fifty percent majority in pure internal affairs
fortnightly, or at a monthly meeting with all present in excess of
fifty percent for external affairs. This week it's me some watery
tart threw a sword at me, any questions."

Hildebrand
laughed out loud. "None I'm sorry I asked. I've some horses here
three to be exact, they're no ordinary horses. They're three of the
fastest horses in existence. One and a half million pounds
worth."

Palmer smiled
and twitched his head to one side. "I don't gauge horses by a
monetary value; I judge them on temperament, intelligence, courage
and character. The best horses I ever had cost me next to
nothing."

Hildebrand
slapped Palmer on the back making him cough. "I heard you were a
man of my own heart. My instructions are to run these horses here
today on a test track and leave before nightfall."

"We have no
jockey here to run that many horses." replied Palmer.

"I've been
given their regular jockeys, they're in the bunk quarters of the
float. I find them to be nasty annoying little cretins that drink
allot but have small bladders. If not for them I would have been
here an hour ago."

"The horse's
names," asked Palmer.

"I have a
message from two distinguished elderly gentleman for want of a
better description, it's for you Mr Blake and quote." Hildebrand
looked at his clip board. "Try this bunch, can't make it back
having too much fun in Edinburgh. Off to France tomorrow hope to be
home soon, get on with it. Regards Wilson Hornswaddle Bartholomew
Fothrington. Tell me something Mr Blake are those gentleman real
people, seem liked they had been locked away for fifty years and
suddenly let loose to terrorise the population."

Everyone
laughed aloud. "They certainly are, takes some people longer to
grow up than others with varied results. Did they buy these
horses?"

"No, my boss
would never part with them. Those two gentlemen must have some
bargaining power. They know something that concerned him, these
horses have never left the stables for anything other than major
race meetings and never all together. If you're familiar with
racing colours you may know their names, the jockeys think they are
on a qualifying test for their next riding contracts so keep out
the way."

"You been
travelling all night," asked Palmer.

"No we bunked
down south of Birmingham last night and left early this
morning."

"Soon as you
saddle up we'll stick em in the gate, that black stallion over
there will take the outside stall. Wed like to run a few times
three thousand metres."

"Three thousand
metres that's a long way. One of these horses has never run over a
thousand but holds the current world record for a thousand. She's
and American horse from Texas."

"Then drop her
out after a thousand," said Palmer.

"She can run
three thousand she just doesn't know how to."

"We all learn
something today then," added Blake. "Let's go sooner they run the
sooner you can go home."

The lorry was
shrouded in security and the horses prepared behind the closed
doors of the double deck pan trailer. Blake didn't like the cloak
and dagger atmosphere but Palmer expected things to be tight and
assured him it was nothing new. Grass roots racing was a family
affair with plenty of integration and atmosphere, grade one horse
racing was a stark contrast in comparison. Kalika saddled Flaxmead
as through the truck pan windows and vents the jockeys studied the
opposition. They were awe struck by the black stallion and
conferred to box him in against the rail if he could run with
agreements on who would win each test. The story they were on trial
for new contracts had worked and things were tense, thousands of
pounds and lucrative allowances were at steak as far as they were
concerned it was no walk in the park.

Palmer showed
the jockeys the gate and track, Blake noted the riding colours and
accessed the net to check stables and probable mounts. Palmer
recognised only one rider and horse English stayer Blue Moon winner
of two grand nationals and a flyer over long distance with or
without jumps. If Flaxmead could stay with this horse he was a
champion. Other information from the net revealed the biggest horse
to indeed be Texas sprinter and world record holder Winchester. The
jockeys were American, English and German, Blake found them most
annoying, demanding and was keen to get on with things. He wondered
if Wilson Hornswaddle and Bartholomew Fothrington had actually
planned the discomfort but he then thought better of the gesture,
things are not always as they seem.

Palmer had
Kalika casually wait around Flaxmead and not mount him until the
others were loading into the stalls; he made a habit of having her
put her helmet on in front of him just prior to mounting. The
painstaking lessons of cat and mouse trying to unnerve opponents
before they had even stated running had begun. The jockeys finally
broke after half an hour of waiting lowering the loading ramps
either side of the trailer and leading their mounts towards the
grass. Hildebrand assisted them to mount the magnificent steeds
assembled and they warmed them up trotting along the short strait
of the training track and back. Kalika's father gave her a nod to
mount and Flaxmead stirred as she put on her helmet in front of
him. She mounted with her fathers leg forming a step up on his knee
and pulled the reins toward the grass, Flaxmead reared in front of
the opposition but they had none of it becoming agitated themselves
this appeared to make the young black stallion display even more
pompous behaviour rearing up and screaming beside the opposition.
Kalika struggled to control him behind the stalls as the three
guests were led in by Hildebrand one by one. Palmer had Kalika
dismount and mess with the bridle for no apparent reason annoying
the loaded jockeys and mounts before she remounted and took the
outside stall the three guests on the inner three.

Flaxmead locked
in and Palmer took the starting handle, light on, shouted Kalika,
this drew the opponents concentration puzzled by the shout, the
gates opened and Flaxmead bolted. He struggled to make up wide
ground but by the first turn was a length clear and cut in to the
rail turfing the opposition. Fifty seven seconds past the first
marker Hildebrand stood like a statue with an emotionless look as
Flaxmead pulled away from his trio. Half way round the second
thousand Blue Moon pulled to the outside by her jockey crept passed
the two stable mates and set after Flaxmead. Passed the thousand
marker for a second time and Blue Moon sat on Flaxmead's heels but
the black colt held the rail with clean precision. Two thousand
five hundred and Blue Moon put her head level with Kalika's vision
on the outside and she asked Flaxy to kick. "Go Flaxy go love." The
young stallion found something in his giant heart pulling clear,
Kalika's laughter from sheer delight seemed to spur him on and
Flaxmead pulled three lengths on the greatest stayer in the land by
the third time past the timing marker.

Hildebrand
stood between Palmer and Blake, he had not moved a muscle or said a
word. His jockeys cantered the last thousand but Flaxmead thundered
on rearing up in front of Hildebrand tossing his head and screaming
when he reached them, he paraded round in circles. The trio of
champions hesitated circling and jostling with each other
intimidated by the colt blocking their exit. Flaxmead suddenly
casually walked to the wash down pad and stood still allowing
Kalika to slide from his back.

Hildebrand
looked to the sky. "Once in a life time you find a freak of nature
bolstered by the hand of providence and in this case fused with
pure arrogance. If he's body holds out he could be the greatest all
rounder of out time."

"He's not there
yet, but he has the most potential I've ever seen," replied Palmer.
"Can we run one more time in two hours, ask your jockey's to start
wide and box him in."

"That's a big
ask and unusual. I get your drift, that's an awfully confident
stallion he'll muscle his way out could be dangerous," said the
Scott.

"Horseracing is
a dangerous sport like, your trio and jockeys are the best around
I'm sure they know how to hold their ground. Flaxmead I'll have to
read Kalika's voice and body language if he wants to win." said
Palmer.

"He won't like
the idea of no free air in front of him that's for sure. Okay two
hours."

The quad of
horse flesh mingled unwillingly in the wash bay and holding yards.
Palmer spent all the time explaining how he thought the best way to
have Flaxmead drop back and go wide. Not a recipe for success but
if a horse could pull off a kick after loosing ground Flaxmead was
a prime candidate, do it enough times and the opposition may expect
it and leave a hole big enough to push thorough slowing to cover
the move. Now was Flaxmead as smart as Palmer thought he was.

The trio of
Jockeys had attempted to shut the show down objecting to being
guinea pigs. Hildebrand was forced to contact the powers to be and
things were made clear to the spindly trio of protesters. They
mounted their rides dead on time and locked in widest gates. Palmer
got Kalika to dispense with the light warning in an attempt to slow
Flaxmead out of the gate but to no avail. On the jump Flaxmead shot
to the rail but the Texas sprinter Winchester just brushed passed
him demonstrating why he was world record holder for the thousand
and Flaxmead was forced to sit, before he could go wide the stayer
Blue Moon closed the gate and Flaxmead was boxed in. The third
horse a bay stallion thought to be cross country champion Lyndhurst
tucked in behind and even after the Texas bullet slowed on the
third lap. At two thousand five hundred metres it was nearly all
over Kalika asked Flaxmead to drop back. Blue Moons jockey heard
her yell and sit up he stoped brushing Blue Moons neck with his
whip and the powerful stayer hesitated to cover Kalika's move. A
half head hole appeared just to the right of Flaxmead's right eye
and he powered past Winchesters right flank catching Kalika and
Blue Moon by surprise. Kalika dropped her head below Flaxmead's
ears and the trio didn't see which way the giant black colt went.
The trio slowed and trotted into the yard as Flaxmead thundered
past the thousand marker for the third time. For the first time
Flaxmead slowed on the cool down lap and trotted to stand in front
of Palmer. Palmer looked down in respect walking towards the wash
down bay and the colt followed him.

The lorry was
loaded and prepared to leave. Hildebrand asked Blake when the young
colt would be set loose at his first race meeting as he would like
to be there. Hildebrand was shocked to hear Flaxmead would never
run in the UK and when ready was destined for a race as far away as
could be imagined. Hildebrand had a hunch bid everyone farewell
leaving his contact details with Blake with strict instructions to
summon him when the colt was to run no matter where it be. The
hefty prime mover billowed black smoke as it laboured away kicking
up dust from under its articulated trailer and headed for
Edinburgh.


 CHAPTER EIGHT

Another year
past, truck loads of horses came and went some staying for a few
days. Flaxmead learnt little because he didn't need to, he had
never lost a start at his stately home against one horse or five
others it made no difference he ran them all down. Palmer had been
able to derive revenue from running horses against Flaxmead,
although he had never run a race he had become a standard from
which Wilson Hornswaddle and Bartholomew Fothrington were able to
find horses with poor bloodline and reputations that were hidden
winners. Wilson Hornswaddle and Bartholomew Fothrington voiced
opinions based on track results at Blake's stable, no one knew how
the retired merchant bankers were always right and their opinions
had become highly respected in the industry. Palmer then noticed
the thing he had been waiting for, Flaxmead started to run as fast
as was needed not as fast as he could go. He won starts by a length
time after time some against horses that may have well run
backwards and some current champions of the day. Palmer ran slow
horses with him for three months then suddenly ran against five of
the world's best. Flaxmead was boxed in the pocket, broke to late
in heavy conditions after rain and suffered his first loss. For the
first time in Winston Blake's life he became despondent with his
goal as he witnessed what it did to the colt, Flaxmead pulled up
after the final marker and walked solemnly with his head down, a
horse had finished in front of him and he knew it. Palmer had not
considered this but it came to him he had never worked with a horse
so intelligent. He had seen similar disappointment from Kalika's
show mounts when they failed to clean a round of jumps but nothing
as obvious as he had seen from Flaxmead.

Blake expressed
concern to Palmer and they decided to push on with the belief
Flaxmead's spirit would only be kindled by the experience. They
waited the longest two hours of their life, it seemed like days.
They paced up and down round the stable and walked the track,
Flaxmead knew he was going to run again by Kalika's behaviour
following a set routine. He stood on the wash bay tethered to a
rail quietly waiting to run again, the two hours passed.

The stalls were
loaded and he ran against the same horses of which one had defeated
him purposely put in the stall along side him. Kalika was puzzled
Flaxmead was calm not his usual strutting self and stood in the
stall nearly motionless. She remained upright trying to work out
what to do then Flaxmead stirred rattled the stall and whinnied not
stopping until Kalika set herself to start. She had failed to call
light she was concentrating so hard the stall opened and Flaxmead
flashed to the lead cut to the rail showered the opposition in turf
and never looked back. Palmer noticed his stride was full right
from the word go. Kalika had never carried a whip Palmer banking on
the horse being intelligent enough to work out his race plan
himself with simple vocal instructions from the jockey, she laughed
and Flaxmead powered on. A timer had been in place for some time at
the three thousand two hundred metre mark. Palmer studied the time
as Flaxmead cleared out over the last thousand to finish ten
lengths ahead of the pack. Three minutes fourteen seconds,
Bingo.

Flaxmead
returned to his old self, he had only ever run with Kalika on his
back, the tall girl had turned into a beautiful woman and weighed
just over seventy kilo. Weight became no consequence to the
thundering black monster. Palmer called on a friend little Johnny
Watts a local jockey, he was short thin spoke with the voice as
high as a singing skylark with a lisp and that fast you had to be a
mouse to understand the details. They discovered a major problem,
Flaxmead would not have the jockey go anywhere near him. As soon as
they entered his space and put his helmet on Flaxmead let everyone
know the little man was not going anywhere near his back or his
stall should he have his own way.

They tried
several jockeys over a few days with the same results. The jockeys
were keen to have a go but the black stallion would have none of
it. Kalika could mount Flaxmead with ease but a jockey would bring
on the same behaviour. Palmer had never seen this before and
thought about what to do. Blake Palmer and Kalika were the only
people that ever went near Flaxmead, he tolerated Palmer and Blake
and loved Kalika. Palmer then realised Kalika had shown Flaxmead to
several of her girl friends and he had not moved a muscle some
sitting on his back and being lead around. She once bought her
boyfriend to see him and Flaxmead turned on him pinning him against
the rails of his stall, luckily the boy had been okay the only
casualty Kalika's relationship with the poor lad. The experience
upset Kalika so she kept boys and men away from him. Men loved
women and liked to show off to them, try and take a man's wife and
look out. Car race teams often commented that if the drivers wife
or partner was present the car some how went faster than when they
were absent. Palmer was sure Flaxmead was a chauvinistic pig always
showing off to mares and confronting stallions. Maybe Flaxmead
thought he was a human being no one had ever shown him a
mirror.

Kalika summoned
her show jumping and equestrian riding friends and they all
successfully thundered round the test track without a battened
eyelid from the colossal stallion. He put a rare show on in front
of them running or standing still, Palmer noticed females melted in
his presence be they a horse or human. If a man gives his a woman
the key to his door you just may get fireworks galore. Irish female
jockey Sinead Courtney had piloted over twenty winners in the last
year. She weighed thirty eight kilo and stood one hundred and
thirty centre metres tall, her nick name was spindle twig but
mounted on the back of a thoroughbred she had the heart of a lion.
She initially refused to attend Blake's stables but heard the horse
she was to try out was born in Ireland and had a change of heart.
She was picked up by Wilson Hornswaddle and Bartholomew Fothrington
and taken to the stables, her stomach muscles ached on arrival from
laughing at the two eccentrics all the way from Bristol
airport.

She changed
into her riding uniform walked to the stable where she caught her
first sight of Flaxmead saddled and ready to go. She saw horses
every day but she stopped and looked at Flaxmead for some seconds,
she also noticed Flaxmead had a distinct bouquet to her nose
standing out from the rest of the common smells she was used
to.

To Flaxmead she
must have looked like a little girl as she put her helmet on in
front of him, Flaxmead loved women and children and there in front
of him were both in one package. She took Flaxmead's reins and the
graceful giant walked along behind her like a cute puppy shaking
his head and snorting occasionally. Kalika explained she would not
need her whip and Sinead handed it to Kalika. She also advised her
to replace the time she would commonly use her whip with laughter,
Sinead asked how long Kalika had worked with Flaxmead and nodded
with a smile when she was told. She mounted by herself and adjusted
the stirrups and reins, Flaxmead remained perfectly calm. The
shimmering black stallion took to a stall with neither guidance nor
instruction and the stall door closed behind him. Palmer waited for
a few seconds as all watched on then released the pair. Sinead gave
a yohh as the monster was unleashed flashing to the rail with
little Sinead tucked in behind his ears, on the third lap she could
just be heard laughing and encouraging her mount and letting out a
loud yahoo as Flaxmead kicked and thundered past the thousand
marker for the last time. Sinead Courtney patted Flaxmead's neck as
he cantered back to the stall in the lead off area. She dismounted
and her Irish accent echoed in the courtyard. "Give me this horse
and I'll give you the world." They had found the key that would
unlock the cabinet housing the Melbourne Cup.


 CHAPTER NINE

Palmer advised
Blake that it was time to move Flaxmead closer to his goal and
acclimatise him. When Blake acquired Flaxmead from William
McPherson an agreement was set for McPherson to send a bloodline
certificate to Blake that he promised to chase up from the Irish
Stud from where Flaxmead was born. Blake was sure it was safer to
not register Flaxmead until immediately prior to his first race in
Australia. He saw no point in shuffling paper in the UK for nothing
repeating the process in Australia drawing attention at a time that
he felt was not right. It was over a year before the certificate
arrived in the post and it puzzled Blake and Palmer as they had
mulled the information over the past months preparing paperwork to
present to the Australian racing board. The sire and dame listed on
the certificate were Australian horses as were the majority of the
family tree but the paperwork was Irish. Blake has spoken with
Palmer on several occasions on the topic and he suggested the
document was a forgery so Blake rang William McPherson and the
riddle was solved.

McPherson
apologised to Blake for not including an explanatory letter stating
he wrote poorly leaving school early to pursue a career as a jockey
and had forgotten to ring Blake now some time since the certificate
was dispatched. The story McPherson had about the stable fires and
Flaxmead having three possible fathers was correct but it did not
happen in Ireland but a place in Australia called The Hunter Valley
where the stud had an affiliate operation. Bushfires had caused
major infrastructure damage at the stud and Flaxmead's mother was
shipped to Ireland with other horses shortly after the accident
where she remained to this day. It had taken many months of
paperwork to and fro between the countries before an official
certificate had been issued.

Flaxmead was
conceived in Australia by Australian horses and born in
Ireland.

Palmer knew
none of the blood line names scribed on the certificate and now had
a better idea of why, maybe they were grade one performers. Blake
insisted it was of no consequence as the son of Pavarotti would
last five minutes as a singer if he couldn't sing. Investigation of
records via the internet revealed the mother to be of successful
heritage but the father was a young colt up for sale that at the
time had not run having no proven ability. They perceived this to
be a major reason Flaxmead had been cast aside, the straw that
broke the camels back when risks were weighed up. To big, bad
attitude, unproven bloodline, exit via the back door and don't come
back. The horse still had no identification chip but at least the
paperwork had been sorted. Blake was a wise man and studied the
registration requirements to the smallest print and acquired DNA
identification certification for Flaxmead's mother and father just
to be safe. The horse racing world appeared to have the odd smiling
assassin here and there.

He stretched
over to pick up the phone studying an Australian contact number in
front of him and as his hand touched the phone it rang, disaster.
Kalika looking for her father in a hell of a mess, while practising
for her first open class showjumping championship final in two
weeks time her mount Tarrant with her since she was twelve had
fallen coming up lame. Kalika was inconsolable, she had worked
since she was twelve to win an open when she was old enough and
with one event to go was on even points with Scott Lillian
Hildebrand trainer Ross Hildebrand's daughter.

It was two days
before Blake found Kalika out of her quarters; she was holding on
to Flaxmead in his stall her arms around his neck swaying from side
to side. She jumped when Winston spoke. "I'm terribly sorry
Kalika." She didn't respond just kept swaying. "You have another
mount."

Kalika let go
of Flaxmead and looked around to Winston, her eyes were red from
crying, her long locks had not bee brushed for two days and she
resembled a scare bear.

"Muffins too
little now I'm in the big league. Tarrant was my only chance."

"I wasn't
referring to Muffin."

"But I don't
have a third hor.... Flaxy!"

"He can jump,
he cleared his compound when he was six months old."

Kalika nearly
smiled looking Flaxmead in the eyes. "I couldn't do it to him, he's
off to fill his destiny. I know you've been planning his journey,
Dad told me."

"Rose has been
gone for a long time Kalika and you are here. Ill never give up so
another two weeks is nothing. He's as much yours as mine. You and I
know he can do it. He's watched you and Tarrant across the fence
for the last two years, when you were practicing I know where
Flaxmead could be found, when you were running Flaxmead Tarrant was
always there. When Flaxmead goes it may be harder on them than us.
Take him home and let him see what's happened to Tarrant, put
Tarrant's saddle on him and the rest will be history."

Kalika opened
Flaxmead's stall and lead him out kissing Blake on the check.
"You're a wonderful man Mr Blake. If only I could, Tarrant made the
final not me, someone else could ride Tarrant if I was injured but
I can't change Tarrant that's the rules. There's always next
year."

"You're a
wonderful daughter young lady. You're father is very proud of you."
She mounted Flaxmead bareback and the black giant trotted towards
the Palmer's property.

"Charmer," she
shouted as they left the stable.

Blake was
juggling two phones in his home office as Palmer came storming in
the door. "Flaxmead's missing!" Palmer stood in the doorway panting
as Blake finished his call and put the phone down.

"The vet will
be here in the morning," Blake said calmly, his office over the
last two years had taken on the smell of a stable an environment he
now felt at home in.

"Be here to
what? Geezer here yesterday checked him out he's fine."

"To put his
registration chip in his neck. The chip goes into the nuchal
ligament just below the mane about half way between the poll and
withers on the left side so I'm led to believe."

Palmer calmed.
"I know that, I thought you were going to do that in
Australia."

"Things have
changed."

Palmer sat down
in front of Blake looking at him across the desk. "Like what?"

"Like your
daughter needs two mounts and two different disciplines to ride in.
She's lost Tarrant and her goal stretches out to next year. The
more I learn about his game sometimes the task seems
insurmountable. If she had been able to run Flaxmead in an
alternative discipline the year would not be lost."

"She's too
heavy to jockey on the flat."

"I thought more
along the lines of that knees bent, showing off poncing about the
place, dressage I think it's called. That would be right up
Flaxmead's alley."

Palmer burst
out laughing. "Discipline, he's not good at it. Catch me if you can
or get out the way I'm coming thorough yes he's the best."

"I'm thinking
of keeping him here and getting Kalika to dressage him next year, I
think you're wrong."

Palmer was
silent and looked blank. He looked down at the wall out the window
then back at Blake. "I came here to help you find Rose, I think
you're right, she is alive somewhere. I couldn't bear to think any
other way if it was Kalika. He's ready, he's unknown and they don't
know his coming. By the time he's won his money, the Cox plate and
Caulfield cup you'll be a household name and so will he. By that
time when you ask the question someone just may listen."

Blake stood up
walked to the window and looked out at Flaxmead frolicking around
with Kalika bareback on the training track." Get Rose a second
mount, whatever she wants. When we leave in a few days for
Australia this place is yours to run. Turn it into a dressage and
showjumping centre, get Kalika her championship. Bring Wilson and
Bartholomew's fastest here and keep finding them horses they seem
to have found their destiny. Time for Flaxmead to find his.
Sometimes the endeavour for destiny and truth can leave a gapping
hole in ones heart." Blake's eyes welled with tears. "Today is one
of those days."

A week later
Blake and Flaxmead vanished.


 CHAPTER TEN

Blake had done
masses of ground work on Australia, he had been planning the move
since he acquired Flaxmead. Wilson Hornswaddle and Bartholomew
Fothrington had recently checked on a few of Blake's beliefs and
had sided with Blake on his choice of initial stabling for
Flaxmead. During the course of their enquires Wilson and
Bartholomew had found the wine region in the Hunter Valley nestled
between the Broken Back range and Barrington mountains spreading
west to a town called Scone, the horse capital of Australia. They
were so impressed they became lost among the vines for several
weeks. Upon sobering up they found themselves owners of an
extensive wine operation at a place called Pokolbin below the
Broken Back range.

However
Flaxmead's first port of call was not in this region but not far
away, housing Flaxmead at the flamboyant pairs operations would
attract immediate unwanted attention. Upon clearing quarantine time
at Eastern Creek in Sydney Flaxmead was moved to a small trainer's
property. Gail Flametower an ardent horse lover had a daughter of
eighteen, Blake cunningly employed the young lady to stay with
Flaxmead right from the time he arrived at the airport, it worked
beautifully. Another reason was Blake noticed the layout of her
property was near identical to his own and well hidden. Flaxmead
was not himself for weeks and Blake residing at the Hornswaddle and
Fothrington winery at Pokolbin assisting in management, they knew
how to drink copies amounts of wine but had little idea on how to
make and sell the stuff. Busy with the day to day management of the
new asset he was suddenly summoned by Gail Flametower for a
chat.

Blake had found
many ways to get to the backblocks of Freemans Waterhole where Gail
Flametower had located her small complex. The drive from Pokolbin
to the stables was pleasant and picturesque and Blake admired the
scenery making his was through Cessnock heading for his destination
taking around forty five minutes. He stoped on the dirt access
roadway leading up to Flametower homestead noticing Flaxmead
frolicking in the adjacent paddock. Her daughter Jessica was riding
another mount and toying with Flaxmead who chased the pair like a
lost puppy. Although pleased to see Flaxmead in such high spirits
he had given strict instructions for the steed to be run in a
paddock on the far side of the property out of sight. Gail had seen
Blake approching and had walked from her glass fronted office built
to take advantage of the country view across the forecourt past the
wash bay and stable to the fence around the paddock holding
Flaxmead. Blake would have to drive past and she could easily be
seen. She was of medium height with long fair hair slim with a
rather exclusively shaped nose dimples either side making it look
slim and distinct. It was her green eyes that demanded attention,
she had weathered the years well and at forty five looked much
younger shapely and attractive. Gail Flametower called a spade a
spade and woe betides anyone claiming it was a shovel.

Blake slowed as
he approached her to avoid kicking up chocking dust from the
parched and dusty driveway pulling up along side Gail and climbing
out of his Bentley. He detested the vehicle but Wilson and
Bartholomew loved it. He put his arms on the top rail next to Gail
looking at Flaxmead playing in the distance, his pure white shirt
and gold cuff links looked a little over stated next to Gail's
denim shirt and moleskin pants. He had become accustomed to wearing
a wide brimmed hat more comfortable in the blazing sun.

Gail greeted
him, "Winston thanks for coming on such short notice."

"Well
Flaxmead's finally becoming his old self, I'm relived."

Gail looked a
little unsettled and had not smiled. "Winston you told me Flaxmead
is a gift for your daughter Rose and a pet she had always wanted.
You wanted him kept out of sight until her birthday in a few months
in case she saw him."

"Yes, good
thing she's not here with Flaxmead in full view. Had you forgotten
my request?"

"No hardly. Mr
Blake I did some prying with good reason and found your daughter
Rose has been on the missing persons list for many years. She
disappeared in Bowral after attending a local hotel there.
Considering what was going on in the area I suppose I should
apologise."

Blake was
surprised and hesitated before he replied. "I didn't say exactly
when I was going to surprise her."

"I would be
hoping just like you under the circumstances." It was silent for a
few seconds. "Because of the track facilities here and the discreet
location friends often bring horses in to run my track away from
prying eyes. Obvious form on preparation can lead to dishonesty in
many ways. Early this morning two horses came in from Sydney, they
were no ordinary horses Mr Blake. Jessica stalled Flaxmead with the
pair for fun, he annihilated the pair. We put him wide to keep him
out the way, he shot from the stall hugged the rail covered two of
the fastest horses in the country in dirt and ran off. He ran just
over three thousand metres, there thousand two hundred to be exact
then began to slow down. His time Mr Blake was three minutes ten
seconds. Flaxmead is the fastest horse I have ever witnessed,
Jessica weighs seventy five kilo. She was laughing with joy on the
ride, can you tell me why that is because we are stunned."

Blake coughed
and had a good think. "I've had him since he was a foal, I don't
know why I chose him. I was a merchant banker and learnt the art of
gut feel. Flaxmead churned by stomach when I first saw him.
Boisterous, arrogant, demanding, gentle. I knew nothing about
horses and don't profess to be any the wiser now. He was trained by
my neighbour in England, Roger Palmer. A man of no significance in
the horse racing world, his daughter is a champion show jumper they
both made him what he is. Flaxmead was born a champion and that's
what I thought when I first saw him. I have a dream, that when he
wins the Melbourne Cup my face and my story will be in every
newspaper and on every television channel in the country. Not that
I really want to be, I'm sure that the one person who has the scrap
of information that will lead me to Rose will come forward."

Gail Flametower
looked straight ahead emotionless for some time in silence. She
rubbed her forehead and tried to hide the tears welling in her
eyes. It seemed like minutes before she was able to speak. "I may
have done you a grave injustice. One of the leading trainer's in
the country witnessed his run this morning, the word is out."

"Then I'm
afraid I'm going to have to move him tomorrow morning."

"I understand,
the phone has been ringing constantly. I've had to put it off the
hook. No one knows you own it but they know he's here and they know
he comes from overseas. After he'd run I said nothing but he was
discussed for a while before it happened. I've cancelled all
engagements and refusing all access. I'm sorry Winston if you had
told me the truth this could have been avoided."

"Its no fault
of yours Gail, life's a string of unforseen events that need
management. I'll hide him until I find a way to make sure he's
protected. Something will turn up."

"He has to win
a few races before he can run the cup. On the way reputations and
egos will be affected and in this case probably shattered. I used
to race but a poor experience put me off for life. I share your
concern if I can ever help the door is always open."

"When I check
things out I'm very thorough Gail, you can pick your friends but
not your family. When you stop feeling guilty I'll witness the rise
of a sleeping giant."

Gail was taken
by surprise; she looked at Blake tossing her hair to one side so
her face was not hidden. "Thank you Winston, no one ever put it to
me like that before."

"In Australia
there is no class barriers, anyone can become what they want to be.
The unfortunate side affect is that the populous loves to see a
tall poppy fall. One mistake doesn't have to be direct and you're
finished as long as it sells newspapers. You can always change your
fertiliser and bloom again. I have to get back we are having some
similar problems with the wine industry."

"Where will you
take him Jessica will be devastated, she's become attached to
Flaxmead."

"Children and
women he rakes them in. If you had an aftershave with the same
effect every man on the planet would be clambering to wear it. He
detests men, won't have a bar of them unless you become close."

"Flaxmead what
a great name for an aftershave, how appealing."

"I'll see you
tomorrow Gail."


 CHAPTER ELEVEN

Blake led the
horse float slowly down the roadway mid morning of the following
day. They parked in front of Gail Flametower's glass fronted office
but Blake could not see her through the glass. He looked around
scanning the paddocks and adjacent scrubland but on one could be
seen. The float driver brought Blake's attention to a lady standing
outside the stable's not far from the house, she appeared
distressed with her hands over her face. Blake used his car for
speed and found Gail crying uncontrollably. It took a while to calm
her and find out what was wrong.

"Jessica's
gone, I think she taken Flaxmead I can't find either of them."

"Calm down,
come inside."

They walked
towards the house, "She was so upset when I told her Flaxmead was
leaving us last night. She must have got up early and runaway with
him."

Blake sent the
float away as they passed the driver took Gail into the kitchen and
occupied her mind asking where things were to make a cup of coffee
for them both. It worked and she began to settle down. "I'm sorry
Winston what a disaster."

"A young women
running off with a horse she's in love with hardly a disaster. She
may just be galloping around the scrub before he goes. I want her
to look after Flaxmead in Pokolbin for me I should have mentioned
that yesterday this is my fault."

Gail became
stern. "Oh Winston don't be absurd, I've been looking for them
since first light. Flaxmead's tracks clearly led down to the end of
the road out of earshot and stop where the marks of a loading ramp
crossed the road, a trucks wheel marks are start a few metres on.
Jessica's foot prints were everywhere along with another set, they
end climbing into either side of the truck where the doors would be
along side the wheel marks. Jessica planned this."

"Where would
she go, do you have any idea?"

"Could be a
loads of places, but her direct friends wouldn't have access to a
truck. Someone with facilities has helped her and there's plenty of
them round here from Sydney to Newcastle. Do you want to call the
police?"

"Definitely
not, if Jessica has Flaxmead he's safe. I'm more concerned about
Jessica. Write a list of places you think she may have gone, we can
start visiting them."

"We can ring
round first."

"If the wrong
person picks up the phone they'd know. Check from a distance first
then go in and talk to people, well find her."

"Oh God what a
mess and just as I was finding my legs again."

Blake got up
and offered his hand to Gail with a half smile. "Come on lets go,
the first forty eight hours is important. Show me the first place
and make a list as we drive. She's your daughter try and think like
her, who would she turn to for help that could help."

They searched
all day and into the night. They worked in an ever increasing
circles but not a trace of the Jessica or the stallion had been
found. They became too tired to go any further and Blake pulled
into a motel wakening the owner in the early hours of the morning
and procuring two rooms. They slept for a short time rising before
first light, a shower freshening them for the long day ahead. Blake
meet more people in the industry than he believed existed, they
asked about Jessica but the answer was the same everywhere no one
had seen her. They eliminated everyone Gail could think of and had
come up with nothing.

Blake stayed at
Gail's place on the second night again they got little sleep and
rose early to discuss the next move. If Jessica had run off because
she was upset then it should have waned by now, Gail pressed it was
way out of character.

"I think we
should go to the police Winston," said Gail trying to eat some
breakfast but her mind was too burdened and told her she didn't
need food she needed Jessica.

"The police
would do exactly what we did but it would take them weeks."

"There's one
more person we can check in Newcastle and Id only do it because of
the circumstances. Jessica's father."

"Why did we not
go there earlier?"

Jessica hates
her father, but he has a big stable and a truck. Maybe."

"Well let's
go."

Jessica's
father was not home, his wife allowed them to look around but they
found nothing. They decided to go to the Newcastle police station
and report her missing. Blake thought they would at least listen as
she had been missing for over two days. They parked on the sea side
of Watt Street next to Fletcher Park not far from the police
station overlooking the waves breaking on the rocks. The wind was
blowing from the sea and Gail ran across the road and into the
station to avoid her hair being blown all over the place, Blake was
not far behind. They attended the desk and a young male part
aboriginal officer offered assistance.

"Can I help
you?" Gail stuttering awkwardly told the officer of her missing
daughter. He listened patiently for the story then pulled out his
pen. "I'll fill in a report and pass it on to missing persons. We
search the records and latest reports for anything obvious but I've
heard nothing of late."

"This could
take some time, weeks perhaps," enquired Blake.

"Years in some
cases yes sir," said the officer.

"Yes my
daughter has been missing for years now," replied Blake.

The young
officer had a look of anguish. "We see a lot of it I can understand
your concern. Your daughter went missing round here enquired the
officer.

"No a place
called Bowral it's been some years now."

The officer
became very interested. "What was her name?"

"Rose, Rose
Blake."

"I remember
her, I think you were questioned at one time I studied the case
working on mapping trends for the Newcastle area. Sorry I think
your questioning was a bit insensitive. The forest was full of
bodies who knows who's still out there, nasty business that."

"Oh don't blame
yourselves you are just doing you're job, Id do anything to find my
daughter but Jessica is the focus at present."

The young
officer was impressed with Blake's attitude. "Look em, I would
normally follow standard practice here but this could help." The
young officer scribbled a name and address on the back of a card
and handed it to Gail. "Go and see this guy, if he can't find
Jessica no one can. If I file a report he would come up on the
radar if he did a search or so much as put her name in the internet
and weed be working against each other."

Gail studied
the card. "John Stanton the name rings a bell. He was in the news a
court case. Broke a politicians arm or something can't really
remember it was awhile back."

"If he broke a
politician's arm Id like to meet him anyway," said Blake.

The officer
chuckled under his breath. "Mr Stanton's case failed at the
preliminary hearing there's no evidence anywhere to say Mr Stanton
has harmed anyone or done anything wrong. The point that Mr Stanton
found the poly in bed with his separated wife is neither here nor
there."

Blake laughed
quietly. "He lives above Bar beach just up the road, you'll find
him sitting in his lounge doing nothing and that annoys me. Be sure
to tell him the Cadiche man sent you or he wont listen."

"My goodness
you're the policeman they call the Cadiche man. I've read about
what you've been doing isn't that wonderful Winston this is the
Cadiche man."

"Cadiche man,
ancient aboriginal medicine man."

"Correct
educated man. Tell me if an aboriginal saw an echidna in the bush
what would he call it!" asked Cadiche.

"A porcupine,"
answered Blake.

"How did you
know that? asked Cadiche.

"Aboriginal
trackers when I was looking for Rose. A scientist named the
echidna, early British settlers called them porcupines because they
didn't know any different. Aboriginals didn't meet many scientists
but they meet a lot of British settlers."

Cadiche looked
blank. "I'll shut up I think, remember tell Stanton Cadiche sent
you."

"Absolutely
thanks very much you've been very helpful." Gail and Winston
left.

The Bentley
stopped sedately outside Stanton's mansion, they admired the view
of the beach and sea making comment before ambling towards
Stanton's front door hand over eyes studying the extensive
architecture and looking interested. Stanton's wife Jodi noticed
the visitors from the upstairs bedroom as she tidied the room and
shouted down the stairs to her husband.

"Visitors
John!"

"Yes Love!"
Stanton had already run the number plate of the rolling bank
account into his computer and came up with Wilson Hornswaddle and
Bartholomew Fothrington. There names were like a rash all over the
screen, Stanton wondered what they didn't have anything to do
with.

He opened the
door before they knocked to surprised faces. "Hornswaddle or
Fothrington," he asked offering his hand.

Gail noticed
the tinge of expensive perfume and Blake recognised hand tailored
shirt and trousers. "Blake," answered Winston, "The Cadiche man
sent us." There was a firm handshake, "I used to do the same thing
that's what number plates are for," replied Blake.

Jodi came to
the bottom of the stairs. "Well ask them in John we have a house
with seven bedrooms two lounge rooms and a rumpus room and you talk
to someone on the doorstep."

"Cadiche, a
problem?" asked Stanton.

"Sixteen year
old girl my daughter Jessica missing for over two days," said Gail
in a laboured tone.

"Come in follow
my wife Jodi, you'll be able to tell us apart she'll be the one
giving all the orders."

"John the
people are looking for a missing girl not a script writer for a
cheap television comedy."

"Please forgive
my wife she's a journalist." Gail and Winston chuckled as they
followed Jodi she led them to the kitchen sitting them at the
breakfast bar. They exchanged introductions and Jodi prepared
coffee as per requests.

"We have a
house with seven bedrooms two lounge rooms and a rumpus room and
you talk to someone in the kitchen," said Stanton.

"John, get on
with it, the poor lady has lost her daughter," replied Jodi.

Gail and Blake
resited the events of the last two days this took two cups of
coffee, Stanton listened intently by the time they got to
explaining about going to the police Gail burst out crying. Jodi
led her away into a lounge room and sat her on a couch starting
conversation to reconcile Gail. Stanton and Blake remained in the
kitchen. "Did you ask neighbours or the local shop and servo
workers if they had seen a horse float during the course of the
morning," asked Stanton.

"How stupid of
me, I never thought of that."

"Must be
something else, Cadiche would not normally do this he'd file a
missing persons."

"I feel he felt
sorry for us, I lost my daughter some years back Rose she is still
missing."

"Rose Blake the
backpacker murders of course now I see why. You used aboriginal
trackers and questioned as a suspect."

"Yes."

"Cadiche read
between the lines good call. Write down Gail's address give me an
hour and Ill be there."

Blake was taken
back. "Thank you, thank you very much." They made their way out
seen off by Jodi and Stanton. They were standing on the doorstep as
Gail and Winston began to walk to their car.

"I hope your
not going to Gail's place in that dam car John, will be
embarrassing for her, having a mature man roll up in that red
thing."

"It's a
nineteen sixty nine four hundred and ninety cubic inch supercharged
Ford Mustang love."

"I've told you
time after time why don't you get a nice car like Mr Blake."

"It's Bentley
an old mans car love."

"You're sixty
five John our grand children don't drive cars like that red
thing."

"Love we've
been through this before, I have found ageing to be inevitable and
growing up optional."

"Now John
Stanton, its high time you did something useful like help Gail find
her daughter and Winston find his horse. Don't break anybody's body
parts and don't shot anyone and get rid of that damn red
thing."

Stanton ran his
palm and fingers through his greying hair from his forehead to the
top of his neck and let out a big sigh. He always found himself
doing it when Jodi reinforced things he had already made a decision
on. "I told Mr Blake I'd be with him in an hour love, but I'm going
in the red thing."

"Oh, well
that's a start." replied Jodi with a stern look but when she turned
and walked into the house away from her husband she wore a
smile.

Blake and Gail
headed back to Freemans Water Hole. "That's and interesting
couple," commented Gail.

"Very much in
love," replied Winston.

"I thought so
to. Whenever his wife talks to him he melts."

"That John
Stanton has an intimidating presence, reminds me of Flaxmead."

"You think he's
a horse, I thought he was absolutely dashing."

"No, similar
attitudes, knows just what he wants to do and how to go about it. I
know you didn't notice but Mr Stanton had a hand gun concealed at
belt level in the back of his trousers. He never took his back from
the wall the entire time we were there. The house is bristling with
surveillance cameras and not so much as a family picture anywhere
just antique furniture. I couldn't get information about who he was
at all from the surroundings apart from his wife mentioned
grandchildren."

"I couldn't
really say, I didn't take much notice. You sure he was carrying a
gun."

"Yes he walked
in front of me twice I could clearly see it but never took his back
from the wall when we were talking."

"Why would be
keep his back to the wall and then suddenly allow you to see he had
a gun?"

"He wasn't
trying to hide the gun, was a second nature thing. No one can get
behind you if you have your back to the wall so you can always see
what their doing. Like Flaxmead he has been trained so well some
things are second nature he does them without thinking. It would
appear John Stanton is trained to deal with difficult and violent
people."

They pressed on
down the F3 motorway towards Sydney taking the Freemans Waterhole
turn off Blake mentioned the simple tactic Stanton had suggested
regarding soliciting locals observations on the morning of
Jessica's disappearance. They agreed that being blinded by shock
panic and grief had shrouded judgement like putting blinkers on a
running horse. This became more apparent as Blake saw flashing red
and blue lights in his rear vision mirror. A police car patrolling
the Freeway followed them pulling the whisper quiet Bentley up on
the exit ramp as soon as they left the Freeway. Blake had lost
concentration and crept above the speed limit.

A young officer
climbed from the driver's seat of the police vehicle and Blake
embarrassed by his inattention alighted, his lean framework
compliments of a busy life left to much skin on his face and he
occasionally looked as if he had two chins. They meet at the rear
of the stately British monarch and the young officers perfectly
groomed uniform contrasted with Blake's carefully tailored white
shirt, solid gold cufflinks and black trousers. "Morning sir," said
the officer. "The reason I have stopped you is we logged your speed
at one hundred and twenty kilometres per hour in a hundred and ten
zone do you have any reason for exceeding the speed limit and I
would like to see your drivers licence please."

Blake fumbled
for his wallet and handed the officer his international licence.
"I'm terribly sorry," replied Blake. "My colleague in the car her
daughter sixteen has been missing for two days and we have been
desperately trying to find her."

"Lodged a
missing persons with us have you sir?"

"Not as
yet."

"I would have
thought that if a person had lost their daughter that we would be
one of the first ports of call."

Blake looked
empty, his face reflected deep concern and was becoming pale. "Yes
of course you're right and we did go to the Newcastle police
station this morning and was given some firm advice by an officer
there."

"Remember the
officers name sir?"

"Yes rather
different Cadiche a part aboriginal gentleman."

The young
officer immediately looked up from making notes of details on
Blake's licence. "Okay you just convinced me you went to the
Newcastle station what advice did Cadiche offer."

"He sent us to
see a gentleman called John Stanton."

"You meet with
John Stanton."

"Yes he has
offered to assist us most generous of the gentleman I feel. This
car doesn't belong to me either which may look rather
suspicious."

The young
officer handed back Blake's licence. "We already know that Mr Blake
could you just wait a moment while I talk to my partner." The
officer went back to the police car sat in the driver's seat
talking with his partner for a couple of minutes as Blake informed
Gail of the circumstances confronting them. The young officer
returned but this time he was accompanied by his partner a burly
sergeant who did all the talking.

"Sorry to have
bothered you Mr Blake but we would appreciate it if you could
albeit under trying circumstances keep an eye on your speed. We
would hate to see you involved in an accident, have a good day."
The officers walked back to their vehicle and it speed away leaving
Blake scratching his head, Gail saw the police car speed away and
got out joining Winston at the rear of the vehicle.

"What
happened?"

"That's
extraordinary; they apologised for bothering us and requested I pay
more attention. I was clearly in the wrong and admitted it. I
mentioned John Stanton and the officers face changed in a
flash."

"I think I
remember his name from a front page story a while back now. He was
supposed to have broken a politicians arm and the preliminary court
hearing was a fiasco."

"Broke a
politicians arm no wonder I liked the man."

"Winston!" She
retrieved the Sydney newspaper she had been reading purchased when
buying fuel at a service station before they left Newcastle and
pointed out a picture. "Look Stanton's wife, he said she was a
journalist and she has a daily column of current political affairs
but her name in here is Jodi Simpson."

Blake studied
the picture. "That's her alright or her twin sister. Oh well, we'll
know more soon. We've been held up here for ten minutes, I bet
Stanton knocks on our door in exactly fifty minutes. There's
something military about this man."


 CHAPTER TWELVE

Stanton spent
half an hour on his internet channels of access profiling Blake and
Flametower. He couldn't understand why Blake comfortably off to say
the least with no equine background at all be so focused on a
racehorse so far from home. He found only one horse Flaxmead
recently registered in England connected to Blake, why he would be
so far from home with Flaxmead interested him.

Gail Flametower
was on the other hand born on a horse. Divorced, bankrupt and
tainted by family disaster a victim of circumstances. Now free from
the constraints of bankruptcy she held her ground recently
attacking the establishment for her place back in the horse stud
and racing industry and it appeared she was making headway. Stanton
had great respect for those who held the governing powers of any
entity to account. She had only direct family member her daughter
and she was missing. He shut down his channels of mediation
convinced he was dealing with real people with real problems
difficult to deal with through official channels.

He left with
thirty minutes to spare to ask a few questions of locals on the
way. He headed for the garage and informed Jodi making an
implausible mess in the kitchen preparing a late dinner. "I'm off
love shouldn't be to long."

Jodi stopped
what she was doing wiping flour from her hands with her apron.
"Don't come back here with any body parts or smelling of cordite
and gunpowder or you can sleep by yourself."

"Yes love." he
kissed her on the check.

"I suppose you
have to fuel up that red thing you drive."

"Yes love."

"Pass anything
on the road except a fuel bowser that damn car."

"Yes love."

"You'll have to
get rid of it one day will send us broke when they introduce a
carbon tax. Has its own personal hole in the ozone layer."

"Yes love."

She pulled him
close nose to nose and whispered. "Do you love that red thing more
than me?"

"No love."

"Go and find
the nice ladies daughter and don't hurt yourself or anybody else if
you can possibly avoid it. If you can't make it back for dinner
ring me, Anthony and Robert and Lola will be here at seven. You
know I have trouble controlling the grandchildren Lola puts it all
on your shoulders they have you in them apparently."

"Yes love."

"Oh I
accidentally let it slip you named Lola after a racing car and she
would like to have a word with you in private."

"Marvellous
can't wait. I have to go, out of time." Stanton fired up his
supercharged muscle bound symbol of freedom and as the automatic
door of his eight car garage opened and he left in a cloud of smoke
the prancing horse on the grill came to mind. It was the first time
he had used the vehicle to search for the shadow of its emblem and
it felt kind of fitting. He would feel better when the horse was
safe and had a sudden affiliation to the task, what if he lost his
beloved horse.

There are two
service stations in Freemans Waterhole and Stanton visited both.
The access to the Flametower property is of a dirt road just west
of the service stations located either side of a roundabout in the
tiny settlement. The west bound side yielded nothing but a visit to
the east bound side found a young lad working on the morning of the
disappearance. He was unwilling to say anything but as he asked
questions about Stanton's car he became more open, they chatted
about the history of the four wheeled horse. Stanton linked this to
a question about horse floats on the morning of the disappearance
and got a result. The lad had been out dipping the tanks as he did
every shift at four in the morning and parked back from the road in
a parking bay on the opposite side to the service station he
remembered a horse float. He looked at it for a while as it was so
well presented. Black with gold writing, big chrome wheels and
highly polished exhaust mufflers running up the side of the cab, he
remembered it was a cab over Kenworth. He could not recall the
words on the truck but remembered it suddenly moving off in the
darkness heading west. The service station was not in view of the
dirt turnoff to the Flametower property. Stanton thanked the lad
and walked across the road leaving the lad to gloat over his car.
Back from the road in the grey dust were distinct truck tyre tracks
amongst the light wattle trees. They were the only tyre tracks
there an area that would not be used unless you didn't want to be
seen from the roadway. Stanton noted the tread pattern easy to see
from deep tread.

Stanton
retrieved his car carefully watching the time, he trundled down the
dirt turn off leading towards the Flametower property and found the
gate closed to the access track. While opening the gate he noticed
identical tyre marks inside the gate, the truck had turned round
and dropped it tailgate and Stanton noted two different sets of
footprints around the truck and one set that went to and from the
area from the direction of the homestead. He could see the
homestead in the distance but was out of earshot. He had two
minutes to go for the promised hour closed the gate and powered
down the drive kicking up a chocking cloud of dust.

Blake saw the
red car coming and looked at his watch, he was impressed. Blake
showed Stanton round the stable where Flaxmead had been housed and
Stanton matched the footprints to a set around the truck tyre marks
at the end of the driveway. He asked to see Gail.

Gail had a look
of pain and anguish in her face she was deteriorating. Stanton
wasted no time.

"Do you know
anyone who owns a black float with gold writing and chrome wheels?"
he asked.

She put her
hands either side of her face and shook her head. "Oh my god, Roy
Taggart. Jessica is close friends with his manager Jimmy Cotton he
taught her to ride."

"How far away
is he?"

"Wyong."

"Can you
remember if the truck is a Mack?"

"No it's a
Kenworth."

"Where do the
exhausts come out?"

"Either side of
the cab, it has a distinct sound; I think they call it a Detroit
diesel."

"You seem
distressed at this bloke's name, Roy Taggart."

"He's the only
man in the industry I wouldn't trust. He launders money in the
racing industry for the clubs in Sydney."

"Really go
on."

"He doesn't
have the horse industry at heart; it's just a tool for his goings
on. Jimmy Cotton was the one in here the other day he saw Flaxmead
run but he had horses here from a genuine trainer one of the best.
Taggart has something on Jimmy and no one knows what."

"Why didn't you
mention this earlier to Winston?"

Gail became
frantic shaking and bursting into tears. "I wouldn't take anyone
near him, what if he has Jessica please Mr Stanton."

Stanton looked
down with a deep breath then up at Gail being consoled by Blake.
"Give me his address please Gail." She went to her office and
fumbled around in her business card holder.

"Here Mr
Stanton please be careful he has security and nasty people
there."

Stanton studied
the card and looked at Blake. "This wouldn't be thirty minutes
away, stay here and look after Gail. If I was on a poker machine in
a casino I'm one cherry away from the jackpot, I'll be back."

Twenty nine
minutes to be exact. Automatic electric gates and a security post
inside the gates of the sprawling property Riverside Stud, he
wondered about the name as there wasn't a river in sight. Stanton
nudged the nose of his car towards the gates and they opened. He
stopped adjacent to the brick building no larger than a lounge
room, a massive dark skinned muscle bound man emerged. He wore
civilian clothes looked like he had trouble getting sizes to suit
his towering frame. He looked like they had been painted on and he
bulged out stretching the stitching to its upper tolerance. He
spoke in a Middle Eastern accent in a voice that low you had to be
a bison to understand the details.

"You have an
appointment."

"No, looking to
buy a horse. Hear you have a few blinders here round the hundred
thousand mark."

The hulk looked
up and down his car. "Nice car."

"I'll give you
a spin on the way out if you like."

The Hulk
smiled. "Good one, go into the office and ask for Jimmy
Cotton."

"No worries,
I'll be back."

The office
complex had an extensive parking area and Stanton parked in the
middle giving him several paths of exit should he need them. He
approached a plump blonde lady behind the reception desk, the foyer
was littered with trophies and pictures of race horse's people came
and went going about their business. She finished talking on the
phone before tending to him. Stanton asked for Jimmy Cotton and the
receptionist made a phone call. Stanton heard a familiar noise
passing a Detroit diesel, a black Kenworth with gold lettering and
chrome wheels rumbled towards the stables visible from the office
complex windows. "I'm sorry sir but Mr Cotton is to busy to see
anyone."

"Oh never mind,
do you have a toilet I could use before I go I'm busting."

"Oh yes, down
the hall past the offices to the right at the end."

"Thanks."
Stanton scanned the doors of the grandiose establishment until he
found the name Jimmy Cotton general manager. He knocked with no
response so he pounded with his fist. A stocky middle aged tanned
westerner opened the door began to yell at Stanton but froze when
he saw who was at the door holding his hands out in front of him
and walking backwards. Stanton walked in and closed the door behind
him, a little grey haired thin short man in shirt and tie his face
looking like a road map of Sydney crouched over a desk looking
puzzled at Stanton. The man at the door kept his hands where
Stanton could see them up against the wall and Stanton asked him to
work his way round behind the desk behind the small elderly figure.
A young girl sat at the end of the desk with a look of fear.

"Who the hell
are you?" asked the small ancient figure.

"John Stanton,"
he looked at the girl. "You Jessica Flametower?" The girl nodded.
He looked back to the old man. "You Jimmy Cotton?"

"Yes I am, what
the hell do you want."

Stanton looked
at Jessica, "You took a horse from your mother's property and came
here with this bunch of crooks. Don't you think your mother has
been through enough?"

Cotton turned
around to the man standing behind him. "Chuck this bloke out ruff
him up let him know who's boss around here." The man remained
frozen.

"Me and your
mate have already meet," commented Stanton. "Lenny Shaw you were a
poor soldier now get out of here before I break your neck." The man
walked briskly to the door and slammed it behind him. Stanton
walked up to Jessica now crying. "Pull yourself together, there's a
red Ford Mustang in the car park go and get in the passenger seat
and wait you're going home." Jessica got up and solemnly walked out
the door. Stanton backed up to the wall mid way between Cotton and
the door. "A horse called Flaxmead, where is it."

"The horse
belongs to Jessica she can keep it hear if she wants."

"The horse
belongs to Winston Blake a bloke from England and he wants it
back."

Cotton
hesitated, "How do you know all this and what's it to ya. By this
time tomorrow you'll be floating in the bay do you know who owns
this place."

"Roy Taggart,
mobster gangster whatever."

"You've crossed
the line mate, checkmate."

"Exactly what I
thought. This place is loaded with surveillance cameras and Taggart
can hear what's going on in here since it was brought to his
attention by Shaw who left a couple of minutes ago. Mr Taggart
would have rung a few people and been told he has a problem. He
can't call the police or any of his mates to help."

"I think you
underestimate Roy Taggart."

Stanton sat
down and made himself comfortable on a lounge next to the wall he
was standing against. "The phone will ring shortly." Stanton waited
in silence and Cotton stood up to leave. "Sit down I've had
enough!" shouted Stanton. They waited in silence for a few minutes
and Cottons phone rang. He picked it up and listened for a while
then put the phone down slowly without saying a word.

"Mr Taggart has
left the property along with Mr Shaw and a few other members of
staff, seems I'm left to pick up the pieces. Who the hell are you
Taggart's petrified of you he wants no trouble."

"I don't know
Taggart, where's the horse Jessica brought here?

"Hidden away,
bloody things a hand grenade nearly killed a couple of blokes here.
Jessica and children seem to be the only people who can lay a hand
on him. I suppose you know it can run like the wind. Taggart wanted
the horse soon as he heard about it; I'm just a messenger boy.
Jessica rang me and it fell in our lap."

"These places
usually smell of horses but this one has a distinct whiff of rats.
I don't like blokes who bushwhack little girls and horses
especially mobsters and crooks like Taggart. I'll be back tomorrow
for the horse his names Flaxmead so make sure it's the right horse.
If he's not here I'll look for Taggart myself."

"I'll let Mr
Taggart know." Stanton left the receptionist was gone and the place
was deserted. Jessica was crying in the passenger's seat of
Stanton's car. He would have liked to console her but he gave her a
grilling about the seriousness of what she had done. Becoming
involved with shysters and mobsters even if she was unaware was
insignificant compared to what she had done to her mother.

"You're a
terrible nasty man," sobbed Jessica as they powered towards her
home on the freeway.

Stanton smiled
at her and clasped her hand holding it tight then releasing it.
"Terrible nasty men with no morals need terrible nasty men to deal
with them. Mr Taggart has plenty of money and he still wanted
someone else's property and in this case family. The men ran away
and left the poor old Jimmy Cotton to carry the can. Does that
sound like people you would like to be involved with. What would
have happened to your mother and Mr Blake had they gone and tried
to get you. You stole Mr Blake's horse and they still tried to
protect you from the police finding out about what you had done.
You have a think about it, I'll get Mr Blake's horse back tomorrow
or I will find Mr Taggart and he can answer to what he's done. You
can go home now and answer to your mother who will probably hold
you tighter than she ever has."

"I love
Flaxmead, Mr Blake was going to take him away."

"Why didn't you
talk to Mr Blake, why did he leave the horse with you since it got
here from England. A position of trust and honour cast aside with
one selfish act. Your mother spoilt you and it shows. Here I am
after fifty years of dodging bullets babysitting a spoilt little
girl."

Jessica had not
raised her head sobbing in her lap. "I'm sorry sir."

"My names
John"

"John who."

"Uncle John
will be okay."

Jessica slowly
raised her head and looked around. "You're a very brave man Uncle
John."

"No what you
witnessed was a lot of very scared men running from themselves.
There's no honour in beating thieves, there's a difference between
the evil and the misguided. Mr Taggart hides behind people and uses
them as a soldier would use a rock to protect himself in battle. My
guess is Mr Taggart has no wife, if I carried on like Mr Taggart my
wife would kick my butt all round the garden and so would my
children."

Jessica
strained her first giggle. "Really."

"She sent me to
find you. She doesn't let me out much."

Jessica started
to pick up. "Wow, why."

"She doesn't
like this car either."

"This car is
really cool has a horse on the front looks just like Flaxmead when
he's running."

"Must be some
horse this Flaxmead I can't wait to see him."

"He's gonna win
the Melbourne Cup."

"Is that
good?"

"Don't you know
about the Melbourne Cup."

"Well yeah but
what's it like the Australian formula one grand prix, the V8 super
cars at Bathurst the Australian motorcycle GP?"

"They only stop
a few people the Melbourne Cup stop's the nation."

Stanton had a
look of deep thought. "Yeah, the Melbourne Cups the only horse race
I ever hear, I stop what I'm doing and listen to that race and I do
every year. I never looked at it like that you're right. You learn
something from everyone you meet sunshine." They turned into the
Flametower property and there was much jubilation.

Stanton made
home before his family arrived for dinner and Jodi meet him at the
garage access door leading into the house, she was anxious. Stanton
could smell the aroma of the roast dinner and was sure there was a
hint of apple pie. "Did you find the girl?"

"Yes love."

"Oh John that's
wonderful where was she." they began to walk down the hall to the
kitchen Stanton following Jodi.

"Some sort of
lets get all the money we can types with caged gorillas as doorman
took advantage of her."

Jodi stoped and
turned around. "Show me your hands knuckles up." Jodi inspected
Stanton's knuckles her long blonde hair tinted with grey getting in
the way, then held out the palm of her right hand. "Gun." Stanton
pulled his automatic pistol from belt holster in the middle of his
back in a flash and gently placed it in her hand. She sniffed the
barrel then slapping it back in Stanton's hand. "Oh we have been a
good boy haven't we you got the horse for Mr Blake."

"I'll get him
tomorrow he's there."

"Well who would
have believed it John Stanton baby sitter and horse strapper?"

"Yes love."


 CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Mid morning
next day Stanton nosed his Mustang up to the automatic gate
entrance to Taggart's Riverside stud Wyong. The gate opened but the
security building was locked and deserted. He continued on and
parked in the middle of the car park that was also noticeably
lonely, an ageing poorly maintained small Japanese car with the
windows left open was all that could be seen. The door to the
office complex was locked and Stanton could see no one through any
of the windows. He then made his way to brick paved stable complex
nearby built with ample width stable doors at regular intervals the
top half of the door open on most. He checked each stable including
the ones that were not open. The odd horse stuck its head out but
no sign of a black stallion. He could hear a tractor in the
distance and it turned into the complex alley way a young man in
the driver's seat towing a single axle trailer loaded with hay. He
stopped next to Stanton and shut down the noisy diesel engine so he
could be heard. "Good day, looking for someone?"

"Jimmy
Cotton."

"No one here at
all, Mr Taggart and his staff have gone on holiday. Mr Cotton left
in the float yesterday evening and haven't seen him since. I clean
and feed the horses every day only live around the corner can I
help you?"

"I'm looking
for a horse, big black stallion called Flaxmead."

"I saw them
loading a black horse into the float yesterday arvo, kicked up a
hell of a stink. One of the girls eventually got it into the float
and went off with Jimmy Cotton."

"Do you know
where they went?"

"No, nobody
tells me anything I just clean and feed the horses. That your car
the red Mustang."

"Yes."

"I saw it here
yesterday, when you left everyone except Jimmy and one of the girls
cleared out."

"Do you know
where she lives?"

"Not a good
idea to ask too many questions around here mate, I just get on with
my job and mind my own business."

"I could
understand that. If you see Mr Cotton Taggart or any of his staff
tell them the guy in the red Mustang is still looking for Flaxmead
but hunting for them. I'm going to leave a calling card to make
sure they ask questions. Make sure you make the word hunting
clear."

The thin short
young lad wore a look of concern lifted his Akubra hat and
scratched at this forehead. "Hope you know what you're doing
mate."

Stanton gave
him a wide smile checked the rest of the stables including other
parts of the complex then went to his car. He started the engine
pulled the supercharger switch on the gear shift lever to engage it
floored the accelerator and dropped the clutch. The car spun round
in circles with smoke pouting from the rear tyres, he covered the
car park in tyre marks then idled down the access road leaving
thick black burn marks on the entrance way and main road as he
left. "Calling card delivered," he mumbled as he switched off the
supercharger and headed sedately to Flametower's property.

Meanwhile
Taggart had found out who Stanton really was and knew he was out of
his depth by a long way. He had instructed Cotton to take Flaxmead
to a trainer in Sydney interested in the horse but and sell it to
him for a tidy sum. When Cotton arrived with the horse told the
trainer nicknamed the smiling assassin within the industry of the
horse's background and involvement with Flametower and Stanton he
demanded they leave immediately and was not interested. Cotton went
to Taggart's residence in Sydney and an argument erupted between
the men. Taggart had rung around but the word was out and no one
wanted the flying stallion. He had begun to prepare forged
paperwork for the steed but did not file registration now concerned
of the consequences. He ordered Cotton to take the horse to a place
in the Hunter Valley just below the Barrington Mountains that had
been used before to dispose of horses without trace. Cotton a horse
man from childhood defended the horse's welfare wanting to return
the horse. Taggart threatened Cotton with the release of delicate
information that would see Cotton in jail for the rest of his
elderly years Taggart wanted the horse destroyed so there was no
evidence of the escapade. He would emphatically deny any knowledge
of the horse knowing Jessica Flametower was in the firing line
should silence any investigation.

Cotton was
upset but was forced to go along with the plan, he delivered the
horse to Stewarts Brook in the Hunter Valley out in the middle of
nowhere. He knew a man called Crow would pick the horse up a meat
agent for the local abattoir. Taggart gave the remnants of
paperwork for Flaxmead to Cotton before he left knowing if it was
found in Cottons position he could implicate Cotton as the
perpetrator of the whole thing. Jimmy Cotton went to ground at
close friends amongst the vines and coal mines of the Hunter
Valley, an elderly breeder and trainer one of the only little guys
left similar to a last remaining delicatessen before it was
swallowed up by Coles or Woolworths. Taggart stayed away from his
Wyong operation going to ground in Sydney. Their lines of
communication fell silent, Stanton monitored for communication on
Cotton and Taggart's known mobile phones with state of the art
equipment with no luck. Cotton had a mobile he used for emergency
purposes and gave the number to only people he wished to be
contacted by. He had been forced to give the number to Crow to
liaison the demise of Flaxmead, Crow could not make the pick up for
nearly four days tied up with a long weekend and locked in pick up
of the horse the morning of the Tuesday after the weekend. Cotton
received a call on his secret number but it was not from Crow, he
answered although he did not recognise the number, it would turn
out to be one of the most important calls of his life.

Cotton answered
with caution. "Hello."

"I'm looking
for Jimmy Cotton a Mr Crow just gave me this number in regards to a
horse we just observed being abused by Mr Crow and his
accomplice."

"Where are
you?"

"I have driven
towards Scone from Stewarts Brook until I was in phone range."

"Who are
you?"

"Bob Fields I'm
a winemaker I've been camped with my family at the Stewarts Brook
camping ground."

"What did you
want with me?"

"We have been
looking after a horse, big black stallion with perfect white
markings in a yard near the camping ground all weekend and were
packing to leave. Mr Crow arrived early this morning attempting to
take the horse away. I stopped him beating the horse telling him we
were going to call the RSPCA and police. He gave me this number and
your name and left without further incident."

"The horse is
dangerous don't go near it, it has to be destroyed."

"Dangerous my
children have been looking after the horse all weekend and playing
with it in the compound. We acquired the key from Mr Crow for the
lock on the gate. My children Dylan and Anna are now grazing him in
the camping ground and riding around on his back with a halter left
here by Mr Crow. I find your comments ridiculous I'm calling the
police."

"Wait, you say
your children are riding around on his back."

"Yes. Destroy
this horse my children would love to have a horse like this. The
thought of such an animal being destroyed is ridiculous. Dangerous
please." Cotton thought in silence for a few moments.

"I can be there
in an hour can you wait."

"Yes, if you're
not here in an hour and a half I'll go into Scone and report it to
the police.'

"I'm on my
way." Cotton gathered the little paperwork he had with Taggart's
name on it and took his bill of sale book just in case, he had an
idea and upon meeting with the Fields family sold Flaxmead to them
for the price Taggart would have got from the Abattoir one hundred
dollars. The Fields found a local farm not far from the camping
ground and the residence gladly loaned them their horse float on
hearing the story. Jimmy Cotton returned to his friends place and
could not be traced.

Stanton refused
to give up, he tried all manner of things even calling his
underworld contacts in Sydney. He found Cotton had gone to ground
and not even Taggart could locate him. Taggart heard Stanton was
after him and sent a message to Stanton through underworld channels
insisting the horse was somewhere hidden by Cotton as Crow had told
Taggart what had happened at Stewarts Brook.

Gail Flametower
explained the equine registration system to Stanton he began to
monitor the RISA site for Flaxmead as Blake told him the horse had
an identification chip registered in England under the name
Flaxmead. Stanton called some friends in the UK, in a week they
came back to him with interesting information. An extended
communication between the British horse registration governing body
and Australian authority was in progress as an attempt to register
a horse called Flaxmead had been made but an Australian bill of
sale did not bear the signature of the British registered
owner.

Blake flew to
Victoria and attended the Racing Information Services Australia in
Flemington with his paperwork on Flaxmead. RISA authorities wanted
to call the police but Blake remained calm stating he had lost
track of the horse and wished to re establish where his horse had
been taken so he could better manage the registration process, he
did not want an investigation finding Jessica had moved the horse.
He was given the names and post office box number of the
registration applicants so he could contact them but they would not
give a residential address the police would have to become involved
for this information. Robert Fields PO Cessnock. Blake was amazed
if the horse was with these people it was right on his
doorstep.

Blake didn't go
to the police but to Stanton who eagerly used his privileged
channels to acquire the address attached to the PO Box. Further
confusion, there were four PO Box's in Cessnock for R. Fields all
with different joint prefixes such as R and M and R and J. They
decided to use a process of elimination maybe Cotton or Taggart
were still involved in the plot. They would observe the properties
from a distance and asses if the places were capable of housing
Flaxmead. The address in question were far and wide and enthusiasm
turned to despondency as only one more property remained located in
Pokolbin not far from the winery now owned by Wilson Hornswaddle
and Bartholomew Fothrington. Stanton stopped on the roadway just
short of the access driveway interconnected to the address in
question. Despondency turned to elation Blake could see Flaxmead
frolicking in the adjacent paddock with two children; he was
overcome and fought back tears.

Stanton idled
down the driveway trying not to kick up dust and Blake commented
how the adjoining property was similar to his back in England where
Flaxmead was trained. They idled to a stop in front of the
homestead and Marie Fields came out, it was not often they had
strangers visit and she had never seen or heard such a car as
Stanton's Mustang. They walked to the doorstep on the veranda and
greeted Marie.

"Good day,"
said Stanton.

"Hi are you
lost?" enquired Marie.

"I'm not sure
were looking for Bob Fields. We need to talk to him about a
horse."

Marie looked
puzzled and guessed they were selling horses. "That's Anna and
Dylan in the paddock with their horse we just got it for them not
two weeks ago. Are you selling horses?"

"Yes I'm John
and this is Winston, nice horse looks like we've been beaten to it.
Who sold you that one?"

"A man called
Jimmy Cotton."

"A pet for the
kids."

"I think so
really they want him to race and win the Melbourne Cup but children
tend to have outlandish dreams."

"Could we see
the horse it's magnificent," asked Stanton. They walked to the
fence and Marie called Dylan and Anna. They came bouncing to the
fence followed by Flaxmead who saw Blake and as soon as he caught
Blake's scent in the air he reared up and ran to Blake muzzling his
shirt with Blake stroking his head.

"My goodness,
said Marie. "You are the only man I have ever seen that horse go
to."

"I've worked
with horses for a long time," said Blake. "He has no need to fear
me." Dylan and Anna looked on with frozen faces.

"Could we see
Mr Fields," asked Stanton.

"He's at work
he's a winemaker," replied Marie.

Blake had the
look of disbelief. "Really. Where does he work?"

"Not far away
but he wont be back till late, harvest time long hours," replied
Marie.

Blake caught
Stanton's attention and shook his head just enough for Stanton to
notice. He turned away from the fence to head back to the car.
"Sorry to have bothered you Mrs Fields well be on our way." They
walked back to the car with Marie and Dylan and Anna tagged
along.

"Wow is that
your car mister," asked Dylan.

"No its Mrs
Stanton's here."

"It's got a
picture of Flaxmead on the side and front. He looks just like that
when he's running along," said Dylan.

Stanton and
Blake laughed out loud. "Yes I can see the resemblance myself,"
replied Stanton. "Your mum tells me your horse is going to win the
Melbourne Cup."

"Yes," said
Anna. "He will win lots of races local here then the Cox Plate and
Caulfield Cup then he gets in the Melbourne Cup."

Stanton was
taken aback. "Now there's a plan, I don't know what you're talking
about but sounds like a plan."

Blake quickly
jumped in. "She's correct, that's a perfect plan. How long have you
wanted to do that?"

"She wrote an
assignment at school when she was eight detailing how to win the
Melbourne Cup," said Marie. "Mr Harper the vet trainer next door
actually thinks the horse can do it."

"What's this
car called Mr," asked Dylan.

"It's a
Mustang, what's your horse called." replied Stanton.

"Flaxmead,"
replied Anna.

"If Flaxmead
was a car I think he'd be a Cosworth powered formula one," added
Blake.

"What's that?"
asked Dylan.

"Ask your dad
when he comes home we have to go." The pair climbed in the
lumbering red icon and left as quietly as possible.

Blake was
troubled as Stanton dropped Blake off at the winery a hive of
activity with harvest. He pulled up on top of a hill at the
extremity of the car park on some grass overlooking the picturesque
dams that supplied water to the complex and the pair got out. Blake
leant on the front of Stanton's car with his behind looking at the
gratifying view and Stanton joined him.

"Thanks for all
your help john, I refuse to take that horse away from those
children."

"You don't have
to tell me that, it's written all over your face."

"I feel I've
wasted your time."

Stanton
chuckled and run the palms of his hands down his face. "Winston,
you sound like you don't know me."

"Well I don't
really, but I found someone in England that does, how an earth did
you stay alive. I was told you know a bit about horses and can ride
yourself."

"Oh, I'm not
surprised you're a well connected wise man. Doesn't pay to harp on
about anything when you need to know everything. The less I profess
to know the more I find out."

"Can you tell
me what you think of all this I would value your opinion
highly."

"Well we can
use disasters as tools to achieve goals even if we think we have no
control. We can turn adversity into opportunity."

Blake looked
quickly toward Stanton then back to the view. "Go on."

"A pom coming
over here with a pommy horse and racing off with a swag of cups
would encounter a lot of flack from the industry and the
public."

"I've thought
of that myself but I'm determined to find my daughter."

"There are
blokes like Taggart and Cotton around all over the place. Those
blokes are at the bottom of the heap. Wait till you start dealing
with the aristocracy of the industry. Who knows what they may get
up to? They have the media in their pockets as well would be a
nightmare just covering your rear end."

I know of the
problems and could come up with more but I'm not stopping."

"I've noticed.
My wife's a journalist and she gets into more strife than speed
Gordon. I know what they can get up to I've been attacked by them
plenty of times. Officially when it comes to the point I don't
exist, it sells a few papers then they pick on someone else to sell
more."

"Agreed. I was
a merchant banker, whenever we had bad news about Australian
figures we could release the information on the morning of The
Melbourne Cup and few people would notice even the media was pre
occupied with the event. By mid afternoon half the nation was drunk
and those who could stand up were listening to the race. The next
day the impact of negative news was minimal. The practice brought
my attention to the power of the event and I hatched the plan to
win the race and find Rose."

"They'll throw
everything they can at you. You would suffer all those things and
more but if we can convince the media two kids running a horse with
a goal of The Melbourne Cup no one would dare go near them. They'd
sell so many papers be chased around that much and what about the
public. They'd love it, the industry would have to wear it. My wife
would medially crucify anyone who put a child under attack even if
she was ordered not to by the highest authority."

Blake had a
look of stern concentration. "Children can't be registered owners
the horse is in their fathers name but keep going."

"Sign the horse
over to their father, no one will be any the wiser. If the horse
gets to the cup we can make sure you get a story just prior to the
race win or loose. When Jodi gets a whiff of the story the point
the kids aren't owners on paper wont matter. She can dream up
rubbish quicker than I can tip it in the bin. If the one person
comes forward you're looking for I'll help you find Rose. Jessica's
misconduct and Taggart's blunder may have handed you the key to the
cabinet holding the Melbourne Cup."


"Incredible."

Stanton waited
for the rest but Blake was silent. "What?"

"I thought of
exactly the same thing. I've worked within a hairs breadth of the
law to relive people of their money for years sometimes it caused
mayhem and I was one of the good guys, the bad ones you dealt with
so I hear. John I know you've put you hide on the line for years
usually for people who wouldn't let you in the front door any more
than they would me. Why?"

"So kids can
chase their dreams like winning the Melbourne Cup in relative
freedom and I can drive whatever car I please."

"That car is
one of your most important tools isn't it?"

"I use it for
all kinds of things, least of all a mode of transport."

"Do you think
Rose is out there somewhere?"

"Everything
tells me Rose Blake is still alive, especially my guts."

"Well let's do
it."

Blake attended
the Racing Information Services Australia once more produced all
the paperwork for Flaxmead, verified his identity and countersigned
the bill of sale from Jimmy Cotton. Flaxmead became the property of
Robert Fields of Pokolbin. Dylan and Anna's battle for the
Melbourne Cup had begun.


 CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Bob Fields was
tired long hours during the harvest at Loudbark wines under the
Broken Back Range Broke road Pokolbin was taking its toll. He left
as early as he could in the warm evening air the scent of Roses and
fermenting grapes followed him down the long step access road and
out onto the main road. He headed past home to Cessnock post office
to pick up the mail, no one had been able to get there for a week.
He bundled the letters under his arm and headed home, Flaxmead was
thundering round the paddock as the sun began to set he had felt
downhearted for days about the ownership wrangle over the horse. He
was apprehensive of the day someone may come down the drive and
take him away breaking his children's hearts. He sat at the kitchen
table of his homestead opening the pile of mail and felt even worse
with a pile of bills. He came to an envelope marked RISA, he looked
at it for a while but knew it had to be opened. He studied the
contents and his round face developed a broad smile.

He went
straight to his daughter's room she was reading in bed. He sat
beside her and presented the paperwork sliding it down in front of
her book. She put her book down held up the forms in front of her
face and studied them. She bit her bottom lip smiling threw back
her long hair hugged her father and jumped out of bed running down
the hall. "Dylan, Dylan!" she shouted. "Flaxy's our's." Dylan woke
from a half sleep and they sat on Dylan's bed next to each other
sharing the forms as Anna read the letter and studied the horses in
Flaxmead's bloodline. They took the papers to their father and Anna
pointed out that Flaxmead's parents were Australian horses. Bob
Fields put on his reading glasses and noted nearly the entire
bloodline listed on the form came from Australia. Marie helped
settle the children down promising to see Graham Harper as soon as
they could tomorrow. Bob Fields slept the best he had for weeks and
Anna found slumber clutching the paperwork.

Harper
confronted by a jubilant pair of children early next morning was
pleasantly surprised at the sudden turn around by RISA. He phoned
them but could get no information from them other than the
ownership issue had been resolved and the registration official.
Harper now had the fastest horse he had ever seen and the bloodline
puzzled him, how did a horse born in Ireland have Australian
parents from the very valley he lived in. This was an interesting
point but other things became pressing such as Flaxmead's first
race, he had the fastest horse he had ever witnessed registered at
his stables about to race under his colours. More time trials at
his track now the horse had settled broke every record and his
horse Flushing Meadow a front runner from the area struggled to
even stay with him. A semi professional trainer locally he knew he
would be considered an amateur by the big guns, he now had someone
else's horse with a real dream of the Melbourne Cup. He could have
put Meadow to the task last year but always found he had to
postpone things for a more pressing veterinary tasks. If Flaxmead
ran everything down he was confronted with the real prospect of
having a runner in the Melbourne Cup and all the media attention,
flack and pressure applied by all the powers who wanted the same
thing. He asked himself did he really need that in his life, what
he saw in his mind was not all the negatives he had been weighing
up but the faces of two young children with happy smiles. He found
something he had been looking for, an incentive lacking in his own
dream. He had never seen any value as a vet or trainer in fronting
horses for the rich and powerful although he had been asked many
times. He again saw two jubilant young children and asked himself a
question, will I be the one to wipe the smiles off their faces.
From within him an answer was immediate and he mumbled under his
breath "No way."

He went
straight to his office and began to log a plan for Flaxmead. He
wanted to present the particulars to the Fields that evening, he
had an immediate feeling of enjoyment going about the process. He
was in his office but felt like he wasn't at work. He had no idea
he was starting a process that would stop two nations dead at three
pm on the first Tuesday in November and bring local waring business
factions together in a colossal battle for the Melbourne Cup.


 CHAPTER FIFTEEN

On the opposite
side of Greedy Piggy Creek a shift was in progress at the giant
Greedy Piggy Creek coal mine adjacent to the Fields and Harper
properties. In the early days of mining in the area the name was a
novelty but as time passed and the operation was swallowed up by
the global conglomerate Janeiro Coffee it became a stigma the
mining giant felt unfair. Lobbying local and state governments to
change the name of the creek that gave the mine its name had been
dusted with stiff opposition from locals. There was a story
attached to how the creek was named spaning back nearly two hundred
years. The relentless twenty four hour operation never slept and in
some weather conditions neither did the locals. On clear cold dark
nights the sound of giant diesel engines and the clank of chains
carried for miles hardly music to their ears. The once far away
operation was growing ever closer to the Harper and Fields and
negotiations by Janeiro Coffee to purchase adjacent properties
lining Greedy Piggy Creek was at stalemate. People were happy with
where they lived and refused to be daunted by the industrial mayhem
within their community. Although many relied on the mines for
income a constant battle raged on where the line should be drawn.
The Fields and Harpers were only small players in the area as the
Greedy Piggy Creek was also the border line spanning the
magnificence of the Loudbark winery where Bob Fields devoted his
life. Janeiro Coffee had good relations with the family owners of
the sprawling leafy haven maker of some of the world's finest wines
but the controlling family questioned the motives of the
relationship.

Janeiro Coffee
focused on obtaining the properties to access the shallow low
sulphur and ash coal seams sought by fussy Japanese power stations
worth hundreds of millions of dollars below the green picturesque
expanses. They had tried hard to encourage support from Loudbark
and now a new problem suddenly took the wind from their sails. The
adjoining winery along the remaining border of Greedy Piggy Creek
Shangri La Wines also bordering Loudbark had recently been sold, a
shock to the mining giant who had offered and exuberant sum for the
property only days before the announcement. Janeiro Coffee found
the new owners two ex merchant bankers from England to be a little
harder to deal with than the previous Japanese owners and the doors
had been securely closed on the mining giant. The cashed up
eccentrics could buy and sell the multinational several times and a
new process of approach was being planned. A state election loomed
and Janeiro Coffee executives arranged a closed door meeting with
state politicians currently in power to outlay timing and revenue
plans for the expansions should they be successful. Funds generated
to government coffers from the expansions planned to be highlighted
along with employment prospects and community benefits.

Horse studs and
wineries were not the only people sometimes in the firing line of
corporate expansion. The workers of the Greedy Piggy Creek coal
mine were members of a powerful union, the Australia wide Come Fly
With Me Union. The CFWMU were the keepers of the fine line between
full time employees with a foreseeable future and benefits
bolstering family support and the dirty word contractors. There was
a continued push to fill mines with disposable labour indirectly
employed by labour hire companies creating a similar community
morale depletion that killed off remote mining communities in
Western Australia and Queensland. However the Hunter Valley was not
far from Australia's biggest city Sydney and the annals of
Canberra. Always under the scrutiny of the powers to be visiting
the picturesque gem on the New South Wales coast they seemed to be
more interested in the area than a remote red desert town with a
mainly non voting populous of flies. Opinion on Hunter Valley
industrial policy was as clear as Greedy Piggy Creek the line
between a coal mine, horse stud and winery. To further strengthen
the areas business rivalry the Greedy Piggy Creek coal mines other
boundaries joined a rival global mining giant The Fixed Hole pty
ltd. The mining rivals had found this was actually an advantage
that they were separated by only a fence barely capable of holding
back farming stock. In fact Kangaroos protected by government no
cull bureaucracy demanded by minority groups regularly cleared the
fences looking for greener pastures and frequenting the roadways
becoming a road surface for three hundred and fifty ton dump
trucks. The signs displayed for all to see around the fence line
warning of open cut mining operations and heavy earth moving
equipment were ignored by the Kangaroos but the sign was clearly
there. Company lawyers had problems understanding this and employed
consultants to design a sign that could be understood by the
Kangaroos. The local parrot population had also deserted them, lack
of housing opportunities and inability to wear safety glasses and
hard hats whilst flying though clouds of coal dust had seen them
seek greener pastures. The mining giants received complaints of
dust noise and vibration from concerned locals the neighbours were
immediately implicated as the perpetrators never pinpointed. No one
had come up with a tool that could be used to equate unity but
unbeknown one had just arrived called Flaxmead.

Kerry Snow an
Open Cut Examiner and Supervisor a statutory position of
responsibility required by coal mining law currently on day shift
in the Greedy Piggy Creek coal operation was responsible for
checking all areas of the mining lease and reporting on a shift by
shift basis. His company vehicle had an on board GPS tracking
system displaying every piece of equipment in the mine on demand,
amongst the musty coal dust decimated bushland and contaminated
water ways. All equipment was closely monitored for status
condition and productivity level. For smooth and effortless
operation a series of procedures written by lawyers none who had
actually seen a piece of earthmoving equipment were stacked in
heavy bookshelves in rows of offices, one must access the paper
work print out or copy the requirements issue the paperwork sign
it. In many cases by this time the next shift was due on and time
to go home for stress medication. It was made clear if procedures
were not followed people would be sacked. If further breaches
continued the people responsible for sacking the people who had
already been sacked would be sacked. This caused a few staff
training issues and familiarising new staff was a common task for
supervisors. Moments of normality were sacred. An access roadway
for reporting purposes followed the edge of Greedy Piggy Creek on
the mine edge and once a shift during inspection he would traverse
the road cautiously not to kick up to much dust. An OCE supervisor
is subject to abuse from the entire workforce starting with the
upper management and finishing with people who access the mine who
don't even work for the organisation. The line of abuse in the
industry is loosely disguised as responsibility. He often stopped
by the creek opposite the Fields residence under trees for lunch, a
moment of solace in a day of mayhem. He would check the flashing
orange light on top of his vehicle for proper function, this would
apparently ward off all evil spirits.

Kerry was a
horse race punter of monumental proportions and often used the
moment of calm to pick his next day bets. Over the years he had
become quite an authority of current form and his whispers of a
sure thing were taken seriously and often bore fruit. If you wanted
a hot tip Kerry Snow was in the know. He was a lifetime open cut
coal miner and no direct admirer or authority of horse flesh but
when on day shift at the creek he had noticed a thundering black
stallion in the paddock of the Fields property. His shift roster of
two on two off rotating day and night shift he spent fourteen hours
a day in the mine and when on day shift noticed children played
with the massive stallion and lunching at the creek became a habit.
It was mid summer and hot, he sat next to the creek away from his
Toyota land cruiser wagon fitted with GPS screen fleet monitoring
system, two HF radios, two mobile phones a moment of consolation
was sacred. Responsible for the eastern area of the mine and some
thirty five equipment operators in liaison with six other area OCEs
with equal responsibility not to mention the dreaded bunglers in
the mine nerve centre called dispatch. A quite five minutes by the
creek was hallowed. Watching fish swim in the clear cool water he
was startled by a girl's voice. "Hello mister," said Anna from
Flaxmead's back as he stood in shallow water on the other side of
the creek drinking not twenty metres away, a horse of Flaxmead's
size will drink forty five litres of water a day.

He looked up
startled his white hard hat slipping back a little, his blue
uniform with silver reflective stripes around the arms stood out
against the parched brown surrounding grass. He lowered his safety
glasses from his nose leaving them hang on a chord around his neck
as he crouched by the waters edge.

"Oh, good
day."

"What you doing
mister," asked Anna.

"Having a
spell, that's a nice horse he must be quiet I didn't hear you."

"Sorry mister
he came down for a drink we walked slowly but he can run really
fast."

"What's his
name?"

"Flaxmead."

"Flaxmead,
sounds like a winner."

"He's going to
win the Melbourne Cup."

Kerry chuckled
and opened his eyes wide. "Wow what's he won so far?"

"Nothing he's
going to run soon in Scone."

"Flaxmead I'll
remember that and look for him. What's your name?"

"Anna, I have
to go he's finished drinking," she called to her dog wallowing in
the creek shallows. "Come on Pipa." The creek had a steep ramp from
where Flaxmead stood he reared up lunged up the ramp and broke into
a gallop away to the right, Pipa her dog clipped at the horses
hooves but was outgunned. Flaxmead covered fifty metres following
the creek line then pulled up turned and prancing to a gallop flat
out passed Kerry thundering out of sight with Anna tucked in behind
his ears, turf flew everywhere as he raced past. Although Barry was
an ardent punter he had never seen a real horse run only on the
television, he was captivated by the flying charger and it stayed
with him making him think. The pair thundered out of sight off with
Pipa the blue heeler barking in pursuit.

Kerry battled
on to the end of shift preparing the oversize task whiteboard
covered in equipment numbers and corresponding employees names by a
series of magnetic strips big enough to see from the back of the
muster area. The board was mounted on one wall with rows of chairs
facing the wall to seat oncoming staff. The strips bearing names
and equipment numbers could be moved around by simply pulling them
from the magnetic board and placing them where required. A computer
screen in the room revealed up to date equipment location for last
minute accuracy from the GPS system. Hand written areas of the
board gave a bus no for groups to access their equipment after
briefing, neatly parked outside by the off going shift in the
muster car park. The light vehicles Toyota land cruiser wagons had
a pre start inspection book to sign off responsibility of the
driver to ensure they were safe to use. Some more irresponsible
members of the workforce found they were excellent for making paper
aeroplanes to throw out the window on the way to and from the work
area. A handover briefing was made with the ongoing OCE supervisor
and early starters small groups of operators staring half hour
before the rest of the shift manned high production shovels and
draglines to ensure continuous productivity. Even the most well
laid plans can go astray and quite often did. To an outsider it
looked like a pressure cooker waiting to blow, to Kerry and other
staff at Janeiro Coffee Greedy Piggy Creek it was all in a days
work.

A galloping
horse played on Kerry's mind and as he left the mining lease half
after seven on the warm evening he detoured slightly past the
Fields property. He was rewarded with his first sight of horses
breaking a gate and running against each other even if it was only
two Meadow and Flaxmead training together. The practice track in
the front paddock of the Harper property with its near white
railings was around two hundred metres parallel from the roadway
where Kerry Snow watched. He noted the black stallion raced away
from the bay mare from the gate covering three circuits of the
track leading by ten lengths by the time they pulled up. He didn't
really know how fast they were going but it looked fast, the black
stallion reminded him of the emblem on the grill of a mustang. He
didn't know he had witnessed the fastest stallion in the country
but was compellingly driven to sample a race meeting for the first
time.


 CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Little Lindy
Cumberland sixteen years old from Scone was an avid horse
enthusiast, her entire family had worked with horses all their
lives but tragedy had scarred the families hearts. Her elder
brother also only small was a local successful jockey made it to
the big time with catastrophic consequences. He fell in a major
race and was killed, the family was devastated and only just
managed to hold together. Her parents forbid Lindy becoming a
jockey fearing the same fate but time showed this affected her
social development and as hearts healed Graham Harper was able to
assist. Her brother had sometimes raced horses for Harper and
Lindys parents through regular contact with Harper as a vet
eventually hatched a plan acceptable to Lindy and her parents.
Harper took Lindy on as an apprentice jockey promising her parents
to shield Lindy from high risk situations but still live the life
she so much wanted.

Harper entered
Flaxmead in a fifteen hundred metre maiden handicap at Scone races
for Monday two weeks away a TAB covered event Flaxmead would come
up on the radar and begin to develop public form. Lindy Cumberland
was well past her twenty barrier starts and had just scored her
first points in the New South Wales jockey premiership. Riding well
chosen horses in low risk events around Scone and Muswellbrook the
youngster had just had her first wins and two in one day in recent
weeks. The family was well respected but Harper had heard the
rumblings in race circles that the girl was favoured by certain
people and her success was due to the careful management by Harper.
Harper knew Lindy's heart was set on becoming like her brother and
he had seen she had outstanding talent. Harper planned to put Lindy
on Flaxmead this had major advantages but just as many pitfalls.
Lindy had never ridden a thundering speedster like Flaxmead not
even Meadow and he knew if he put her on it she would be hooked. He
had promised her parents that he would never put her in such a
position but time had shown that she would be a waste of talent
riding pony size horses out of the spotlight. Attempts to get a
male jockey on Flaxmead had been disastrous he would have none of
it and his career would have to start with a female jockey or not
at all. He hatched a careful plan your toe in the water wont make a
splash.

Lindy worked
Scone and Muswellbrook tracks of a morning for several trainers and
owners, Harper seldom bothered her even though she was an
apprentice registered at this stable. This financial and social
help was much appreciated by her father and mother, out of the blue
he requested Lindy attend his property after track work in nearby
Muswellbrook and mid morning Lindy's mothers beat up four wheel
drive pulled up in Harpers compound. Lindy was still wearing her
riding gear and Harper greeted her and said he had something she
might like to look at. Lindys mother Susan was close friends with
Harpers wife and left the two in the compound joining Harpers wife
Liz for a chat in the house. So far so good. Harper led Lindy into
the covered stables stopping at Flaxmead's stall and Lindys face
lit up like a Christmas tree. Flaxmead grunted shaking his head and
approached Lindy muzzling her at the stall barrier, Lindy stroked
his forehead.

She noticed
Flaxmead's brand was Harpers. "Is he yours he's beautiful?"

"He belongs to
the Fields next door,"

"What's he's
name?"

"Flaxmead."

"Can he
run?"

"Why don't you
find out?"

Lindy looked at
Harper then back at Flaxmead rubbing the side of his face, her
little delicate hand dwarfed by his magnitude. "Id love to but
Mum."

"You ride I'll
manage mum."

Flaxmead now
tolerated Harper near him and Lindy helped saddle and adjust straps
to suit her size not much was needed she was the same size as Anna.
Lindy retrieved her helmet and whip from the vehicle. Harper
instructed her to put her helmet on in front of him, Flaxmead
reacted immediately strutting and grunting pulling at Harper
holding the reins. Lindy had a look of horror as Flaxmead reared up
with a whiney her first time near such a monster. She swallowed the
lump in her throat determined to succeed. Flaxmead stood by the
saddle rail himself for Lindy to mount and she looked puzzled how
the strutting monster suddenly calmed.

Harper took her
whip. "You won't need that, get on his waiting." She climbed
aboard. "Trot him to the back of the barrier come round the barrier
and when he gets level hell break. Run him three thousand when you
want him to kick laugh."

"What?"

Harper let go
of the bridle Lindy was trembling with fear suddenly it was as if
Flaxmead picked her up and carried her like he had arms around her.
He cantered to the back of the stalls at the test track run off
some three hundred metres away Lindy turned him he trotted level
with the stalls broke straight to the rail and Lindy tucked in
behind his ears. Lindy had never experienced such thing, it was as
if she had been launched from a catapult and shot along the inside
of the rail. Her eyes began to water and she had the widest smile
and couldn't help but yell "Yes!"

Liz Harper and
Susan Cumberland were gossiping casually looking out the kitchen
window from the table and chairs next to it when Liz noticed the
flying horse. She put her hands up to her face stood up and yelled.
"Oh my god Lindy's on Flaxmead." She race out the house followed by
Susan running to the side of the track then to her husband adjacent
to the barn on the rail with Susan in close tow. "What are you
doing," she asked her husband he remained emotionless looking
watching the digital timer in front of him. Susan Cumberland
watched helplessly in horror as her only daughter streaked round on
the thundering monster. There was silence as they watched her
second lap a look of horror from Susan Cumberland turned to one of
inquisition Harper looked at the timer as she thundered by he
looked up in amazement "Wow!"

Susan
Cumberland began to smile with pride. "She's laughing out loud I
can't believe it," said Susan. Flaxmead kicked under Lindy and she
felt the power of a champion. The silence at the rail continued as
all eyes watched the spectacle Flaxmead screamed past the three
thousand two hundred metre timer and Harper looked up in disbelief.
"Bingo."

Flaxmead slowed
to a canter and Lindy let go of the reins put her arms in the air
up and down from one side to the other and dropped her rump to the
saddle, she shouted in time to her arm lifts with v fingers. "Yes
Yes Yes Yes I love you!"

Her mother was
full of mixed emotion and tried to work out if she was going to
chastise or praise Lindy, Flaxmead pulled up in front of them with
his usual prancing and head tossing routine and Harper took the
bridle as Lindy slipped from the saddle she then began doing cart
wheels and laughing shouting and Susan's emotion leaned towards
support. She had never seen her daughter so happy. Lindy finally
gained control and led Flaxmead to the wash down pad. She tended
his every need and the horse loved it. Graham Harper Liz and Susan
had a yarn in the kitchen watching Lindy and Flaxmead bond then
with Susan Cumberland settled he asked the question.

"Susan Flaxmead
is in his first race Monday week in Scone with your permission I'd
like Lindy to ride him."

It took a while
for Susan to respond. "Her father would never allow it, but he
hasn't seen what I have. Don't tell him and let her ride."

"Glen will be
there if there's any flak I'll swear you didn't know, don't feel
obligated because of the past." replied Graham.

"No, we have to
face this at some time," replied Susan. "We hoped she would run at
the back of the field in no danger of being trampled if she fell.
Time has passed It makes no sense she's wining anyway. She's all
we've got left. I don't think that horse would let anything happen
to her."

"They have to
catch her before there's reasonable risk, slim chance," replied
Harper.


 CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

At Loudbark
wines managing director Clifford Barking was in the humble office
his family had made decisions in for over a hundred and fifty
years, a solid timber colonial building made from the very timber
cleared to plant the vines. His ancestors originally lived in the
dwelling and the main winery operation was constructed directly
adjacent undergoing expansion with the fruits of success
overlooking the most picturesque area of the valley below the
broken back range. A stark contrast was present when one considered
the working environment of the adjacent Greedy Piggy Creek coal
mine. Staff at Loudbark willingly spent hours outside expected
hours and there was a distinct lack of stern procedure or written
demand. The air was filled with the scent of flowers with bees
eagerly foraging for honey. Kangaroos spent that much time
unmolested eating grass amongst the buildings and vines right next
to staff they could nearly speak English. Parrots sat on branches
of ancient gums chatting about next generation with confidence.
Winemaking was a lengthy task requiring patience and prescience.
Clifford had fantastic dedicated staff and they would have it no
other way in the perfect spot to shake ageing of the body, this is
where neighbour Shangri La wines had originated their name. The
weather for the harvest season had been hot two weeks of forty
Celsius and even the rose trees placed perfectly symmetrical on the
end of each row of vines on the wide green hillsides showed signs
of stress. Seasonal pickers had worked extended hours to bring in
the crop and minimise damage to the grapes the contract seasonal
workers showed stress themselves but had rallied in the comfort of
a cooler change. Rains had been good and a bumper crop of Shiraz
and Semillon grapes with low yields of high quality for which the
area is justly renowned. Bob Fields was head winemaker having a
team that included Barking family members crafting some of
Australia's most iconic wines consistently ensuring that Loudbark's
obsession with quality and tradition was upheld. Bob Fields had
worked his way up to this trusted position and was considered part
of the Barking family he had now been there so long.

Clifford
Barking was not a horse man but had dealings with stables and studs
in the valley relating to the issue of coal mining encroaching on
their operations. He was however interested in Bob Fields life and
eagerly listened to the story of Flaxmead and the horses pending
first run. What he heard was what he expected of the man he had
known and trusted for so long a horse to make his children smile.
They also discussed the new owners of the neighbouring Shangri La
wines an eccentric and most interesting pair of English seniors. It
would appear the pair had acquired the operation in a drunken stupa
but Clifford and Bob were far wiser. Tracking a mile of paperwork
that would give full ownership and control to the pair was
interesting and someone who really knew how to handle money had
forged the deal. They were over the moon that the dreaded Greedy
Piggy Creek coal mine had failed to acquire the property and the
Chinese pushing there way into the industry had also been kept at
bay. There were known dubious motives for the Greedy Piggy Creek
mob fronted by Janeiro Coffee and what was considered a similar
view of the Chinese push. The new owners had put in a manager
retaining the staff already there that had always given Loudbark a
run for their money at shows and competitions. Something really
puzzled and interested them, a small complex that could house
horses had been immediately added to the Shangri La Landscape but
as yet no horses had materialised. The thing that impressed Bob and
Clifford the most was the immediate attack on the Greedy Piggy
Creek Coal management by the eccentric new owners. Rumoured to be
cashed up they had already threatened to buy the mining giant
through the back door fill the open cuts with water and open a gold
fish farm giving joy rides on the heavy equipment with the
operations staff wearing clown suits and red noses. Janeiro Coffee
actually listened and took note that the two English eccentrics
well known in the annals of world finance had taken on far stranger
things and made them work. The Greedy Piggy mob were into selling
coal and realised a new strategy in the valley would have to be
found and planned to bring their usual ally on board the Australian
government. The conversation was always going back to the topic of
Flaxmead Clifford aware of little Lindy Cumberland and the fight by
their family for courage and persistence in the industry. Harper
had put trainers in touch with Bob Fields a horse enthusiast
himself from a young age, with Bob Fields assistance the wine
industry had helped many struggling jockeys and Lindy Cumberland's
brother was one of them. Lindys brother's death from a fall had
shocked the wine industry but the Cumberland family courage
bringing their daughter to the fray impressed Clifford. He offered
support by attending the upcoming meeting at Scone with Bob
although it was the busiest time of the year; he had no idea what
he would witness.


 CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Kerry Snow was
at home when he checked the local newspaper TAB form for the week
ticking his choices for each race with ease. Years of horse names
jockey names and race tracks gave him a second sense on who would
do well. He came to a Monday meeting at Scone began to tick the
events then stopped with an inquisitive frown. Race eight a maiden
handicap, he seldom bothered with maiden races as the horses had no
form and were generally new runners. Picking a winner was like the
lottery. This one looked different for two reasons a horse name he
remembered the only horse he had ever seen run in the flesh
Flaxmead, the other was the jockey surname Cumberland. A shocking
fall at a major event came to mind and the subsequent funeral of a
star jockey in Scone. He was not on shift at Greedy Piggy Creek
Coal on Monday and decided to attend the meeting his first ever
drawn by the interest of the connection.

Anna and Dylan
were not to attend the meeting; an agreement of school attendance
had been made clear when they first got Flaxmead. If Flaxmead made
the Melbourne Cup this would be the only time school would not come
first, Bob Fields was convinced this would never happen. Winston
Blake Wilson Hornswaddle and Bartholomew Fothrington although aware
of things were busy and did not study the local horse forms or no
doubt they would have been in stealth appearance for the event. Bob
Fields and Clifford Barking planned to attend for a short spell
from the pressure of harvest and to become involved.

The day came a
fine summers Monday and Lindy was waiting for Harper at the
allotted stable when she saw his horse float pull up in the float
parking area. They took Flaxmead straight to the stable and he was
put out of sight Harper and Lindy staying with him at all times.
The Scone racing facility is first class what you would expect of
the small country town dubbed the horse capital of Australia.

Kerry Snow
arrived early and walked around his first race meeting, an open
laid back event, he enjoyed the new smells and atmosphere created
then witnessed his first horse race. His assumption of the winner
was correct and he collected his winnings before the next race.
Flaxmead was in race nine and he could not find the dashing black
stallion as much as he looked, the horse had drawn barrier eight
with only eight runners he would be on the outside. He did find
other runners in the race and was shocked to see six of the runners
came from the same stable. Further enquires chatting to jockeys and
locals found this often happened as local trainers with
international networks ran horses locally to asses form and gauge
realistic outcomes for steeds. They also pooled their jockeys to
learn strategy for more lucrative races with tactics like boxing in
the pocket, pushing wide and blocking. With ever closer scrutiny by
stewards these things had to be rehearsed to make it look like it
wasn't happening. It came to Kerry fairly quick why the areas
leading jockeys from one entity were in a maiden race that would
attract little attention. He had not been able to access this
information before putting a bet on Flaxmead or he would have just
watched by summing up his observations he thought he'd done his
money. Flaxmead was also carrying top weight; he cursed himself for
not coming to meetings earlier as he was learning so much.

Lindy was
nervous at weigh in Flaxmead had his number blanket thrown on then
saddled his number looked odd to Harper as it was a first for him.
Lindy was trembling and Harper threw in a classic speech he hoped
would settle Lindy down. They were still in the confines of the
stable with a few minutes to spare.

"Are you
nervous," asked Harper.

"I feel sick Mr
Harper," she replied.

Harper leant
against the wall with Lindy holding Flaxmead's reins in front of
him. "Flaxy looks to be a freak of nature, his blood line has a
father that officially did nothing and so did his father they are
of unknown form who knows why. Maybe they never got the chance. If
elite athletes have children they may become great car salesman but
never compete." Lindy chuckled with her hand over her mouth. "What
we do know of Flaxy is he loves to run, loves children and is
determined and overbearing. We can't get a man on his back I don't
know why but he knows. A horse called Secretariat from America
raced into immortality in nineteen seventy three, he won a race by
thirty two lengths and broke the world record for a mile and a
half. We still don't know today if horse holds the world record
because there is no central body that keeps records and staying has
become more important than speed but he won a race by thirty two
lengths in lighting time. Some people condemned the move by the
jockey as he risked the horse running flat out where maybe he
should have pulled the horse up and won by a smaller margin with
less risk to the horse. Here we come to an interesting point, the
people who remarked on the risk referred to the possible loos of
millions of dollars in revenue from stud work that was put at risk.
Had they not thought the horse just may like to run and could run
faster than anything else because it just could and loved it? Anna
and Dylan don't even talk about prize money or records they have a
dream, a Melbourne Cup. If Flaxmead won it they'd probably put the
cup in his stable saying it was his. The kids just love horses and
Flaxy flies with Anna or you on his back because he loves it and he
can.

In nineteen
thirty eight again in America two great horses had a race against
each other, Seabiscuit and War Admiral. It wasn't a race about two
horses it was a race about two rich and powerful men. This and
every other race Flaxy has is about two children and a dream and we
mustn't ever forget that. When he goes home win or loose they will
love him just as much as they did before he left. You know what
he's like, Flaxy can run fast and he can run a long way so let him.
If he needs some guidance ask him or laugh with him." Lindy hugged
Harper for a few seconds then asked for a leg up, she covered the
tears welling in her eyes and her fear had gone.

It was just on
sixteen minutes to the race and Flaxmead had not appeared, suddenly
right on the cut of time the dashing black monster entered the
parade ground and the locals and public got their first look at the
giant, previous trials run by Harper had gone unnoticed, attention
drawn away by major horse studs spending thousands on advertising.
The field grouped then trotted toward the barrier at the far north
western side of the track. Lindy had a problem Flaxmead strutted
around pouting and prancing on his way to the stalls set at the
sixteen hundred metre mark he continued this and created havoc
behind the stalls with Harper attempting to control him as the
stalls were loaded. Flaxmead succeeded in demoralising the
opposition with several horses jittered by his presence. Flaxmead
calmed when all the horses were in the stalls and shot into the
final gate by himself the race controller commented.

"And Flaxmead
last in for this maiden handicap over sixteen hundred," said the
race caller over the PA system. "Top weight and outside barrier
quite a monster by the looks and little Lindy Cumberland piloting
that pretentious steed to say the least for Graham Harper. I'm
shocked to hear on the grapevine that Flaxmead is owned by two
school children and is their pet mount, I can assure you they are
braver than me ladies and gentlemen." Glen Cumberland having a beer
in the open bar of the punters complex heard his daughters name and
raced toward the top of the grandstand getting there just as the
horses jumped, others hearing the familiar name unaware of the pair
shot to vantage points around the track as the race caller
continued. "They are with the starter and away with Tuckers might
and Brazen Heart starting well and Flaxmead flies from his stall on
the outside and I can see daylight between him and the other
runners already. Tuckers Might and Brazen Heart looking to stay
with the black monster who must be thinking this is a hundred yard
dash but he continues to pull ground on the rest of the field.
Tuckers Might still second now three lengths back Brazen heart
third Gunfight fourth Nazareth fifth in close convoy on the rail
with Sextant, Belair and Bridey three wide from the rail.

Flaxmead
continues to make ground the rest of the field makes them look like
they're looking for a parking spot. Into the turn and Flaxmead must
be no more than an inch from the barrier with Little Lindy
Cumberland's boot and at the eight hundred its Flaxmead continuing
to pull away its a wonder little Lindy hasn't pulled him up tucked
in their behind his ears the sixteen year old is on the ride of her
life. And Brazen Heart passes Tuckers might for second place on the
turn still followed by Gunfight Nazareth and as they pass the
thousand metre mark." The caller jumped to his feet.

"We have a
record from this race already the fastest thousand ever run here by
over a two seconds." The small crowd had rallied to any vantage
point they could and became vocal. "With four hundred to go I
notice little Lindy Cumberland doesn't even have a whip in her hand
and this horse had decimated the rest of the Field and he's kicked
ladies and gentlemen. Lindy Cumberland must be having a laugh or
something what a ride, the rest of the field not even in it. With
two hundred to go Flaxmead must have twenty lengths on Brazen heart
way behind him I can't believe this and I can hear the small crowd
here today is as excited as me because you sound like a Manly
Parramatta grand final mob. And Flaxmead is going for it, are we
witnessing the birth of a champion ladies and gentlemen and he's a
Hunter Valley bred horse and he crosses the line he must be twenty
five lengths from the rest of the field. We have a new track record
and ladies and gentlemen what we believe to be the fastest sixteen
hundred metres ever run by a horse and I'm struggling with my voice
after that lot."

Glen Cumberland
had shouted at the top of his voice from when the pair entered the
home straight. People went past him praising his daughter's
performance some saying it was the most exciting thing to happen in
the valley for a long time. Glen Cumberland felt a huge weight lift
from his shoulders that he had carried since the death of his son.
He no longer lived in the past but was rocketed to the present and
now thought about the future.

Harper
struggled to control Flaxmead who put on a hell of a show in the
winners circle being himself. Lindy weighed in with correct weight
and made her way back to the winners circle to help Harper. Bob
Fields and Clifford Barking had been moving around the crowd and
officials all day answering questions that had started rumours
getting as far as the race caller. The small media contingent
bombarded Harper now joined by Bob Fields with questions but they
struggled with Flaxmead back to the stable Lindy locking the door
behind her and leaving Graham and Bob to fend of the pushy
journalists. They all asked questions at once and nothing could be
deciphered.

Graham Harper
put his hands up in front of him gesturing to the throng. "Please
please one at a time." He pointed to a young lady at the back. "You
have a question."

"Lee Hayford
freelance journalist I'm with the horse magazines not newspapers, I
hear Flaxmead was breed in the Hunter Valley and born in
Ireland."

"As far as we
can make out yes," replied Bob Fields.

"Is he Irish or
Australian," she enquired.

"He belongs to
my daughter and son if you ask them I think they'd say he was from
Pokolbin the horse is in my name because they are too young."

"That wasn't
what I asked."

"I suppose
that's because I don't really know, home is where the heart is, can
we give someone else a go." replied Fields.

A middle aged
man got in first from the front of the pack. "Gerard Moyse from the
Humbug media group. Will you be running this horse again in the
near future and if it's a children's pet what exactly did you stand
to prove."

"My daughter
has had a dream for years of having a horse. May sound odd but
she's always wanted to have a horse that won the Melbourne Cup. She
presented a project on it at school when she was eight."

"You found the
horse so she could get her wish."

"No we found
the horse in the middle of nowhere was destined for the abattoir.
We manage to get him for a hundred dollars as a pet, we had no idea
where he came from or even if he could run."

"A hundred
dollars!" shouted Hayford wide eyed.

"Who trained
him?" asked Moyse.

"We don't know
he just fell in our lap, we hope to find out one day," said
Fields.

"Mr Harper will
little Lindy Cumberland ride Flaxmead again?"

"Yes!" was a
shout from the sidelines it was Lindys father.

The pack turned
toward the voice. "Mr Cumberland would Lindy ride the Melbourne Cup
if the horse made it?"

"Lindys riding
well round here she has three winners now a great start for her.
Even if there was a chance for her to ride such a race I don't
think she's ready in a couple of year's maybe," replied Cumberland.
Harper and Fields began to walk away.

"Er Mr Harper
one more question," asked Moyse. Harper turned back just before he
entered the stable door. "Do you think that horse can win the
Melbourne Cup?"

"I'd answer
that with another question," replied Harper. "Is there another
horse that can stop him? You've seen it for yourself, he can run at
that pace for three thousand two hundred metres. It's the only
horse I've ever seen that can."

"Is he stabled
at your property Mr Harper?" pushed Moyse.

"Yes he
is."

"Who sold you
the horse Mr Fields?" asked Hayford.

"A man called
Jimmy Cotton."

"Jimmy Cotton's
from Taggart's stables?" asked Moyse.

"I believe
so."

"Taggart and
Cotton are croo...." Moyse was cut short by Harper.

"Jimmy Cotton
is a good man and one of the best trainers around. If Jimmy Cotton
sold the horse to Mr Fields children he had damn good reason
probably the fact he loves horses and wouldn't let anything happen
to one."

"This is gonna
be bigger than Ben Hur," muttered Moyse as he walked from the
gathered throng and pushed button on his mobile phone, Hayford had
already disappeared.

Graham Harper
and Bob Fields joined Lindy in the stable closing the door behind
them. "Jess Graham I didn't expect this," said Bob.

"I did its game
on. Flaxmead just made millions of friends and half a dozen
enemies. We need to find somewhere to hide him from both."

Kerry Snow
counted his winnings at the course bar having a quiet beer,
Flaxmead was twenty five to one. He had a ball and planned his next
meetings. He rang his friends in the Greedy Piggy Creek Coal mine
on duty and taunted them about his grand day. He informed them of
the massive win by Flaxmead a big black stallion from the property
directly next to the mine and owned by two children. The
information crept out into the workforce via the communication
network and word of mouth at crib times even to other mines via
mobile phones as everyone knew Kerry Snow was in the know.

By shift change
a black stallion called Flaxmead twenty five hands high that lived
on the mining lease owned by two babies just born in the Scone
hospital and ridden by a ten year old had broken the lap record at
Bathurst set by a V eight super car. Kerry Snow had apparently won
over a hundred thousand dollars predicting the win. Communication
channels in coal mines can be somewhat unreliable but the legend of
Flaxmead had begun.


 CHAPTER NINETEEN

Winston Blake
mid next morning in his office at Shangri La wines was a busy man.
The wine empire acquired by Wilson Hornswaddle and Bartholomew
Fothrington spanned the globe and was full of surprises. The
gesture to help two old friends had become as bigger part of life
as the search for his daughter. His phone constantly rang a knock
on the door was ever present and he loved it. The place the people
the environment was appealing, it was if he had not aged but got
younger since volunteering when asked and he had not been paid a
cent. His secretary brought in morning tea brewed in the
traditional British way in a pot it had become a formal procedure
and morning tea began to replace the word smoko amongst the staff.
Winston found this rather disappointing as he had become fond of
the word smoko and the people who used it although he had never
smoked a cigarette in his life.

He poured a cup
added sugar and milk stirred the contents and lifted his cup and
saucer from the tray sitting on the local newspaper atop the tray.
He never had time to read the paper but as he lifted the brew from
its resting place smelling the teas sweet aroma on the way to his
mouth he caught sight of the front page and froze. He placed the
tea gently beside him and in slow motion picked up the paper his
gaze fixed on a half page picture of Flaxmead passing a winning
post with what looked like a small girl on his back. He read the
headline.

FLAXMEAD RECORD
BREAKING ROCKET

"He mumbled to
himself as he read on. "My god I knew you could do it."

Hunter bred and
owned thoroughbred Flaxmead a massive four year old black stallion
yesterday broke the sixteen hundred metre track record and what is
believed to be the world record for the distance. Ridden by sixteen
year old apprentice jockey Lindy Cumberland from Scone she was
taken for the ride of her life holding the small crowd at the Scone
event spellbound. Carrying top weight and drawing barrier eight in
the eight runner maiden the horse was given odds of twenty five to
one even though it had broken records at trial brushed off as luck.
The magnificent black stallion, a pet owned by Dylan Fields nine
and Anna Fields twelve of Pokolbin shot from the gate lead from
start to finish winning by a massive estimated twenty five lengths.
Little Lindy Cumberland carried no whip to encourage the thundering
thoroughbred to decimate its opposition some of the most promising
horses in the district ridden by top jockeys. Second placed jockey
Simon Adams riding Brazen Heart a fresh two year old with royal
credentials commented he was intimidated by the horse whilst riding
to and entering the starting stalls.

"I heard
rumours about it from early in the morning," added Adams. "But
thought nothing of them until I saw Lindy on the monster. That's
the biggest best trained children's pet I've ever seen there's got
to be more to this than we've seen here today. If that horse can
stay we have a pending record breaking champion."

Lindy
Cumberland wore the triple blue colours of Pokolbin trainer and vet
Graham Harper. The horse's ownership is registered to local
winemaker Bob Fields as his children are too young to be official
owners. Harper and Fields kept the horse under wraps until just
before the race and after the event. Bob Fields winemaker for
Loudbark was accompanied by managing director Clifford Barking a
welcome sight at the event after a long absence. Fields stated he
had acquired the horse from veteran jockey trainer Jimmy Cotton as
a pet for his children for one hundred dollars believed to be
destined for an abattoir. Fields also mentioned his children carry
a dream of their pet wining the Melbourne Cup. Harper was asked if
he thought Flaxmead could win the Melbourne Cup and commented he
could only be stopped by another horse. We will keep you informed
of this uncanny occurrence causing a stir not only in racing
circles but throughout the Hunter region and beyond. Sourced from
Humbug sports editor Gerard Moyse.

Blake stood and
walked onto the balcony of the office complex at Shangri La sitting
amongst the parrots squabbling for food on the bird feeders hanging
from the veranda eves serviced by the office staff. He peered
across to the other side of the hill with warm look of disbelief
studying a colossal sign over looking the adjacent winery, it said
Loudbark.

The events of
the previous day had not gone unheralded in the Greedy Piggy Creek
coal mine and the front page of the newspaper was on notice boards
at crib huts and office blocks. Kerry Snow was heralded as the man
who would make them all rich with sound advice. A rivalry between
mines erupted with Greedy Piggy Creek claiming the horse as theirs
as it lived next door.

Wilson
Hornswaddle and Bartholomew Fothrington heard of the sudden
appearance of Flaxmead on a trip to the other side of the planet.
They had an immediate argument about the horse wining the Melbourne
Cup and placed a five pound wager regarding the event. They both
then realised in surprise they were inadvertently arguing in
support of the same thing for the first time in their lives. They
agreed that the combined ten pounds would be better placed as a bet
on Flaxmead on the day of the race, a surer venture they had not
planned.

John Stanton
studied the picture and article in the paper next to his pool in
the rear yard of his mansion whilst having a dip with his wife. He
placed the paper face up in front of Jodi's chair opposite him and
studied a car magazine as she walked from the pool drying her hair.
She sat before him and began brushing her long locks as Stanton
appeared engrossed in his magazine. "Anything interesting in the
paper love?"

"I haven't
looked." She peered down at the table picking the paper up slowly
as she read it. Stanton continued to pay no mind in a performance
that deserved an Oscar. "John look at this, I think it's that horse
that nice man Mr Blake was looking for."

Stanton half
looked over his magazine. "Really love."

"What an
incredible story says two young children have it as a pet hoping to
win the Melbourne Cup. Won a race in Scone had a young girl jockey
on it her name sounds familiar Cumberland."

"Her brother
was killed in a fall in a horse race somewhere far as I can
remember."

"Oh yes, poor
dears lost their son a couple of years back very sad."

"Sounds like a
fairy tale love."

"Kind of fairy
tale that sells millions of papers, I think I'll check the right
people are onto this."

"Good idea
love, you're the journalist you'd know." Jodi started giggling at
Stanton and he peeked over the magazine again with a frown.
"Something wrong love?"

"You could
never be an actor John even the worst actor would have a magazine
the correct way up when using it as a prop."

Although a
positive rumble resounded in the Hunter Valley other people and
places were not so impressed with the stallion's performance.
Taggart residing in Sydney his Wyong operation in confusion with
the absence of Cotton was summoned to the property of the smiling
assassin. One of the biggest players in thoroughbred racing in the
country, he had multi millions invested in horses for the upcoming
season from far and wide. The smiling assassin liked gambling and
Taggart with his involvement in the horse industry and underworld
was a handy information line especially when he had situations on
his hands as present. Drunk in casinos the smiling assassin owed
millions to underworld from long nights and bad decisions, If he
owed them a thousand dollars he'd have a problem, but he owed them
millions so they had a problem. The coming season he had promised
Middle Eastern investors hell bent on a Melbourne Cup a win before
their adversaries from the same region acquired the trophy.
Although Cotton had offered him Flaxmead he was still angry it had
not been destroyed as explained by Taggart. He expected to have six
runners in the cup and a close ally four and together they planned
to hem the trophy in bringing healthy benefits for both stables and
eradicate his outstanding debt. Taggart waited to see the smiling
assassin he knew why but had no answers and was running scared
himself.

The smiling
assassin had been named well, always smiling well dressed, handsome
and composed. It was said he had once sold shares in ten Holden
racing team cars at Bathurst to Ford fans on the hill prior to the
race. Nine failed to finish and the only one left came last. The
smiling assassin just kept smiling when confronted by the
disappointed enthusiasts stripped of their life savings, he calmly
assured them things would improve next year as he was going to
Ford. Although managed by him with full responsibility the entire
ten disasters were apparently due to someone else's
misappropriations.

The smiling
assassin made sure his office was clear and no one was in remote
earshot prior to Taggart's meeting.

The assassin
had a wide smile and offered Taggart his manicured hand, Taggart
thought he was shaking a bunch of limp cold sausages. "Taggart nice
to see you again, sit down, drink, scotch."

Taggart sat
down. His t shirt, jeans and RM boots looked out of place in the
refined trophy racks and majestic pictures of trophy winning horses
and in stark contrast to the smiling assassins tailored shirt and
tie. His black hair was combed perfectly across the front of his
forehead in disparity the short cropped hair of Taggart. Taggart
smelt of bourbon whisky and a fine tinge of expensive after shave
overpowered the office from the assassin who handed him a
newspaper. "I've seen it," snapped Taggart.

"And it
shouldn't be there should it. Cotton was taking this horse to be
destroyed last thing I heard of it. What happened?"

"You can say
what you like about Cotton but he won't hurt a horse. I thought it
was with him somewhere he's disappeared. He told me he'd seen it
run, now we know it can."

"How an earth
did two children get hold of it. I detest children, that's why I
have none." He smiled continuously while he spoke. "Do you know how
much we have invested in this years fixtures?"

"No, I don't
want to know."

"You caused
this problem you fix it."

"I'm out
finished don't care how much you offer me."

"You are
dressed rather strangely and seem flustered I'm puzzled."

"I look like
everyone else attracting no attention I need to talk to Cotton
before I show my face anywhere."

The assassin
stood up walked to the bar and started pouring himself a drink.
"This horse could be a problem, I don't need anymore problems I
have enough as it is."

"Me too."

"Cotton told me
this Flaxmead it the fastest most powerful horse he'd ever seen in
his life."

"He's not the
only one now."

The assassins
smile changed to a half grimace. "Fifty thousand you're the only
one I trust Taggart."

"Fifty thousand
for what?"

"For the horse
to meet with an unfortunate accident."

Taggart stood
up and walked to the door. "Under the nose of half the planet, by
the time that thing gets to Caulfield it'll be all over. Why don't
you try something positive like find a horse that runs fast to beat
it."

"It's still a
risk that I could do without."

"Risk, you want
risk. Ever heard of a bloke called John Stanton."

The assassin
paused whilst preparing his drink. "The name rings a bell but can't
remember why."

"How about
Graham Billet."

The assassin
stopped preparing his drink altogether and looked at Taggart with
smiling appeal. "The federal member for the Hunter. Now I'm
interested."

"Keep
thinking."

The assassin
walked back to his desk and sat down in deep thought. "John Stanton
he's Jodi Simpson husband. Was supposed to have broken Billets arm,
there was a preliminary court hearing in Newcastle few years back.
I've meet Jodi Simpson several times she's a journalist very
attractive one. The case was laughed out of court was dubbed a scam
to sell newspapers and boost Jodi Simpson's career."

"I happen to
know a few blokes who know Stanton, he came up my drive recently
looking for Cotton and that horse. You're on your own don't call me
again. Try to contact me and I'll pass it on to Stanton you chase
that horse and hell find you anyway."

"You disappoint
me Taggart surely this Stanton can be reasoned with."

"He deals with
governments and people of his own creed don't waste your time."

"Creed what do
you mean creed."

"I've said
enough, you want to know more you'll have to find out yourself."
Taggart slammed the door and left.


 CHAPTER TWENTY

Graham Harpers
predictions were correct, the Harper and Fields properties had
become hectic. The normal laid back country rigours of life had
been shattered by a never ending bombardment of phone calls and
unscheduled visits from the media to well wishers. The only place
Dylan and Anna were not hounded for pictures and comment was
school, the children actually enjoyed it and remained oblivious to
the attention but Bob Fields and Graham Harper had seriously
discussed alternate stabling for Flaxmead but where. All attention
appeared to be above boards but what if one wasn't. Little Lindy
Cumberland was as busy as a one legged person in a bum kicking
competition since her rocket to fame and with her head spinning she
tried to work out what had happened. What kept her sane was the
secret booking to ride Flaxmead at Muswellbrook races in a week's
time.

The local
police had become involved with a visit from resident sergeant
Trevor Plod. Good old Trev was concerned about an accident on the
roadway adjacent to the Harpers with statements revealing interest
in Flaxmead had been a contributing factor slowing vehicles and
distracting attention. Sergeant Plods superiors parked in a high
rise office in Sydney were sure that a report in triplicate on
white pink and green carbon forms scribed with an immediate plan
and sent straight to them for filing would eliminate the problem.
Luckily Trevor Plod a real policeman born local and member of the
community found out the worst times traffic was present then
patrolled the area parking outside the Harpers on the road. He
didn't mention this on his white green and pink forms as his
superiors required the forms immediately prior to his discussion
with Graham Harper and Bob Fields that hatched a plan between the
three delivering gradual results. The forms were filed in Sydney in
a building that held more paper than an Amazon rain forest. The
risk of further accidents diminished with efforts from the three
persons involved on the front line. Trev's superiors in Sydney were
sure the white green and pink papers contained the key to fixing
predicaments of similar kind although they contained no facts about
what had really happened. These loose links in communication were
often discussed by politicians in Canberra by debate and question
time but were frequently held up by lack of, or reliable and
consistent data. Trev had found to get anything done he had to be a
member of the secret squirrel club and had risked being transferred
to the far side of the moon on occasions to deliver policing in the
community.

Bob Fields
trundled off to work as usual following the same pattern of
behaviour he had done for years a marked difference lately was
opening the locked gate to his property. Every morning it reminded
him of a changing existence. He knew this morning would be
different as the race form for the coming week had been released.
As the morning progressed his assumptions were correct, the car
park to Loudbark was full and his phone and mobile rang constantly.
Bob Fields never shielded calls it may be a new prospective client
looking for information nor did he dismiss appointments when
requested and it took some hours before things settled down.

Blake had also
had some interesting information with a phone call in the middle of
the night from Wilson Hornswaddle and Bartholomew Fothrington. They
often had no concept of time zones as they powered around the
planet in their jet aircraft. The eccentric pair had sold a swag of
wine in Ireland and whilst there visited a horse stud at Kildare
near Dublin. The now well known finders of thoroughbreds with form
were openly invited and show around the sparkling enterprise. They
often spoke to the ground base front line people with surprising
results and were often heard saying "I didn't know that," or even
more often. "If only I had known that." They were approached about
Flaxmead by a young man with a broad Irish accent whom occasionally
used Australian slang. He was a strapper and had worked in several
countries for the international stud. He mentioned the dashing
stallion and its recent win claiming to have been present when the
horse was conceived in Australia. The two eccentrics said nothing
and listened with interest. The young man stated he was present in
the Hunter Valley some five year's ago during a wild bushfire and
part of the stud complex caught fire. Horses had to be taken from
the stable complex and yarded away from danger one being a top mare
on heat ready for service the next day. Whilst fighting the fire
with other staff members he noticed stallions yarded next to the
mare had broken through the fence in the mayhem and one was mounted
on the mare. He quickly tended the yard but was to late the mounted
stallion had made good. He again separated the mare and in the
process the stallions broke loose in the kayos. The stallion
responsible for the deed a thoroughbred with no form stabled for a
local customer had unfortunately run into the fire and perished. A
statement was made to police in which listed the eye witness
accounts as the owners of the deceased horse were heartbroken. He
was then given the task of tending to horses that were sent to
Ireland after the fire as they had no room left the place decimated
by the fire. He then looked after the mare when arriving in Ireland
the mare giving birth to a big black stallion foal. He remembered
the big black foal with perfect white markings that was cast to one
side to big and poor unproven bloodline on the sire side and long
stringy legs. He personally felt the horse was a champion, there
was just something about the little fella that was inspirational.
He had been in contact with friends in Australia and heard the
rumours of the record breaking Flaxmead's background and asked if
the flamboyant pair could give him an answer. The horses age was
correct, the markings and size perfect and the manner of the horse
identical to what he had witnessed. He knew the horse was from the
UK confirmed by his friends in Australia and was sure the horse was
sold to the UK as he regally talked with local horse buff William
McPherson in the local pub. The man had been instrumental in
putting the horse in the hands of McPherson knowing it would go to
his children as a pet and he then mentioned a Mr Blake buyer of the
lumbering black foal for an extravagant some of five thousand
pounds when he had only asked fifty. The man then revealed his
reason for asking, he wished to find and thank Mr Blake for his
generous payment to McPherson a struggling family local and devoted
friend. Mr McPherson had paid off his debts and was doing well.

At this point
the eccentric pair said nothing to attract attention profoundly
convinced the man was correct not from the conceptual knowledge of
the horse but by the descriptive character move of Blake in payment
for Flaxmead. They took the gentleman's particulars asked him to
call them should he ever need a job and passed the information onto
Blake immediately. Blake was most appreciative even though it was
two minutes past three in the morning.

The young man
and McPherson had a surprise when they attended their local pub of
a Friday night as they had done like clockwork for years. The
publican informed them that of a Friday every Friday between six
and eight pm they could drink the finest Irish whisky their
favourite choice on demand for no charge at all. It was made clear
should they attempt to find the benefactor of the gesture it would
immediately cease. Wilson Hornswaddle and Bartholomew Fothrington
had found these men to have invaluable information and ability in
the horse industry. They now knew exactly where they could be found
every Friday.

Blake had a
hastily requested meeting with Shangri La group sales manager, he
informed Blake that the wine currently being sold by the eccentric
sales team in Ireland and other locations on the planet was causing
a few problems. They did not posses the wine quantities sold by
Wilson Hornswaddle and Bartholomew Fothrington. To supply such
quantities of elite wine would require assistance from neighbouring
growers as the sold wines were unique. The sales manager was also
confused about the payment methods for the stock, the money passing
thorough different currencies and administration process's prior to
being deposited in Shangri La accounts. The wine had also been sold
at a premium price boosting profit margins for the year by a
considerable percentage, he was overall confused.

Blake explained
that the payment method was to confuse market watchers selling
information to other producers whom could then rally sales staff
and management to counter measures such as issues of quality. The
French appeared to be very good at this being in the market place
for so long they knew everyone and getting a foot in the door was
nearly impossible when they used such tactics. Buyers were not game
enough to tread heavily in case the back scratching operation fell
apart loosing their well know brand names to alternate sales
outlets. He further explained Hornswaddle and Fothrington had come
in thorough the back door with a bottle of wine under their arm to
affluent drinkers with influence amongst distribution management
structures. By the time market watchers or anyone else worked out
what was going on Shangri La wines would be on the self and in the
hands of consumers previously out of reach. It would then be in the
hands of the consumer and not the distributor that governed
direction and Blake had the utmost faith in Shangri La
products.

This was
working fine but how would Blake acquire the quantities of high
grade wine now required. Most were unique to the soil and
conditions of Shangri La in the Hunter Valley. Blake was impressed
with neighbour Loudbark. He knew from explained history by staff
they had been at loggerheads with Shangri La both family companies
spanning many years of arms length feuding mainly caused by
fluctuating demand in years of world financial hardship. There was
an alternate issue he wished to test the water over as well, this
incident gave him a tool to pay Loudbark an unannounced visit.


 CHAPTER TWENTY
ONE

Blake quickly
found an afternoon at Loudbark was similar to an afternoon at
Shangri La. He chose to walk down the long access road from Shangri
La under the occasional shade of a gum tree in the afternoon
warmth, along the main roadway and up the driveway of Loudbark. The
width of the driveway and bitumen surface was similar, the roadway
although some two kilometres west of Shangri La was exactly
parallel and north south placement. The vines ran either side of
the road way along the rolling hills with identical precision
trellises supporting the healthy plants. He turned and looked back
at the view occasionally as the roadway climbed a similar grade
hill with the Loudbark winery atop the hill crest. A notable
difference was banks of rose bushes in beds perpendicular to the
vines but parallel with the road with no rose bushes at the end of
each vine row, in stark contrast to Shangri La. Blake thought this
was a good idea as he had noticed the roses placed at the end of
each row at Shangri La suffered damage during harvesting by
mechanical harvesting machines.

He finally
reached the winery and sat on some wooden tables and benches under
gum trees opposite the complex by the public car park giving a
relaxing and commanding view. The Broken Back range was just to the
south some few hundred metres rising up to a scrub covered cliff
face of imposing height. The rolling valleys had creeks of studded
gums with well placed dams separating the ancient vines in some
cases planted in the late eighteen hundreds. A fork lift darted
round the winery processing area cordoned off by a neat fence with
signage at the gateway informing people they would be entering the
processing area and could the public please park in the car park
provided. The fork lift shuffled bins brought in by light trucks
with spasmodic timing placing them in neat rows or taking them
directly to the crusher. Raised voices of open discussion could be
heard between workers tending the plant, making sure all knew where
each other was and what grapes they were dealing with. Blake felt
he could have been at Shangri La and sat taking in the fine air and
atmosphere.

Blake entered
the colonial building surrounded by a bull nose veranda made into
an office, the door handle was similar to Shangri La and the
general layout, timber and decor uncannily familiar although he had
never seen the place. The building obviously an old house now used
for business purposes even had the same smells and creaking floor
boards. He felt that this and the old house at Shangri La could
have been built by the same people so many years ago. He approached
a dark haired slim middle aged lady directly inside the door to the
right in a room marked reception with a simple piece of A4 paper
laminated and attached to the door pillar with blue tack. This was
also the case at Shangri La as not to damage any of the character
of the woodwork with screws or nails.

The lady
greeted him with a wide smile. "Can I help you sir," she
enquired.

"I would like
to see Clifford Barking or Bob Fields if I could," replied
Blake.

"You have an
appointment sir?"

"No I walked
over from Shangri La on the chance I may see them, a stab in the
dark but thought it a bit more neighbourly to come in person the
opportunity doesn't arise very often in businesses to be so
congenial."

The slim women
looked puzzled but held a smile. "Shangri La you work there."

"Oh I am sorry
I should have introduced myself Winston Blake," Blake offered the
lady his hand and she accepted giving her name Cynthia. "CEO for
Shangri La group."

Cynthia became
flustered but then composed herself. "Goodness me I am sorry I had
no idea." She picked up the phone and made an in house call, within
a few seconds the door on the opposite side of the entrance hall
opened and a distinguished gentleman of average height and build
with neat greying hair glasses and a big smile extended his hand to
Blake. Blake noticed his impeccable grooming designer blue tailored
shirt and grey slacks.

"Winston Blake
I presume, I've heard your name around of late now I have a face."
The pair greeted with a handshake and Barking gestured that Blake
enter his office. "Please come in and make yourself at home."

"Thank you,"
replied Blake and walked into the office, he immediately noticed
the history of many years on the wall and shelves dotted around the
small modest but stately office. "Magnificent paintings such
character."

"Yes a local
artist lives just under the broken back range," they sat down and
made themselves comfortable. "Coffee perhaps?"

"No thanks some
water would be nice walked over here to get a good look at things
and it's a bit warm." Barking poured water from a jug on his desk
and handed it to Blake, he drank the entire glass. "Thank you I
needed that."

Barking sat
back in his chair. "Walked all the way I must do that myself one
day."

"I can
recommend it especially a seat next to the car park under the gum
trees to plan the day."

"How's things
at Shangri La we haven't had a visit from anyone there for many
years."

"I imagine you
would be aware of who purchased the place or organisation as I'm
finding."

Barking laughed
out loud. "Yes they appear to be colourful people I thought the
Greedy Piggy Creek goldfish farm had potential."

They both
laughed aloud. "Yes, knowing Wilson Hornswaddle and Bartholomew
Fothrington for most of my life ruling that out would be a grave
mistake especially in these later years discovering the benefits of
fun."

"I hope to meet
the gentlemen soon."

"They move
around allot these days retirement has brought them out of their
shells, brings me to one of the reasons for my visit. They know a
lot of people and have been marching around with bottles of our
wine under their arm. We've come in the back door on a couple of
markets and don't have the quantities of wine sold. The wines are
unique and have the terroir mixed with Semillon and Shiraz vines,
we don't want to spoil this it's what appealed to people in the
first place. I think marketing a broader range of wine maker's
ideas is also more appealing; we have sold everything we have and
done very well. We need some associates of like mind and wondered
if you could help."

Barking said
nothing for a few seconds looking content with what he had heard,
he picked up his mobile and made a call. "Bob could you come to my
office immediately, I have Winston Blake here from Shangri La. You
can, okay," he put his phone down. "Been a good year here but some
of the growers in the area aren't doing so well, looked like the
market wasn't picking up after the financial slow down of late.
Some growers can't sell their fruit this could be a godsend."

"Excellent
response you do this often in the area," asked Blake.

"Yes, fairly
common. Hard in tight times the growers suffer so we make hay while
the sun shines, the Hunter Valley is that kind of place."

"Have the coal
industry been after this place?"

"For years,
they've had a big push of late has never worried us we wont listen.
Your eccentric counterparts seem to have pulled them up from coming
in this direction. They seem to be changing tactics wanting to
crack mine coal seems for the methane gas. They may have already
damaged the artesian water basin in Queensland with the practice.
We have a powerful lobby group in the valley and would be keen to
gain your support."

"I'll arrange a
meeting with Wilson and Bartholomew as soon as they're in the area.
Once aware of what's going on I'm sure you'll have their full
support."

Bob Fields
knocked on the door and walked in greeting Blake. Bob smelt of
freshly crushed grapes and strong brandy spirit from supervising
crushing and blending busy at the end of harvest, he wore a look of
being pushed for time and rushed.

"Shangri La
have opened a couple of new markets for valley wines and asked us
to assist with supply. Can we see what we can get hold of then have
a further meeting to discuss finer points," asked Barking.

"I'll look into
it straight away, there's some damn good grapes with no buyers how
much are we talking about?" asked Bob.

"Were short of
two hundred and fifty thousand cases of mixed Semillon and Shiraz
from this harvest we sold all we could of older stock. It's
important we can supply as much of the orders as we can. I suggest
we link you direct as a partner using your own label. We can put
you in touch to supply old stock immediately that should keep them
interested."

"Two hundred
and fifty thousand cases who are you supplying?" asked Bob.

"Major European
and Russian outlets previously locked up with European suppliers.
This will help allot I can't thank you enough. Premium wines like
yours are what will help clinch the market. I'll explain this to
Wilson and Bartholomew they will be over the moon. They are
thinking of settling here in the valley finding it good for their
arthritis."

"I hear they
have a keen eye for fast racehorses?" asked Bob.

"Yes of late
they have found some of the fastest thoroughbreds around."

"I hear they
were merchant bankers that hardly moved from their office, how on
earth do they know anything about horses," asked Barking.

"I think
somewhere they found a good benchmark to gauge things from,"
replied Blake.

"Look I'm so
pushed can we have a few days to plan this then discuss the plan
next week around this time. We are crushing and blending today and
I'd like to get on with it while it's happening," said Bob.

"Ahh a
winemaker a passionate man with purpose, I bet you've come here
every day for years but never considered you've done a days work.
Get a job you love and you'll never work again," quoted Blake.

Bob Fields and
Clifford Barking cracked up laughing. "I've never thought of it
that way Bob but I think he's right," said Clifford.

Bob nodded his
head with a grin, "Yeah I wouldn't want to be anywhere else." He
turned toward the door and as his eyes passed the window he caught
site of the stabling quarters at Shangri La.

"If we can be
of any assistance with things or you need information while
preparing a plan by all means call." Blake placed a card on
Clifford's table and Bob Fields stopped in his tracks turning back
to Blake.

"The stabling
facility recently built in the valley next to the damn you have
horses coming in, I haven't noticed any," asked Bob.

"Was built for
a holding place out of the way in case Wilson and Bartholomew
needed it, sometimes prying eyes and those in search of information
can become a problem. We've had no need to use it."

"Em, my
children have a horse," said Bob.

"Yes Flaxmead,"
replied Winston.

"You know of
it?" asked Bob.

"I read the
paper."

"Ah, we have a
bit of a problem."

"And."

"The media and
racing industry is all over our place disrupting the kids and our
lives. Would it be poss..."

"To house
Flaxmead at Shangri La of course."

Bob was taken
back and Clifford Barking encouraged Bob with a nod. "Can I come
and see you this evening after work."

"Yes why not
you might say the place was made for Flaxmead when you see it."

"I'll see you
around six would that be okay."

"Of course I'll
look forward to it."

"Great see you
then." Bob Fields left in haste.

"We'll have a
plan to put to you by this time next week. This has been a very
fruitful meeting if you'll pardon the pun," said Clifford
Barking.

"I'll gather as
much together about our interstate and overseas facilities we
should be able to extend this relationship far beyond here."

"Absolutely,"
replied Barking. "If you could be as kind as to have a company
statement regarding methane gas mining in the valley to present to
the lobby group by our meeting next week I would much appreciate
it. Another nail in the coffin will put a smile on a few
faces."

"No problem, I
must be going and do some work on all this myself."

"Would you like
a ride back?"

"No I'll walk I
found it most enjoyable."

"Wait I just
remembered years back a gate was put in the fence by my grandfather
lifelong friends with the family that established Shangri La. They
even helped each other build the first dwellings back in the late
eighteen hundreds. Unfortunately there was a rift long ago and the
gate was chained up. I'll show you where it is will cut a swag from
your walk and quite scenic as well."

They walked
east through the vineyard amongst some of the oldest vines in the
valley to the fence line separating the scenic properties. Clifford
found the old gate strainer posts and ancient rusty ornate Iron
Gate, the gate was on a direct straight line between the old
houses. "Well I never the chain has been on there that long it's
rusted away and fallen to the ground," said Barking. Weeds and
grass growing round the bottom of the old Iron Gate made it
impossible to open. "I'll have someone come and get this working,
this is quite a gate very ornate solid cast iron. Must have meant
something at sometime." Clifford helped Winston over the top of the
gate working his way up the old yellow box timber strainer post
that had been holding the gate up for over a hundred years.

Winston jumped
to the ground on the other side of the fence. "This time next week
if not before feel free to drop in anytime."

"No worries
catch ya soon," replied Clifford.


 CHAPTER TWENTY
TWO

In the late
afternoon Bob Field's inspected the stabling facilities at Shangri
La with Blake impressed with the attention to detail. A state of
the art facility nestled in gum trees by a dam in a gully in full
sight of the winery complex of both Shangri La and Loudbark, the
complex having sleeping quarters with a kitchen and bathroom that
could house four when pushed. Bob arranged a visit for Graham
Harper to discuss finer details after a race meeting on Friday,
Flaxmead was in preparation and Harper would have more time after
the race. If Flaxmead was successful they may leave him at Shangri
La after the race to avoid attention as it was anticipated things
would get worse. Transporting him the few kilometres back to the
Field and Harper properties for training and race preparation was
thought to be no problem. Bob Fields asked about access for Dylan
and Anna but Blake had already anticipated the question. He assured
him they were welcome any time as long as they stuck to the horse
complex and avoided getting tangled up in any harvesting machinery
should it be around. Blake then showed Bob something that he had
not noticed, over the back of the winery under the Broken Back
range a small but flat running surface some half a kilometre long
and two hundred metres wide accessed through the vine rows. The odd
gum and wattle tree studded the area but the surface was sound
level and regularly cut, it was the only flat area to be found on
either of the properties and perfect for Anna and Dylan to ride
around. Bob Fields was sold on the idea and left with a pending
visit with Harper on Friday afternoon.

It was a Friday
meeting at Muswellbrook turf club, attendance was far above normal
patronage possibly a record for a weekday meet. By the media
interest and attention paid to horse number three in race six the
draw card was obvious. Flaxmead ridden by little Lindy Cumberland,
a class one race restricted to horses that have not won more than
one race on the flat, the race distance was two thousand metres.
Flaxmead again carried top weight from barrier three the horse was
two to one favourite. Kerry Snow and the Greedy Piggy Creek mob had
been joined by several other coal mine personnel from throughout
the valley most attending their first meeting. Late heavy betting
on Flaxmead saw the odds drop to seven to five. A contingent of
staff from Shangri La and Loudbark mingled with the crowd and the
atmosphere lifted as Lindy Cumberland struggled to keep Flaxmead in
line as he headed for the barriers from the muster area with the
nine other mounts in the race. They loaded the stalls came under
the starter and with a mass of vocal support the outcome was as
predicted. Flaxmead carried little Lindy Cumberland to their second
unchallenged win leading from start to finish. A course record
Muswellbrook for two thousand metres and a possible world record.
Flaxmead was stabled after weigh in and the media went mad, they
had found a sleeping giant that sold newspapers. A tidy sum was
offered for the first pictures of Flaxmead with the two children
who owned the pet, things became very difficult the media waited
outside the Fields residence. Local police sergeant Trevor Plod was
forced to apply some tactics derived from the secret squirrel club
to maintain order. However the waiting throng saw neither children
nor horse.

Flaxmead had
been loaded into a small float acquired by Bob Fields towed behind
his four wheel drive and taken to Shangri La via an alternate route
with Lindy Cumberland. Harpers truck float returned to his property
past the waiting media and well wishers but it was empty. The
gathered throng began to disperse once they realised they had been
duped. Harper had parked the truck in full view and walked directly
to his house, Lindy Cumberland and Flaxmead were nowhere to be
seen.

Bob Fields made
his way up the Shangri La winery access road creeping along the
dirt track leading down to the stabling facility. Lindy Cumberland
unloaded the black stallion using the wash down pad before stabling
Flaxmead. Once Anna and Dylan got home from school Harper picked
them up on his way to Shangri La. Winston Blake meet Harper at the
winery car park and directed him to the facility along the dirt
track through the vines. Harper was impressed after looking round
the stabling complex made up of mainly simple transportable
buildings neatly clad with timber bark slats. This gave it an old
settlers appeal blending into the gum studded creek line and
adjacent dam, cattle roaming the winery came to see what all the
fuss was about.

Blake and
Harper walked down to beside the dam standing by the water. "This
is surprising," remarked Harper to Blake. "This facility was put in
for horses the new owners deal with I hear."

"Yes," replied
Blake. "We could hold three or four here as you can see."

"Bobs next door
of a day and the holding yard although not real big is fine. The
only problem I see with the running area below the range is it's
out of sight we would need someone here to supervise while he ran
the paddock of a day. The kids will probably come in of an evening
and weekend," said Harper.

"It's Friday
Bob and the kids can stay the weekend make sure things are okay.
Can the girl Lindy look after the area full time?" asked Blake.

"It's a good
idea but Lindy is not old enough to have a drivers licence and has
duties in Scone track riding not to mention weekend race meetings
from four in the morning Saturday and Sunday. You understand the
position the horse is in, the less people know of this the better,"
stated Harper.

"You want to
keep it in the family so to speak?" asked Blake.

Harper thought
for a few seconds rubbing his chin. "I need to find a female
strapper that can be trusted to mind him. I know of a couple but
they're terrible gossip merchants, would be a toss op on weather to
tell them or a reporter from the Sydney Morning Herald."

Blake chuckled
then had an idea. "The owners of this place Wilson Hornswaddle and
Bartholomew Fothrington have moved horses through Sydney we used a
girl not far from here to help us out seemed to be fairly reliable.
You may know her Jessica Flametower."

Harper looked
at Blake in surprise. "Gail Flametower's daughter?"

"Yes her
mothers name is Gail."

"From Freeman's
waterhole?"

"Yes."

"What's your
opinion of them?" asked Harper.

"Outstanding
horse people, Jessica is fine with a bit of supervision, she has a
drives licence."

Harper was
hesitant. "Jessica Flametower is excellent with horses I can
guarantee that, her mother was one of the leading trainers in the
country. This is a delicate subject; perhaps you could explain the
situation better than I could. Gail would hold me at arms length
but if you're already on first names."

"Can you meet
me here at six tomorrow evening and I'll see what I can do. No
point in beating around the bush, I can see the situation and don't
think this will work unless we can arrange something with someone
reliable."

Harper nodded
with a look of concentration. "I know of a horse that looks a bit
like Flaxmead at a distance, I know the owner well and I'll get it
stabled at my place that'll keep them thinking. Try it for a couple
of weeks see what happens. I'll see you here tomorrow I can't see
Gail Flametower parting with Jessica so I'll keep thinking and
share sleepovers with Bob till we find someone."

"Could be
surprised Gail and Jessica may jump at it if I explain things the
right way." They walked back up the hill towards the stabling area
where Dylan and Anna had made their selves at home. They had
saddled Flaxmead for a walk to the open paddock below the Broken
Back Range thorough the vines. They were far to busy to be
concerned about anything else as they both sat on the horse and
were led away by Lindy and their father.
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Winston Blake
rose early Saturday morning he could see lights and activity at the
stable facility. He made his way to Freemans Waterhole slowly
cruising Gail Flametower's driveway at first light. The lights in
the house and stable were on and he was relived that someone was
home. He came unannounced purposely as he thought if Jessica knew
he was coming she may conveniently be somewhere else embarrassed in
Blake's presence. Last time Winston spoke to Gail she told him
Jessica had been quiet and withdrawn blaming herself for the
disappearance of Flaxmead although Winston had told her he
understood her behaviour. He parked directly in front of the house
and Gail recognised his car and met him at the door. Gail and
Jessica were dressed and having breakfast Winston joined them to
Jessica's embarrassment. She became pail looking down at the table
into her breakfast her long fair hair hanging beside her checks
hiding her face as her mother and Winston entered the kitchen and
Winston sat opposite her.

"Winston has
come to see us Jessica, butter on your toast and I think one sugar
and white coffee as far as I can remember."

"Perfect thanks
Gail. I suppose you know Flaxmead has been found and is safe and
well."

Gail muddled
about the kitchen preparing breakfast for Winston. "Everyone knows
about Flaxmead first time we've bought the papers every day just to
see if there's anymore about him. We've been to upset to call it's
so nice to have you visit how an earth did those children get hold
of him there's been no mention of you."

"Well to cut a
long story short Jimmy Cotton saved the horse sort of indirectly.
The family and children who now have Flaxmead found him on a
camping trip and as they packed up to go home managed to contact
Cotton as the horse was being mistreated and they objected. Cotton
sold the horse to them with a bill of sale from Taggart's stable."
Jessica stopped crying looked up rubbing her checks as she
listened. "Mr Fields a winemaker bought the horse for his children
took Flaxmead home to Pokolbin their neighbour is Graham Harper
whom you may know."

"Graham Harper
yes he's a vet," said Gail.

"While the
children played with the horse they found he could run. The most
intriguing thing is the children Dylan nine and Anna twelve have a
dream of owning a horse that wins the Melbourne cup. I had a think
about things with John Stanton when we found Flaxmead and without
them knowing signed the horse over to them. The paperwork was held
up as the bill of sale was not signed by the owner so before
investigations got carried away I went to RISA and tidied
everything up."

Gail put a
plate of eggs and bacon in front of Winston and sat down. "Why an
earth did you do that Flaxmead will be worth millions."

"These children
love Flaxmead because he's their pet. They have no concern about
how much he's worth or how much he wins. They just love him he's
part of their family. I saw this with my own eyes and didn't want
to change it. When I first saw Flaxmead he was playing with some
children, seems that's when he's most content and in a far better
position to run for the cup than I could muster."

Jessica spoke
for the first time in an audible whisper. "Can I see him?"

Winston was
trying to eat his breakfast but had too much to say. "That's why
I'm here. In the most amazing circumstances the children's father
is a winemaker at Loudbark next to Shangri La. We put a stabling
facility in at Shangri La for Flaxmead and horses acquired in the
area by the owners of Shangri La it was finished only just before
he went missing. Flaxmead has become a target for the media and no
doubt some elements in the industry. Bob Fields and Graham Harper
have been concerned about the affects on the children and Flaxmead.
We have had to do some networking within the wine industry and a
chance meeting with Loudbark owner Clifford Barking and winemaker
Bob Fields to thrash out some business led to Flaxmead being hidden
away at Shangri La. He's there right now so is Dylan Anna and Bob
Fields. We need a full time strapper to look after Flaxmead at
Shangri La in the quarters provided in the stabling facility. I
wondered if Jessica would like the job I always had planned for
her."

Jessica looked
at her mother wide eyed then back at Blake. "What about what I
did."

"Making
mistakes is how you learn to get things right, I've been making
them all my life still do but I think I've got this right. To
protect Flaxmead like you did you must love him very much, it was
unfortunate you got tangled up with Taggart," replied Blake.

"Mum I can't
leave you here by yourself, what about the horses."

"Jessica we
have two horses here I'm sure I can handle them myself. Shangri La
is just down the road you're hardly going overseas. What's more
important is what do you want to do?"

Jessica was
silent but began to smile for the first time. "I'd love to do
it."

"Then I suggest
you get on with it," said her mother.

Blake had been
eating some of his breakfast now going cold, he put down his knife
and fork and cleared his mouth. "There's one very important thing.
No doubt one day the Fields may find out I had Flaxmead before them
but they may not. All they know is you have done some work for the
owners of Shangri La moving horses around for them; nothing is to
be said of Flaxmead. For the record this will be the first time you
see him. I'd like to take you to see the Fields while they are at
Shangri La today."

Jessica nodded
and threw her hair back over her shoulders her green eyes began to
sparkle. "Okay I'd love to."

Jessica
accompanied Blake to Shangri La Blake giving more circumstantial
information on the way arriving mid morning and hoped she would
become acquainted with Bob Anna and Dylan. Harper was due at six in
the evening and he hoped to know by then if the personal chemistry
would work between them. He felt this was important as the venture
was heartfelt. There's nothing like a horse in the countryside to
bring the best out in youngsters. Jessica and Winston walked from
the Shangri La car park to the stable facility where Bob Fields and
his children were trying some light lunch in the facility kitchen
they had been up since dawn. Blake introduced Jessica as they
interrupted lunch sitting her down at the fold away table.

"Ahh just in
time for lunch this is Jessica she's come to have a look
round."

"Hello
Jessica," was the harmony reply.

Bob Fields
shook her hand, "I'm Bob this is Anna and Dylan."

"Hi pleased to
meet you," was the reply from Jessica.

"Do you like
horses," asked Anna.

"No I love
them," replied Jessica.

"We have the
fastest horse in all the world he's our pet called Flaxmead," added
Dylan.

"So I hear I
can't wait to see him," added Jessica.

"He's going to
win the Melbourne Cup," said Anna.

"I saw him in
the newspaper," said Jessica.

"Would you like
to see him I've had enough to eat," said Anna.

"I would love
to see him," replied Jessica. They made their way to the stable
where the top half of Flaxmead's stable door was open. Flaxmead
caught the drift of a familiar scent, Jessica and reacted by
shaking his head up and down snorting and grunting as Jessica
rubbed the centre of his forehead and side of his neck.

"Well he
certainly has taken to you Jessica," said Bob. "Like he knew who
you were."

"He knows he
need not fear me, they know more than we imagine," replied Jessica.
"Can I get him out?"

"Yes get him
saddled and put Anna and Dylan on his back. Walk him to the open
paddock through the vines they'll show you where it is over the
rise," suggested Bob.

Winston and Bob
watched Jessica saddle Flaxmead by the saddle rail covered with an
open sided roof like a big free standing carport between the stable
cubicles the wash down pad under the same roof at the other end.
Jessica helped Anna and Dylan onto Flaxmead's back and they headed
off with Anna giving directions sitting on the front. Bob and
Winston satisfied things were going fine retreated to the kitchen
to talk wine marketing details. Through the grape vine if you'll
pardon the expression, the word was out on extra tonnage required
by Loudbark and enough tonnage of fruit had been found to fill
upcoming orders. It was agreed that the grapes would be split fifty
fifty giving both facilities a realistic workload in the remaining
harvest time and an even keel of marketing the finished wines.
These wines of extra order would not be available until harvest
next year and careful blending by the winemakers would be essential
to maintain pallet standard and quality. With cooperation they
believed the goals were realistic but should the partnership fail
the whole plan could fall over. There was however a horse that had
drawn them close together and talk of a Flaxmead cup vintage held
goals beyond the normal realms of winemaking.

The day moved
on and Jessica Anna and Dylan were shown around the wine making
complex. Bob Fields found it interesting as he had not seen the
facilities at Shangri La before and pointed out some improvements
that he thought may help. He also noticed some things that could be
used to develop Loudbark's systems but retain tradition. By the
time Graham Harper arrived Jessica had already become part of the
furniture always with Anna and Dylan laughing and in some cases
mothering the pair. Harper summed up the situation for a while then
discreetly discussed the way forward with Winston and Bob. They
retired to the kitchen in the late evening light their conversation
drowned out under the gums at the dam by a flock of squawking
Corella parrots in for a drink before going to roost. The hundred
plus throng a cascade of white against the blue sky as they circled
then gradually filled the limbs of the ghost gums.

"Do you know if
Jessica can start this week?" Graham asked Winston.

"I need to take
her back and see her mother but I would say yes," replied
Winston.

"Well if we are
all in agree to having Jessica here the plan for Flaxmead will take
a big step. Flaxmead has generated enough income to pay for Jessica
but my horse float is not good enough transport any further than
Newcastle, we need a float with living quarters."

"I can't afford
anything like that Graham," said Bob Fields.

Blake had
already looked into buying a float of his own and gone as far as
looking at one he thought would do the job. He used the cloak of
his eccentric friends to fill the gap. "I have access to one.
Shangri La owners Wilson Hornswaddle and Bartholomew Fothrington
have one sitting around to transport horses they deal in. I manage
all that and can have it stationed here."

"How big is
it?" asked Graham.

"Now let me
think. Cab integrated seats six with walk through rear access. Hino
chassis, auto trans, sleeps four, hydraulic loading ramps, air
conditioned including horse cubicles, full kitchen, vet
facility...."

"Hang on how
much did this thing cost?" asked Bob.

"Em, half a
million dollars," replied Winston.

"Half a million
jeepers' creepers we can't afford that!" shouted Bob.

Winston
remained calm. "Well it can sit around and do nothing or we can use
it."

"Where did
these blokes get half a million to spend on a horse float that sits
around and does nothing?" asked Bob somewhat calmed.

"Same place
they acquired the rest of their billion dollar fortunes they go
where no one fears to tread," replied Winston.

"These are the
guys who flogged off all the wine they didn't have?" asked Bob.

"Yes but they
had faith in the people round here to come up with the goods and
they proved to be right, you happen to be one of them Bob," said
Winston.

"Oh yeah
sorry," added Bob.

Harper had been
too busy watching the show and chuckling to himself to say
anything. "When can you get it here?" asked Graham.

Blake wasn't
shore it was some months past when he had looked into it and one
was available so took a gut feel punt. "By the end of next
week."

"Okay were off
to Rose Hill and Randwick in Sydney. I'll enter Flaxmead in a few
races there if he does what I think he's going to do well be in
Melbourne in a couple of months. Hell have em hopping around then.
I'd like to take my horse Flushing Meadow as well if that's okay
with you Winston, If I'm going to do it may as well do it big."

"You have a
runner?" asked Winston.

"Yes Flushing
Meadow she can't run Flaxmead down but she's not far off. Time I
gave her a chance to see what she can do." replied Harper.

Winston
shrugged his shoulders with a smile on his face. "Off course."

"I'll have a
plan by the end of the week, may run Flaxmead at Newcastle next
week to get him up a class but I need to think this out now. With
Jessica as full time strapper that'll make a lot of difference and
gives us more options. As soon as I have a plan I'll see what you
think," said Harper. Anna and Dylan burst in and the meeting was
over.

Winston took
Jessica back to her mothers and arranged for her to be at Shangri
La for Sunday night when Anna and Dylan returned home to prepare
for school the coming week. Another option was discussed with Gail
Flametower to occasionally run Flaxmead at her training track
should it become necessary. Winston returned to Shangri La to chase
a horse float that may not exist.
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Monday was
another hectic day but Winston Blake was in luck, the very horse
float he had inspected some months before was still available for
sale. The only problem was the float was at the manufacturer in
Melbourne. Blake dealt with a man he meet whilst inspecting the
float called Neville Creighton the managing director of Heavy
Transport industries. Blake was aware of how switched on Creighton
was when it came to thoroughbred horse floats, Creighton mentioned
he had a few horses of his own and remembers he dug at Blake to
find out why he wanted the float. Creighton was aware of Wilson
Hornswaddle and Bartholomew Fothrington but was defensive in why
and Blake used the cloak of the eccentrics dealings with horses to
cover his tracks. Blake put Creighton's knowledge and application
down to industrial need if he manufactured state of the art horse
floats but there was a deeper reason.

Neville
Creighton was in fact an entrepreneur and race horse owner of high
standing. With many trophies in his cabinet including the Cox Plate
and Caulfield Cup but one trophy a life long ambition had eluded
him the Melbourne Cup. Creighton processed the payment and noticed
the float had not been paid for in the name of Hornswaddle and
Fothrington but Winston Blake. This aroused interest within
Creighton, why would a managing director of a winery in the Hunter
Valley require a half million dollar state of the art horse float
that could transport horses anywhere in Australia with ease and why
did he inspect the float stating it was for Hornswaddle and
Fothrington then buy it himself. Creighton found these things a
little odd and decided to do some digging. He arranged for one of
his drivers to deliver the float as requested by Blake, he
personally spoke to the driver before he left. He then spent some
time on the internet; it wasn't long before he found something very
interesting. Roger Palmer horse whispering services, Flax Bourton,
United Kingdom, managing director listed as a one Winston
Blake.

Blake informed
everyone of the pending arrival and arranged sign writers to
decorate the exterior surfaces of the vehicle as a surprise. The
truck was what he would call British Racing Green or close enough
to it for his liking. Blake felt it was time to advertise what he
had always believed that Flaxmead was an unbeatable champion,
painstakingly in gold lettering the sign writers made the tandem
Hino float into a work of art. Blake could stand back and look at
what he had worked to achieve for so long, in bold gold lettering
half a metre high.

FLAXMEAD

THE HUNTER
VALLEY THUNDERBOLT

The Shangri La,
Loudbark and Harpers stable logos were neatly added to the doors of
the cab. He looked at it but something was missing, he rummaged
around in his computers pictures taken at the weekend on his
digital camera and found a perfect shot. Head shots of Anna and
Dylan with Flaxmead nestled neatly in the middle, the sides of the
truck were redesigned with patience from the sign writers somehow
convinced they were becoming part of history in the making. The
picture of the trio became centre feature over two metres high on
either side of the fourteen metre long truck. The gold writing
moved to top and bottom of the bold picture the hunter valley
thunderbolt in the shape of a horseshoe underneath. It took three
days but it was worth it, Blake stood back and looked at it in all
its splendour. It was grander than Ross Hildebrand's float from
Scotland as this is what it brought to mind, Blake had envisaged
what he could see before him at that very time. He never thought it
would bear so much more meaning than what now graced his optic
nerve. With this monster parked at Harpers and Flaxmead at Shangri
La Blake knew the media and horse racing industry would have
absolutely no idea what was going on. Already he had a plan of
movement for the float to pick up Flaxmead from Shangri La that
could be implemented with help from Loudbark.

Friday and the
float was shown to Anna Dylan Bob and Graham. They stood wide eyed
with plenty to say but unable to say it. The children danced in
circles as Harper inspected the facilities inside. Upon making
himself familiar with the vehicle he stood with his hands on top of
his head looking content. Flaxmead was due to run tomorrow at a
Saturday meeting in Newcastle a class two race.

"Well I never
thought I'd see the day we can go anywhere in this thing," said
Graham Harper.

"Gives things a
bit more perspective," remarked Blake.

"Well leave
from here in the morning and give this a whirl, they'll get the
message tomorrow if they haven't already," said Graham.

"On the other
side of the property below the range there's a dirt track that
leads to McDonalds road. If you come in one way and go out the
other doesn't matter which and always park at your place will be
most confusing," added Winston.

"I know the
road, bit of cloak and dagger I like it. The o'l mates black horse
is already at my place, will hide him while were supposed to be
gone. He's off to Sydney the weekend after this with Meadow all
this will help, he's in a class three race when he gets passed all
the build up the real stuff starts," said Graham.

"If the traffic
at your places gets bad well hide the float but see what happens
first," added Bob. "Marie is coming to Newcastle this weekend with
the kids I'll get her to take the kids in the punters
entrance."

Blake had to
think, Marie had seen him at the Fields property with Stanton and
explaining things was going to be difficult but he decided to wait
and see if she recognised him. "I'm going in with Clifford, I'll
find them in the crowd and say hello."

Jessica had
already moved in to the trucks living quarters and prepared the
horse cubical for Flaxmead while everyone was admiring the view.
She was well aware that transporters were not always wine and roses
but this one impressed her. Final plans for the morning were
discussed before the clan broke up and headed home.

Kerry Snow and
the Greedy Piggy Creek mob punters also had big plans for the
Newcastle race meet. Busses had been arranged to take the growing
host of punters to the track. The Fixed Hole mob were also to the
fray, a firm flutter on how many lengths Flaxmead would win had
been discussed between the groups with the wager of a full round of
beers for the winner. The Come Fly With Me Union officials had
noted the coming together, opposing union lodge delegates had been
at loggerheads for years. Poor communication caused by stern
differences of opinion on union affairs this would be the first
time the groups had mingled since mass sackings by the mining
giants years before. Union officials saw the coming of Flaxmead as
a god send and planed to attend to encourage a common following of
the horse.

It was an early
morning for everyone, by ten the Newcastle Jockey Club in Darling
street Broadmeadow was at near full capacity. A horse float had to
be moved to a position where it could be cordoned off by security
staff; it was the most photographed horse float on the planet. Race
seven was the big puller a two thousand metre handicap and Kerry
Snow predicted a win of fifteen lengths plus. There was not a horse
in the race that could hold a candle to the powerful black
stallion. Flaxmead again carried top weight from barrier four in
the field of fifteen runners. Little Lindy Cumberland had the usual
problems with Flaxmead in the muster area and trot up to the
starting barriers unfortunately a long way from the complex at
Newcastle and with well rehearsed precision entered the barriers
last. Another track record fell to the thundering monster again
leading from start to finish with the roar of the crowd carried on
the breeze across the suburban rooftops. With Jessica now present
Flaxmead was kept in the winners circle for extra time with a very
excited Anna and Dylan before being taken back to the float. Two
CFWMU lodge officials were seen shaking hands at the bar both had
predicted winning margins in excess of fifteen lengths Flaxmead had
won by twenty plus. They all bought each other beer and planned
next week's trip to Randwick in Sydney.

Winston Blake
had spent time with Marie and the children as the meeting began to
break up he joined the clan. Flushing Meadow had won her first
grade three race the feature race of the day and Little Lindy
Cumberland had two wins and was now second in the New South Wales
jockey premiership points standing.

"I've had
you're wife's ear most of the day Bob been a great chin wag," said
Winston.

"Yeah I never
have to say much when Maries around," replied Bob.

"Will they be
coming to Sydney next weekend?" asked Winston.

"No bit much
for them maybe later events during the holidays. Grahams going down
Friday setting up shop in the grounds the float is making things
much easier," replied Bob.

"Things are
panning out well with Jessica on board," added Harper. "I'm going
to get going this thing is a breeze to drive. I'll go in from the
back entrance go through the fence and come out of Loudbark the
media won't know what's going on." He climbed into the float cab,
Jessica comfy in the passenger seat watched the closed circuit TV
monitor of Flaxmead and Meadows cubicles. The regal vehicle left
with a final few snapshots from the keen as it carefully negotiated
the main gate.

Blake had
successfully talked with Marie and the children about things in
general and the visit to the Fields property had not come up.
Whilst walking to the car park a red Ford Mustang powered out of
the gate onto Darling Street in a cloud of smoke, Dylan made a
comment. "Hey that's the car with Flaxmead on the front."

Marie looked to
be locked in deep thought but Blake continued on in a nonchalant
fashion. "Yes the Mustang emblem does look a bit like Flaxmead in
full flight," said Blake. He thought it odd he had not seen Stanton
amongst the crowd although he recognised the car from the ominous
supercharger shining in the sun protruding well above the
bonnet.

"Id like a
Flaxmead car one day," added Anna.

"That may be
sooner than you think if Flaxmead has anything to do with it,"
added Blake.

"I've seen that
car before," said Marie. "It came to our house a while back."

"Mmm me too, I
think he's a horse salesman," replied Blake.

Marie nodded
with a look of realisation. "Yes I think he is, no wonder he's here
today, probably trying to sell a few horses."

The red Mustang
had not powered onto Darling Street for nothing, it tailed a black
Mercedes Benz. The Benz followed the horse float, after tagging the
Benz well out of sight by the time it reached the New England
Highway Stanton pounced convinced it was tailing the float on
purpose. Stanton pinned it to the kerb cutting its exit path and
blocking the inner lane at some traffic lights, the Benz could not
move blocked in by traffic behind it. Stanton casually approached
the vehicle amid protests from his wife Jodi and knocked on the
tinted window. It opened half way and Stanton recognised the
driver, the security guard from Taggart's stud in Wyong. "This car
is registered to Taggart. If I see it anywhere near these people
again even in the same state Taggart will have to move to the moon.
These people don't deal with underhanded crooks but I do. You won't
be able to drive down the road, you won't be able to show our face
in public, you won't be able to even show your face in the cross.
This is the last time I tell you, bugger off and don't come
back."

Stanton
returned to his vehicle tailing the car directly behind it until it
accessed the F3 freeway and headed for Sydney. His wife once
briefed on the vehicle could only think of the children.
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The city of
Sydney and Graham Harper had a grim reminder of why he choose to
live in the Hunter Valley. Friday afternoon traffic was hectic and
he drove the float as if in slow motion protecting his valuable
cargo, he was very pleased to reach High Street and gain access to
the float parking area in the southern stable of the grandstand at
Royal Randwick. Flaxmead was in a support race for class three
horses and Meadow in the feature event of the Saturday meet. The
float looked at home amongst others from far and wide, a few
passing visitors seem to look down their noses at the loud art work
adorning the green prestigious truck. The automatic loading ramp
was activated, Lindy and Jessica released Flaxmead and Meadow to
stretch their legs walking them round the edge of the grassy stable
compound. For the first time some industry onlookers got a first
hand view of Flaxmead. Some concerned looks were exchanged but
people said nothing. As night fell the horses were returned to
their stalls, they opened up allowing more room when parked for the
horses to move and bed down. The loading ramp slowly raised keeping
out some sudden heavy showers of rain sealing the float from the
outside world and all bedded down for the early morning start.

In the Hunter
Valley Flaxmead was already a household name but in Sydney he was
just another horse yet to prove its worth. As the sun was poised to
rise on Royal Randwick the loading ramp of the float slowly
descended and Flaxmead became the centre of attention. His race was
event three of the morning and he carried top weight from barrier
seven of twelve runners. The previous night had seen Kings Cross
population swell by coal miners, winery workers and the populous of
the Hunter racing industry. They were all at the track bright and
early, betting on Flaxmead saw the odds for the horse quickly
decrease, the strongest ever bet on a class three race at Randwick.
This caught the attention of more punters and upon seeing the horse
and finding its previous form also thought a flutter on the steed
was warranted.

Flaxmead was in
the mounting paddock in front of the grandstand in his element. He
put on a hell of a show as Lindy struggled with his antics and he
made his way through the under track tunnel to the twelve hundred
metre start barrier on the southern edge of the course. He walked
sideways kicking his head up and down rearing up and prancing at
any opportunity, the grandstand punters love it and the more they
cheered the more he carried on as their voices carried across the
vast infield. Lindy laughed as they strutted clear of the tunnel
and stable complex toward the barriers, "Come on idiot we have to
run today you know." Flaxmead arrived behind the barriers striking
fear or at the least the utmost respect into the stewards. Lindy
dismounted as Flaxmead kept rearing up at the stewards as they
tried to load him into his barrier. She stood in front of him and
the stewards were dumfounded as she shouted at him. "It's not a
night club or boxing ring, stop it its time to race!" He settled
and she remounted the last to enter the stalls. The race caller had
been waiting.

"And Flaxmead
after all that quietly walks into his stall himself, nice of him to
comply running a little behind time. They are with the starter and
away in the third of the day here at Royal Randwick and Flaxmead
gets to fly breaks clear of the pack with two lengths already.
Looks like they don't call him the hunter valley thunderbolt for
nothing with little Lindy Cumberland tucked in behind his ears
sounds familiar. Tarman second and loosing ground Reuters Blast
third winner of its last two outings but its all Flaxmead winner
and track record holder of his first thee starts now five lengths
from the pack tightly bunched as they come up to the four hundred
metre mark, Tarman still holding second with Reuters Blast pushing
on the outside. Wolf Sheppard goes wide from mid pack now pushing
Reuters Blast for third, Wolf Sheppard breed and owned by Neville
Creighton with the red white and blue diamond colours also won its
first three outings there's the cream of class three here today.
But it's the hunter valley thunderbolt that continues to put ground
on the pack and at the five hundred we have a track record time, as
they start to round the turn we could see this horse's fourth track
record in as many races and you're here to see it." The commentator
rose to his feet. "Wolf Sheppard kicks on the outside of the turn
rounding up Reuters Blast and Tarman as they enter the grandstand
straight."

The Greedy
Piggy Creek and Fixed Hole mobs began to chant his name in chorus
lined along the finishing line railing. "Flaxmead! Flaxmead!
Flaxmead! Flaxmead thundered onto the straight hearing the chant
carried in the wind. Lindy laughed with excitement and Flaxmead
turned it on.

The race caller
sensed history. "And the thunderbolts kicked up a notch, I've
called races here for fifteen years and this is the fastest run I
have ever witnessed. Wolf Sheppard has pulled clear of the pack in
second and gallantly attempting to gain on the leader but its
Flaxmead all the way in the triple blue colours of Graham Harper
from the Hunter Valley. With two hundred to go and ten lengths on
the second placed Wolf Sheppard he's not even looking like slowing
up and still pulling away, by how much will the twelve hundred
record be beaten here today? The hunter valley cheer squad are in
fine song I think they sense a Cox Plate or Melbourne Cup coming
on. Fifty to go and little Lindy Cumberland hasn't moved a muscle
to hasten the pace she's just sitting there with a wide smile on
her face and why wouldn't you she just crossed the line just over
two seconds quicker than any other jockey has ever done here at
Royal Randwick over twelve hundred metres and takes the lead in the
New South Wales apprentice jockey premiership. Wolf Sheppard second
four lengths clear of the rest of the pack Tarman third Reuters
Blast fourth you could throw a blanket over the remaining pack its
that tight. Merchants Way fifth, Galleon sixth, Give a Cheer
seventh, Heartbreaker eighth, Quakers Right ninth, Pen Pal tenth,
Woodend eleventh, and finally Mansfield twelfth. But its number
seven Flaxmead winner of its first four starts, record holder of
four course distances a clear winner by over twelve lengths. Well
if Flaxmead came here to make a point then he's well and truly done
that ladies and gentlemen high time this horse stepped up. And as
Lindy Cumberland struggles with him back to the winners circle
behold the hunter valley thunderbolt. Another interesting note on
that race every runner was inside average group one times."

The grade two
feature race of the day was won by Flushing Meadow. Graham Harper
edged his way up the state trainer's premiership rankings to fifth.
Blake heard the name Neville Creighton and realised he may have
underestimated someone he had dealt with, unusual maybe he was
loosing his touch.

Flaxmead made
the full back page of every newspaper in Sydney and the following
weekend decimated a class four benchmark race at Rose Hill breaking
the track record for two thousand metres. Flaxmead made the front
page of the Sydney newspapers and the back page of Melbourne
news.
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Harper called a
meeting at Shangri La between himself Bob Fields and Blake on a
late evening early the following week. He brought with him a
handful of paperwork and jostled it around on the kitchen table of
the stable complex. Bob had come over from Loudbark directly after
work and had no anticipation of the meetings subject matter as did
Blake. Harper kept looking down at the table appearing nervous
about what he looked at. He rubbed the back of his neck with his
hands and twisted his head from side to side. "Okay, a race caller
at Randwick said something that's true. Its high time Flaxmead
stepped up. I've stuck with one two three four class races although
Flaxmead was benchmarked after probably his second run that's why
they call them benchmark handicaps these days. I can't hide behind
this rubbish anymore and had to make a decision. I've always been
happy doing what I did running a few horses locally being a vet.
Then this fell in my lap, I made excuses to myself. I don't have a
strapper, I don't have adequate transport, Flaxmead will never find
a jockey or whatever. That's all been taken care off." Harper
hesitated for a few seconds avoiding eye contact with Blake and Bob
Fields. "I was always worried about the establishment, I know few
people high in the industry but know of them but over the last two
weeks doors have opened. I have had calls from the most powerful
people in the some positive some not so good. The most amazing
thing is the amount of local people who have come down my drive
shock my hand and assured me they are right behind us. Delegates
from the CFWMU. Management and workers from wineries. Mobs of other
people who I've never seen before in my life. Soldiers from the
army camp members of the police force. I can't walk away from this
so here's the plan."

"Pheww," went
Bob. "You had me worried there for a while Graham the kids would
have been devastated."

"That's the
thing that really kept me in the race. I could tell anyone but them
I was giving up for a quiet life," replied Graham.

"I could see a
lot of disappointment coming as well but pleased to see you're a
stayer. I suggest you hand the high flyer board room stuff to me,
I'll only be too pleased to assist so you can get on with horse
races," added Blake.

"Great I was
about to suggest that myself," replied Harper. "I've entered
Flaxmead in the Chairman's Handicap a group two race part of the
AJC Australian Derby meet at Randwick. I'm waiting to hear if he
makes the ballot draw."

"What's the
chances?" asked Bob.

"The same as
everyone else's so keep your fingers crossed," replied Graham.

"If he gets in
and wins it what next?" asked Winston.

"The Chairman's
Handicap is the lead up race for The Sydney Cup a group one race
over three thousand two hundred metres same as the Melbourne Cup,
if he wins that they know we're coming and all this cloak and
dagger stuff will be real." replied Graham.

"What are these
races worth to win?" asked Bob.

"Six hundred
and seventy five thousand dollars," replied Graham.

"Wow you're
joking?" quipped Bob.

"Where there's
big money there's big power and people who corporately and
industrially throw their weight around," added Winston. "Id like
the names of all the organisations that back those races, when it
comes to throwing corporate and industrial pressure I know a couple
of heavy weights. Well play as bigger hand as anyone, Id say the
chances of Flaxmead running are higher than fifty percent. The fact
is that he can up the attendance of their race meeting by at least
ten percent. Add two children on the sidelines and the media will
up the ante for the event. The race record would be on the line
with Flaxmead running they may end up with a world record. The
betting on Flaxmead has already raised a few eyebrows and would
generate cash flow and interest well beyond current accepted
levels. If I had an event organiser, board member or CEO that
couldn't see that he wouldn't be there long."

"I wouldn't
know where to start when it comes to that," said Graham.

"I thought of
those things but how to sell them," added Bob.

"These
unofficial points will be raised with the correct people, crossing
your fingers wont help," added Winston. "What the contingency plan
if we miss the ballot?"

"I've entered
Flaxmead in three other group two races of equal standing but the
Chairman's is the pick of the bunch for us," said Graham.

"Write down all
the races in order of preference and I'll do some ground work on
sponsors. I can see some people wanting Flaxmead to drop out of a
hole in the ballot bag before it's even drawn. I want to know the
results of the draw as soon as you know Graham, I can direct our
time and resources to the next step and waste no time."

"Things are
pretty clean these days Winston," insisted Graham.

"Even the most
well behaved little boy's get dirty hands, we can at least make
sure everyone's hands are clean," replied Winston.
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The Crown Plaza
Hotel Wharf Road Newcastle, twenty five minutes from Newcastle
Airport Williamtown, forty five minutes from Hunter wineries and an
hour from the major coal structure run by the mining giant Janeiro
Coffee. A perfect central comfortable location, with its own
private wharf overlooking the busy port of Newcastle. Equipped with
waterfront meeting rooms just right for the busy mining executive
to meet and plan behind closed doors and make the most of their
most important resource, time. Raglan Crookborn Janeiro Coffee CEO
chaired a meeting of state and area managers to discuss the latest
money spinner, the extraction of coal seam gas through a method
known as hydraulic fracturing or 'fracking'. Holes are drilled to
the bottom of the coal seam in a grid pattern, a cocktail of
chemicals is then pumped down the hole under pressure fracturing
the coal and releasing methane gas. The gas is collected by a web
of pipelines, separated from the contaminated ground water and into
storage for immediate delivery and cash flow. The contaminated
water is then stored in ponds above ground millions of litres,
nothing is done with the water because nothing can be. It is
poisons and dangerous to all environments man, animal, vegetable or
mineral.

The meeting was
to be held closer to mining operations but it clashed with a
protest from a powerful lobby group made up of winery owners, horse
stud management, landowners, race horse trainers and
representatives from the tourism industry. The lobby group was two
thousand strong and demanded to know the chemicals used to extract
the gas currently a secret. The cocktail is released into the water
table during the process and was believed to have contaminated the
artesian basin water in Queensland to a critical degree. Raglan
Crookborn opened the meeting and the minutes of a previous meeting
were read out. Crookborn a South African national then explained
the current company approach. A determined man of average stature,
a veteran of the coal mining industry, a brilliant mathematician
feared by most in the board room.

"Since our last
meeting a month ago we have presented a plan to state government
outlining the projected gross income from the gas reserves in the
Hunter. We made a point of highlighting the state tax offset
payable should the venture go ahead. The state is in election mode
and strapped for funds. We have lobbied both sides of government as
there is a strong chance the current government will be defeated at
the election. We outlined the changes we require in relevant
legislation, I believe they will be attracted by the extra revenue
and be most accommodating."

Hunter Valley
coal operations general manager Keith Richardson interrupted
Crookborn. His blue cotton work uniform with reflective strips was
in austere contrast to the tailored suit worn by Crookborn. "We
have a lobby group in the Hunter, a wide range of Hunter people
some the most powerful business and landowners around. They are
causing a hell of a stir with local government ministers. I live
next to a winery how do you propose we handle this, the media
coverage of Queensland gas operations aren't helping. People are
pushing about damage to the ground water."

Crookborn
pushed his thick black rimmed gold hinged glasses to the end of his
nose looking across the table in with a scalding face, his greying
hair slightly fell over his nose and he pushed it back. "I don't
care about the water I deal in coal and gas so do you. You will
appreciate the fact people have concerns but continue to push our
agenda. The government will handle the fine print."

"Part of this
lobby alliance includes two retired English merchant bankers
Hornswaddle and Fothrington they recently bought into the area. We
tried to approach them they're eccentric dangerous and rich.
Retired lunatics are hard to deal with; I don't wish to run a gold
fish farm in a clown suit."

Crookborn sat
back in his chair removed his glasses and began to clean them. "I
have dealt with these people before, I don't know what's come over
them. They are indeed dangerous." He put his glasses back on
slowly. "They recently bought an old castle reliant on tourism in
Ireland for next to nothing, it had fallen into terrible debt. They
paid off the entire staff filled the grounds with thoroughbred race
horses and hired midgets to run around the castle and grounds
dressed as leprechauns. They sell wine from the dungeon sellers and
the place is making a fortune. I don't know how to handle these
people but should we get the legislation we are after their hands
will be tied. Bugger this up and you just may be running a gold
fish farm in a clown suit complete with red nose. We have leases
well west of their area that is our intended target, push this fact
with the lobby group, we are miles from them."

Richardson
shook his head and the edges of this mouth dropped. "The entire
valley shares the same underground water table, unless we can
convince them what we're doing is safe things will get worse."

"The contract
drilling companies will wear the brunt of the flak, we will simply
blame them. We don't know what they use but they assure us its
safe," said Crookborn.

"Just tell them
what's in it if it's safe what's to loose," replied Richardson.

"Stall, by the
time they find out it'll be too late, now enough of this. In the
last two months there have been four productivity spikes across all
operations in the Valley, not only ours but Fixed Hole has the same
results. Why would these sundry days see a twelve percent spike in
productivity." said Crookborn. He handed some graphs and reports to
Richardson and the rest of the gathered management. They studied
the reports in silence. "The weather was the same, available
equipment levels identical what can anyone suggest and how can it
be sustained," asked Crookborn.

The manager of
Greedy Piggy Creek operations from the back of the table spoke up,
his cotton work uniform was tinged with coal dust. "Flaxmead."

Crookborn
looked puzzled. "Flaxmead, what are you talking about man speak
English."

"There the days
the race horse Flaxmead ran."

"What!" quipped
Crookborn.

"I was at two
of the meetings myself, I remember dispatch telling me of record
production when I made my usual daily call I didn't make the match
then but now I see it in this graph I remember the race meeting
dates."

Crookborn
folded his arms. "Forgive me if I'm not quite with you."

Greedy Piggy
Creek operations manager Rutland Girdwood spoke louder sure he was
right. "A horse called Flaxmead, big black thoroughbred stallion
from here in the Valley. Owned by two children, the workforce has
claimed it as their own the owners live next door to the lease.
This thing has brought the waring union lodges of the valley
together. It's won every start and broke five track records, they
say it's on the way to the Melbourne Cup. People of the valley are
passionate about things like this. The last time it ran in Sydney
half the valley attended the meeting me included, this thing can
run the pants off a Kangaroo. They call it the hunter valley
thunderbolt."

"You expect me
to return to London and report production spikes in the hunter
valley were caused by a horse," enquired Crookborn.

"Yes, the whole
place is enlightened when the thing runs. The crews feel like
winners and it comes out in a days work. If that horse makes the
Melbourne Cup we may as well close up for the day everyone will be
at Flemington in Victoria including me."

Crookborn
looked at Richardson wide eyed. 'Well."

"I think he's
right, everyone's talking about it. They carry the horse around in
a flash truck with a picture of the kids and horse on the side. It
passed me in Cessnock recently and everyone was going mad tooting
horns and waving quite extraordinary. My wife is not the least bit
interested in horse racing but studies the race guide in the paper
with her friends to see when it's running. There's a rumour around
that Hornswaddle and Fothrington know a bit about it. Some think
the horse is kept at their winery Shangri La."

Crookborn
thought carefully for a while the room in silence. "Bring me five
more production spikes that line up and I'll take it to London.
Currently I think I'd get laughed out of the board room. You tell
no one this is being monitored so they don't pull a fast one."

"Wont be
necessary it'll happen," said Girdwood. "I know people from the
valley I am one. Open cut and underground mining have been accepted
here for years. If you ever crack mine gas in this valley it will
be over a lot of people's dead bodies."


 CHAPTER TWENTY
EIGHT

Although
Flaxmead had not stepped up to higher group races his form was
obvious especially to those who had witnessed him run. Neville
Creighton had a lot hanging on a few horses this year more so than
usual, he thought it was the best chance he had of wining a
Melbourne Cup yet with talent available in his stables. Horse
racing was his hobby not his main income but most of his direct
friends were in the horse racing industry. Jack Prendergast was
Creighton's best friend, professional breeder and race magnet he
had fostered Creighton through years of fun the pair teaming up
sometimes having six runners between them in major races. Flaxmead
had appeared out of nowhere and was seen to be a horse that could
spoil all the fun. Prendergast had seen Flaxmead run twelve hundred
at Royal Randwick and was positive that if a horse was going to
disrupt their plans it would be Flaxmead. The pair had a meeting in
Melbourne with a third ally Geoff Leroy another leading breeder
trainer. Locked away in the Chairman's Club at Flemington
racecourse clear of any earshot they discussed the situation. The
bouquet of expensive wine mixed with passing banquets fit for a
king as waiters tended the tables.

"I'm sure this
year will be the year I win the cup, my three prominent stayers are
the best I've ever had," said Creighton between mouthfuls of
sumptuously prepared rump steak. He put down his knife and fork and
picked up his glass of red wine to clear his pallet. "I planned the
horses I have around the opposition who would expect this thing to
come out of nowhere. Anyway my plans are going fine this hunter
valley nag is far from getting here the first Tuesday in
November."

Leroy grinned
at the statement. "Jack saw the horse run, said he's seen nothing
like it. Is that not right Jack."

Prendergast had
racing operations in Melbourne and Sydney he knew everyone, aged in
his mid sixties and in poor health sighed. "If I had a surer bet on
being here in November this Flaxmead has it. I've seen hundreds of
horses run at Randwick but I was stirred by this thing. I got close
to him in the mounting area and he just looked straight through me
cock sure he was in control. God knows who trained him but it
wasn't Harper in the early piece."

Creighton
lowered his voice so he could only just be heard. "I've been having
a look at this. The float carrying him round was bought from me by
a bloke in the valley called Winston Blake. He's a pom and has his
finger in a horse show near Bristol England. Its run by a bloke
called Roger Palmer a horse whisperer, I sent someone in to have a
look at the joint. It's crawling with top runners owned by a couple
of merchant bankers. This Blake joker used to work for them."

Prendergast
lifted the eyebrow of one eye. "Hornswaddle and Fothrington, they
could buy the three of us many times over and still have masses of
pocket money. I bought two runners from them six weeks ago in
Ireland, absolute rockets they are. They own the Shangri La winery
in the Hunter Valley."

"That's exactly
where this float was delivered to," said Creighton.

"What's so
strange about that, so they need a float. Not surprised they own
swag of horses," said Leroy.

"Yeah but this
one was paid for by Blake and carries this Flaxmead around," stated
Creighton.

"I didn't know
it was against the law to carry a horse around in a float,"
chuckled Prendergast.

"You don't get
what I mean, there's something strange going on. The bloodline of
Flaxmead lists the sire as a stallion from the Hunter Valley and a
dame from the same place. The owner of the sire was Clifford
Barking from Loudbark wines right next to Shangri La. The horse was
born in Ireland."

Leroy looked
interested. "Really, how d'ya work that out?"

"The horse has
a British chip and I checked the bloodline certificate," said
Creighton.

Leroy had a
small concern in the Hunter Valley in addition to stables in
Melbourne. He stopped eating and wiped his mouth with a napkin.
"How longs it been here?"

"Not sure but
the transfer was made a few months ago," replied Creighton.

"What
difference does it make we need a horse that runs faster than this
thing," added Prendergast.

"If something
has been overlooked we can stop the thing competing we've done it
before," stated Creighton.

"Yeah what if
someone decides to spend a bit of time studying our affairs, look
hard enough and you can shoot anyone down," suggested Leyton.

"If they have
something to do with Hornswaddle and Fothrington leave it or we
might end up with more problems than we need, besides I'd rather
win a Melbourne Cup not steal it," added Prendergast.

"I've got a day
out with the smiling assassin this week I'll bait him up and see
what he says. He's in a lot of debt at the moment and he needs
results to pay off his Arab mates. This thing from the Hunter
Valley won't help him much, "said Creighton.

"The assassin,
he'll have three runners in the cup, mixing with the likes of
Taggart he's no friend of ours. If anyone boxes us in or pushes
wide it'll be his blokes, you want to deal with him don't mention
my name," added Prendergast.

"Feeding him
some info won't do us any harm, this thing has to show up at a
decent race yet anyway," barked Creighton.

Prendergast's
mobile phone rang, he looked at the readout. "I'll have to take
this I've been waiting on it. Hello, yeah, mm, good. Really, ahh,
okay, thanks very much." He turned it off and put the phone on the
table. "One of mine just made the draw for the Chairman's
Handicap."

"Wow
Blunderbuss?" asked Creighton.

"Yeah," replied
Prendergast.

"So you're set
she's a missile," remarked Leyton.

"Yeah but
there's a ballistic missile made the draw too, Flaxmead. He drew
gate one the press has gone mad apparently. The field will be flat
out seeing which way he went in my opinion," said Prendergast.

"I was hoping
Wolf Sheppard would make the draw," remarked Creighton.

"He did, this
things already shut him down by twelve lengths over twelve hundred
metres what will it do to us over two thousand," added
Prendergast.

"The cups three
thousand two hundred this Flaxmead may be a short fuse, no ones
seen him race that far," insisted Leyton.

"I have it from
a reliable source namely someone who's seen him run the distance in
world record time," remarked Prendergast.

"Who?" asked
Creighton with squinting eyes.

Prendergast had
a short smile "Jimmy Cotton. Flaxmead's on the way here in
November. You want to run him down find a horse that can run as
fast."

"The smiling
assassin gonna love all this," said Creighton.

Prendergast
threw his napkin on the table and held his stomach with a look of
pain for a few seconds. "The smiling assassin, started life as a
car salesman the chameleon they called him. He learnt to remember
people's names and smile, would rather do someone out of a hundred
bucks than earn it. Sold a car to Jimmy Cotton and became
interested in racing. Now we're stuck with him. At least Ned Kelly
had the decency to wave a shotgun around when he robbed
someone."

"I sell trucks
as part of one of my business Jack come on," slurred Creighton.

"I'm dying
Neville, nothing I can do about it. All the tea in china or money
in the world won't save me. I won a Melbourne cup fair and square,
you win some and you loose some. If I had robbed someone like Mr
ten percent the smiling assassin I'd feel that I'd wasted my life.
You have a family Neville so do you Geoff, you want to go the way
of the assassin then I feel sorry for you. I'm happy with what I've
done, the assassin hates kids. Two kids own that horse, when you
talk to the assassin don't mention my name. One of my boys is like
it, he had to fight for nothing now thinks it's his god given right
to have everything regardless of what it takes. He's in prison for
twenty years wondering what happened." Prendergast stood up and
pushed his chair under the table. "Now if you'll excuse me
gentlemen I have to go." He began to shuffle away from the table
but was stopped by Creighton's hand on his shoulder as he
passed.

"I'm sorry
Jack, forgive me mate," said Creighton.

Jack
Prendergast smiled and shuffled away. "See you blokes next
week."
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Kerry Snow ran
his finger down the list of runners for the next week, he was
having one of his moments of solace by the Creek at work, his
weekend shifts. His finger stopped at Flaxmead, he checked the
race, the Chairman's Handicap. He worked out the next race path for
a winner and knew it was the Sydney Cup. He accessed his message
send sort of like text messaging on a mobile phone but between
pieces of equipment in the mine via the GPS screens. 'Flaxmead. The
Chairman's Handicap. Grade two. Randwick next weekend. Step one to
Flemington in November.' Mobile phones lit up and were answered at
Fixed Hole operations, the word spread like a bushfire on a north
westerly wind.

Anna was
trotting along on Meadow with Pipa the blue heeler in tow when she
noticed the flashing light down by the creek on Kerry Snows
vehicle. She walked her down to the waters edge, Kerry was sitting
by the creek watching the water cascade over rocks, and the sound
of the running water was soothing. Anna stood in the far side of
the creek on Meadow her approach had been muffled by the recent
rain swelling the flowing waters.

"Hello mister
you here again!"

Kerry looked up
form under his hard hat and his face lit up. "Anna, how ya goin
love?"

"I'm good."

"Running Meadow
wow, I'm stuck in here some people have all the luck. How's
Flaxmead going?"

"He's good, I'm
going to see him shortly with Dad and Mr Harper."

Kerry was
puzzled. "Going to see him where is he?"

"I can't tell
you if I tell you I'll have to kill you."

"Oh well I
don't want that."

He's somewhere
safe where the bad people can't get him."

Kerry frowned.
"Bad people. What bad people love?"

"Ones that
don't want him to win the Melbourne Cup."

"Who are they
love?"

"Don't know but
dad said they'll come because he runs to fast."

Kerry forced a
smile. "Don't you worry love nothing will happen to him, I promise
you."

"Meadow is
moving today too. Jessica will look after her. We have too many
people coming here looking. "

"Jessica
Flametower Flaxmead's strapper?"

"Yes, do you
know her?"

"No, I've seen
her with Flaxmead and Meadow at race meetings."

"Do you go to
them?"

"Yes we all do,
we'll be in Melbourne in November."

"Come and see
us at a meeting and I'll show you Flaxmead. He's been getting a big
head and showing off but he still does what I tell him."

Kerry chuckled.
"I'll bring some friends with me, lots of them."

"Okay mister I
gotta go, see ya." Anna turned Meadow climbed the bank from the
waters edge and thundered off along the Greedy Piggy Creek tree
line. Kerry got back in his vehicle and roared off towards
operations control.

Sunday, Anna
and Dylan spent the day with Jessica and the horses. Meadow had
been taken to Shangri La to keep Flaxmead company and help stem the
flow of visitors at the Harper and Fields properties, housing
Flaxmead elsewhere had stemmed the traffic but not stopped it.
Jessica and the children were in run paddock below the broken back
range, Graham and Bob were in a meeting with Winston. Graham was
concerned he was becoming part of a conspiracy, he didn't want to
be confrontational but asked the question in Winston's Shangri La
office.

"It wasn't long
ago we were talking about if Flaxmead would make the ballot. He
made the ballot and drew gate one for the first time. Was there any
monkey business involved Winston?" asked Graham.

"I admit I
spoke to Wilson and Bartholomew but they later rang me asking how I
had achieved it so there you go. Racing you win some you loose
some, Flaxmead's had some shocking barrier draws this time he made
the ballot and got a good one. Lets not look a gift horse in the
mouth if you'll pardon the expression."

Graham looked
down to the floor from his seat opposite Winston across his modest
desk with his arms folded. He looked back up and put his hands o
his knees. "Jack Prendergast rang me and wished me luck, he has a
horse called Blunderbuss drawn in the same race. This is unusual he
suggested I tread careful. One of Creighton's horses made the draw
Wolf Sheppard."

"The horse that
was second to Flaxmead at Randwick recently?" asked Bob.

"Yes." replied
Graham.

"Creighton the
gentleman we purchased the float from?" asked Winston.

"Yes that's one
of his businesses," replied Graham.

"He asked a lot
of questions I should have done some more digging, thought he was
just a clued up salesman," added Winston.

"He's after a
Melbourne Cup to go with his Cox Plate and Caulfield trophies,"
said Graham.

"He must have
runners capable of a cup if he has those under his belt," enquired
Winston.

"He has but
Flaxmead's burst onto the scene spoiling the fun. Prendergast
mentioned the smiling assassin is in bad debt, he wouldn't have
mentioned that unless it had a message in it," stated Graham.

"The smiling
assassin is that a person?" asked Winston.

"Theo Delores,
made a lot of money selling cars. They used to call him the
chameleon, could sum up a buyer and blend into his surroundings
clever salesman. He has a couple of problems on is gambling and
drinking, not small stuff high rolling. Always owes someone a
million or two. Mr ten percent is another term for him in racing
circles, has a swag of horses all owned by someone else trained and
run for ten percent of the earnings after expenses. His expenses
are rumoured to include gambling debts. He runs horses for a few
politicians, he actually knows little about training and racing a
horse and a bloke called Taggart does a lot of work for him," said
Graham.

"Taggart, I
know that name," interrupted Winston.

Graham looked
shocked, "You know Roy Taggart?"

Winston back
peddled. "I looked at some horses he had when I first came to
Australia for Wilson and Bartholomew but smelt a rat," replied
Winston.

"You hit the
nail on the head there. Taggart relies on Jimmy Cotton for his
name. Has something on him, something that happened a long time
ago. Cotton has disappeared and I hear someone is after Taggart
that you don't mess with. That leaves the assassin looking for new
people to do his dirty work and we wont know where from. I reckon
that's why Prendergast mentioned the assassin."

"I think I know
someone who can help us with that," replied Winston.

Little Lindy
Cumberland had been very busy, at last she had a Sunday home with
her parents. Susan and Glen noticed something was bothering Lindy,
she looked glum and quiet for a young girls with the world at her
feet. They conspired to find out what was troubling their daughter.
She had been locked in her room for hours and they knocked entered
to find Lindy on her computer on line to someone in face book. She
logged out and forced a smile to her parents as they both sat on
her bed next to her computer desk.

"Lindy
something is wrong, you are not the girl we had here a couple of
weeks ago. You must tell us what is wrong, Flaxmead is a big
responsibility is this what's bothering you," asked her father.

Lindy looked at
them but past them with no expression and said nothing.

"Come on Lindy
you're all we have we are worried," added her mother.

"Its Lorraine,"
replied Lindy in a soft voice.

"Lorraine,
Lorraine who?" asked her father.

"Lorraine
Wills, she's second in the metropolitan jockey premiership if the
guy who's first keeps winning shell loose it for sure," muttered
Lindy.

Her father took
her by the shoulders and sat her between them on the bed. "That's
the idea of premierships, what's so bad about that?" he asked.

"She's a single
mum and struggling, this is her last year she will ride. She wants
to train next year so she can be home all the time with her little
girl she four now," said Lindy.

Glen glanced at
Susan with a short smile. "Lindy you are leading the apprentices
premiership, without Flaxmead it will be hard work?" stated her
father.

"The stable
near her home will only give her a job as trainer on good money if
she wins the premiership, she can win with Flaxmead."

Her father
leaned back a little. "Oh. You want to help your friend?"

"Yes, I want
her to ride Flaxmead and win the Melbourne Cup. She'll get the job
and be okay, she's thirty this year," mumbled Lindy.

"You'll need to
talk to Graham and Bob, Anna and Dylan may not understand," said
her father.

"That's why I'm
so sad, what about the children," added Lindy.

Lindys mother
held her tight. "I'll talk to the children, I haven't taught in a
primary school all my life for nothing. Besides Flaxmead will race
more than one Melbourne Cup I'm sure."

"Well we better
make a trip to see the Field's, they'll probably be at Shangri La.
I'll make some calls and find out," said her father.

Creighton meet
with the smiling assassin, he did the dirty on Prendergast assuring
the assassin he, Leroy and Prendergast would back any efforts he
made to shut Flaxmead down. At the worst he guaranteed they would
hustle the horse in races by joining forces and instructing their
jockeys to work together. He covered his tracks by telling the
assassin he was the only contact the assassin would communicate
with from the group claiming it would allay suspicion of any
conspiracy. The assassin was happy with the agreement and partied
with Creighton that night in a Melbourne casino, however this did
not go unnoticed by another member of the racing fraternity who
slipped away without being noticed.
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The
Cumberland's arrived at Shangri La. They meet with Graham Harper,
Bob Fields and Winston Blake standing under the trees adjacent to
the stables next to the dam. Lindy could the late blooming roses on
the breeze, she would never forget it. Lindy tried to explain but
became upset, her father finished the story. Bob Fields was
devastated but Harper and Blake picked it up and ran with it.

Graham gave
Lindy a hug looking down at the top of her head as she sobbed her
face buried in his chest. "So now Flaxmead has two jockeys I hope,"
said Graham.

Lindy looked up
at him her pretty bloodshot eyes told a story. "What do you mean,"
she asked as she gathered herself.

"Flaxmead needs
a second rider, what if you were sick. We don't have one at the
moment. No need to be so upset about a good idea," added
Graham.

"Agreed," said
Winston. "Commendable character from an exemplary girl might I add.
Both ride but keep this Lorraine I think you said one step ahead
and everyone's happy."

Lindy stopped
crying and cracked a smile "Wow I thought I'd be in trouble."

"Lorraine
Wills," said Graham. "That's a curly one, leading female jockey in
the state. Rides a lot for Taggart and Delores the smiling
assassin. They won't take to this to kindly, let's see what she
thinks. You better handle this Winston I'm liable to get a bit
emotional,"

"You have a
contact for her?" asked Winston. Graham fiddled with his phone then
handed it to Winston. Winston punched in the displayed number, a
women's voice answered after a few rings.

"Hello Lorraine
speaking."

"Lorraine
Wills?" asked Winston.

"Yes."

"Lorraine this
is Winston Blake manager of some of Graham Harpers affairs
including the horse Flaxmead."

"Oh my goodness
really."

"To get to the
point Lorraine we have been talking about a second rider for
Flaxmead for sometime and Lindy has suggested you would be
interested."

"Oh my god, let
me sit down, oh goodness. Me ride Flaxmead when?"

"The Chairman's
Handicap."

"Oh my goodness
its next weekend. I have two rides there already, I need to speak
to Lindy first, can I get back to you."

"No need she's
right here."

Lindy took the
phone. "Hi Lorraine."

"Lindy what are
you doing you'll loose your points lead for the apprentices
premiership, maybe the premiership."

"You ride
Flaxmead I have plenty more years. I want you to get that job, I'm
worried about you."

"Lindy you give
me a ride on Flaxmead and you give me everything I ever
wanted."

"If you don't
ride him I'll quit and you'll have to. You remember when I was
being sick around the back of the stables at my first ride."

Lorraine
laughed. "Yes I remember, I wondered what the noise was and took a
look. You reminded me of my first ride."

"If you hadn't
of calmed me down I don't know what I would have done. It's me
you've given everything."

"Tell Mr Blake
I'll ride."

"Here you tell
him and I'll see you soon." She handed the phone to Blake.

"Winston
here."

"Ill ride
Winston, if you've nominated Lindy as jockey this weekend we have a
problem."

Winston asked
Graham. "Is Lindy nominated jockey this weekend."

"Yes she is,"
said Graham.

"I'm sick and
can't ride," added Lindy.

Winston studied
Grahams face, he smiled looked positive and nodded at Winston.

Winston put the
phone back to his ear. "Lindy is nominated but she's sick and can't
ride."

Lorraine
chuckled away. "A likely story but that'll work."

"I'll present a
change of jockey to the stewards due to Lindy's illness. We may
need a doctor's certificate so get sick."

"Okay so it's a
deal Lorraine, you ride Flaxmead in the Chairman's Handicap and any
subsequent races such as the Sydney Cup."

"The Sydney Cup
wow, I've never won anything like that in my life. Thank you very
much Mr Blake."

"Just keep in
mind that Flaxmead's destiny is the Melbourne Cup."

"Oh my goodness
what a thing to land in my lap."

"All the idea
of Miss Cumberland Lorraine."

"She's too nice
to achieve her real potential, plus the weight of her brother."

"Everything's
under control Lorraine, I'm well aware that Lindy needs a cattle
prod at times to convince her she can."

"Guys would be
falling over themselves to ride Flaxmead, why me and Lindy."

"That's a very
long story Lorraine, one day you'll find out. I will meet you at
the weekend."

"Yes and thank
you so much, bye."

"Bye Lorraine."
Winston disconnected. "One thing, I wonder if Flaxmead will take to
this."

"If Lindy and
Lorraine were standing with their backs to you the only thing that
would give Lindy away is her long hair," stated Graham. "They even
weigh about the same, their voices are similar and they are both
stubborn and considerate. Lorraine Wills is a fantastic jockey,
hell love her."

Lindy and her
mother were talking to Anna and Dylan explaining things to them and
from a distance the laughter could be heard resonating among the
stable buildings. Winston noticed two elderly gentlemen walking
from the car park between the vines towards them. "Well I never,
Wilson Hornswaddle and Bartholomew Fothrington." He looked at Bob
and Graham with a fun filled smile. "You're just about to meet two
very different people, just be a bit open minded if you can."

Wilson and
Bartholomew walked briskly up to Winston and shacking one hand
each. "Winston my good man, sorry to drop in unannounced but we
were in the area and thought wed drop in," said Wilson.

"Wouldn't have
missed it for the world actually," added Bartholomew.

"Feel free to
drop in anytime you do own the place," replied Winston.

"Where are
these children must meet them," said Bartholomew.

"In the stable
area," said Winton.

Wilson and
Bartholomew looked around, "You've done a grand job here Winston,
we need to talk to you directly after we meet the children.

Winston
introduced Bob, Graham and the Cumberland's. Wilson and Bartholomew
spoke with them for a while before talking with Anna and Dylan at
length outside Flaxmead's stable.

"This damn
thing's going to turn them on their ear over the next few weeks
Anna, what do you think of that," said Wilson standing between the
children looking at Flaxmead's head protruding from the stable over
the lower half of the door.

"If there going
to run faster than Flaxmead they will have to be on their feet, you
can't run very fast on your ear," replied Dylan.

"Ha ha ha,"
Wilson and Bartholomew laughed out loud. "You can't beat children
you know Wilson, I should have had a hundred but these will do
fine," said Bartholomew.

Winston watched
and listened to the eccentric pair, every time he saw them they
came further out of their shells. "Now Anna and Dylan, been grand
meeting you and cant wait to see you at the weekend if you're going
to the races. If not we shall return. Now we have to see Winston
about some things then be off."

Winston
accompanied Wilson and Bartholomew to his Shangri La office. The
ageing statesmen were quite spritely for their age walking the
distance with ease taking in the surroundings and commenting on the
views. There ever present chauffer Elderslie dressed in jeans, R M
Williams boots and denim shirt came to say hello. Enjoying a quiet
cup of tea in the lunch room of the wine complex he had the air of
a son to the pair rather than an employee as he fussed around
them.

"Were only a
few years older than you Winston but feeling younger every day. My
mind has written a few cheques my body had problems cashing but I
understood the process. Found it similar to having a client in the
banking industry write a cheque with insufficient funds to cover
it. You get away with it at times but it creeps up on you," said
Wilson.

"We witnessed a
ridiculous pastime in New Zealand last week, Elderslie did a bungy
jump, tied elastic to his ankles and jumped from a bridge dipping
his head in a river over a hundred yards below. Elderslie thought
it was wonderful, I didn't see what he got out of it. Suicide for
the indecisive if ask me," stated Bartholomew.

Winston
continued to chuckle with his eyes closed at times. "It's wonderful
to see you guys enjoying life," he replied.

"Guys, you've
picked up the lingo Winston," laughed Wilson.

"Yes, I hadn't
noticed."

"Now, this wine
business is booming, we have a couple of boutique wines we would
like you to sort out. Botrytis you've heard of it?" asked
Wilson.

"Noble rot, a
fungus, grows on mature grapes in certain conditions happens round
here on many grape varieties. The fruit can be used to make dessert
wines." replied Winston.

"Exactly, we
flogged some of the old stock in Ireland and they loved it. Expense
seemed to be no barrier, can you foster more of this stuff in the
future it's impressed the aristocracy. Enough to be a flagship
product something to talk about that's a bit different," asked
Bartholomew.

"Mmm, I don't
know much about it, I'll talk to the winemakers, Loudbark produce a
small quantity so I'll see what we can do," replied Winston.

"We tried a
wine in Piedmont Italy, Nebbiolo winter wine very different. Now,
we bought acreage in Queensland from an Australian gentleman
attending a wine festival at the time with a host of these vines on
it. They can be picked latter in the year well past traditional
harvest time round here. You can then have the grapes picked and
transported here for processing decreasing the time the processing
plant stands idle. Due to the time it's harvested the grapes are
totally unique producing an individual product, another rare
flagship wine for us to mingle with the more commercial bulk
Semillon, Shiraz, Pinot and Chardonnay," stated Wilson.

"Well you've
certainly been doing some groundwork, I'll have to look into the
logistics of caring for and moving these grapes," commented
Winston.

"Logistics,
you're the best Winston. Without you we wouldn't think of tackling
it," added Bartholomew.

"I'll get onto
it, sound ideas. You must be doing a lot of reading," asked
Winston.

"It's that damn
aeroplane, we seem to learn more and get more done while in the air
than any other time. No distractions Winston," added Wilson.

"Mmm, okay. I
gather you will be at Randwick to see Flaxmead run in the
Chairman's Handicap,"

"Oh yes my good
man, hell have them hoping now. Wouldn't miss it for the world. I
recently read of a horse called 'Jorrocks' from round here born in
1833. Part Arab spent his early life as a stock horse didn't race
until he was eight. He would often walk two hundred miles from
track to track. At Maitland one year he ran and was victorious on
four consecutive days. At fifteen he ran ten times and won on every
occasion, didn't retire until he was fifteen. He was known as "the
iron gelding". Reminded me of Flaxmead a once in a lifetime horse.
Now it's the time of the hunter valley thunderbolt," quoted
Bartholomew.

"Anything on
Rose Winston," asked Wilson.

"Not as yet,
all this focus helps me go on. Every time I see or smell the roses
amongst the vines I am reminded. I'm still running with the plan I
left England with," replied Winston.

"Something will
come up Winston, your faith will be rewarded. A good meal before we
head off will go down well." Hinted Wilson. "We're off to South
Western Australia, got a lead on some horses and a winery all in
one at a bargain price."

"Yeah I could
do with a feed myself, I'll take you for a steak just down the road
from here," replied Winston.

"Could do with
a feed, pick up anymore of the lingo Winston and we won't
understand a word you say. When you go back to Bristol you'll stand
out like a duck in a chicken run."
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The Chairman's
Handicap Royal Randwick. Different tactics to keep them thinking,
Harper left early and arrived with the sun rising over Sydney as he
negotiated the stable complex from High Street. He parked well out
of harms way and ran straight into an excited Lorraine Wills as he
climbed from the cab. She tagged Jessica and Lindy unloading the
float and getting to know Flaxmead. A marked difference in
attention, from the time Flaxmead was unloaded it was obvious his
presence was of interest to all. Today Meadow would run first in a
group two race and Lorraine Wills would be busy riding in the race
before Meadow's run and the race before the Chairman's Handicap.
Lorraine learnt some different things for the afternoon feature
race riding Flaxmead. Jessica and Lindy confiscated her whip and
gave instructions on laughter, from the time Flaxmead could see
Lorraine put her helmet on in front of him it was on. Flaxmead from
gate one again carried top weight and the late jockey change due to
illness was announced by the race caller as Lorraine mounted
Flaxmead for the first time. The effect on betting by the jockey
change would not surface as it was too late, Flaxmead started the
humiliation of his opposition. He reared up in front of Wolf
Sheppard and shook his head and stamped his feet in front of
Blunderbuss. Amongst the mayhem behind the stall at the two
thousand six hundred metre barrier Lorraine was puzzled but quietly
relived as Flaxmead eventually entered his barrier calmly and
without fuss directly after all others.

Kerry snow, The
Greedy Piggy Creek mob, the Fixed Hole mob, winemakers, lawyers,
doctors, council workers, nurses, labourers, the unemployed, news
readers, film makers, television stars, rock stars, car salesmen,
businessmen, members of the horse racing fraternity just to mention
a few jostled for a viewing position. Gail Flametower watched from
the members lounge accompanied by Winston Blake. A cast of
thousands.

The barrier
opened and Lorraine thought someone had screwed a rocket up her
rear end. She shook her head in disbelief as Flaxmead headed into
free space remembering all she could of Lindys advice. At plus one
thousand metres just out of turn two she peered under her right arm
and could only just see Wolf Sheppard out of gate five ahead of the
pack some ten lengths back. She looked front and hunched down
behind his ears peering between them just as Lindy had suggested
and gave a laugh in awe. Flaxmead kicked, she swallowed in
incredulity her eyes looking like dinner plates. She was concerned
he would run out but he just kept going holding the kicked pace, at
two thousand coming out of turn four she heard something never
experienced, the chanting in chorus of the horses name she was
riding. She started laughing out loud not from necessity but from
the rapture of the experience, she felt like a child again.
Flaxmead heard the crowd and turned it on, the race caller had
completely lost it, the track record for two thousand six hundred
at Royal Randwick was about to be shattered. Without any
encouragement or apparent reason to Lorraine Flaxmead began to
cross the track to the outside rail without missing a beat or
loosing ground. Lorraine went with him and found why, she could
actually feel the chants from the crowd as she flashed past them a
few feet away. She could clearly see the faces of two children held
above shoulder height by two distinguished and senior gentlemen as
Flaxmead thundered across the line Twenty five lengths ahead of
second placed Blunderbuss. The crowd had been delivered what they
had come to see, a champion break another record.

Flaxmead had
not finished with his opposition and Lorraine had problems
controlling his antics as he strutted to the winners circle
harassing second place getter Blunderbuss and third placed Wolf
Sheppard. He settled as Anna and Dylan entered the winner's circle,
Flaxmead bowed his head and the two children held him for a few
seconds amid a thousand camera shutters.

Lorraine had
dismounted and stood next to Flaxmead quietly crying with her hands
over her eyes. Meadow and Flaxmead had given her two wins just
creeping to first place in the Metropolitan Jockey premiership.
Lorraine weighed in for correct weight Flaxmead did his half hour
and was lead from the winners circle.

Prendergast and
Creighton after receiving their places in the winners circle looked
at the horses being led away from the comfort of the member's
lounge standing at the window Leyton and the smiling assassin had
joined them. "There it is gentlemen, the benchmark for the industry
rewritten," commented Prendergast. "No Melbourne Cup for us this
year unless you can find something that can outrun that."

"What's with
this jockey change, that Lindy Cumberland don't look to sick to
me," spouted Creighton. "I'm gonna check all that out."

"I'm sure we
can find something to put a stop to this," added the assassin.

Prendergast
looked at Creighton sternly. "You've had too much to drink and
keeping bad company Nev. If you want to win grade one race's find a
horse that can outrun that black thing down there. In two weeks
time hell run three thousand two hundred here and be coming our
way. Now if you'll excuse me the air here is a bit stale,"
Prendergast turned his back and headed for the bar.

Between us we
got eight runners here next fortnight in The Sydney Cup, I've saved
my best horses for the race. If this thing runs them down we need
to have a good think about what to do, I gotta win some cash, big
cash," added the assassin.

Geoff Leroy
blinked many times thinking deeply with a blank look on his face.
"Jack's right, we need a horse that runs faster. Doing something
crook doesn't feel right to me."

"This is a
business Geoff, no place for kids or weak minded entrepreneurs.
What's wrong with you we've stuck together before and it's worked,"
said the assassin.

"I've got kids
Theo and a family. Some things are more important than big cash. I
couldn't hold face at home if I got involved with a shonky shot and
frankly I don't like the idea of it myself. I'm going to have a
beer with Jack," replied Leroy.

"You were
nothing when you hooked up with us, don't come winging to us when
you can't make grade next year. We've given you many a win now you
think you're holier than thou," quipped the assassin.

"I like to
think I've learnt from my mistakes not capitalised on them,"
replied Leroy, he walked away to the bar.

Creighton and
Delores watched him walk to the group Prendergast was drinking
with. "Who's those two older guys there with Jack, and that's Blake
bloke who helps Harper out," asked the assassin.

"Cripes that's
Wilson Hornswaddle and Bartholomew Fothrington I've seen them at
horse sales in Melbourne," replied Creighton.

"Really I might
go and say hello, could be handy blokes to know," Delores was about
to walk towards them when they both looked sternly at him with
their hands on hips obviously displeased with something they had
heard. "I might just put that off till later."

"We could be
getting in deep here Theo, we can't take everyone on."

"Too late for
me I need to win races or loose everything."
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Although some
Valley enterprises were getting together others were being torn
apart. The influx of Methane gas crack mining was being met with
stiff resistance. An amalgamation of interested parties had formed
a powerful lobby group that linked to other areas of the globe and
Australia with the same problem. Identical issues became apparent
everywhere the method was being applied. On the eve of a state
election the topic was receiving worldwide attention, the
environmental failures and unknowns had been brought to the
attention of the general public. The ABC round circles program
aired an episode covering the shortfalls and bungles of crack
mining of the Bowen Basin in Queensland and its impact on the
underground artesian water basin.

Australian
Resource Selection Enterprises amalgamated with Hybrid Organisation
for Low Emissions to improve their image, both aggressive resource
companies and purchased property in the Hunter Valley area. They
became suddenly aware that the first letter abbreviations for their
company was rather embarrassing and could not be used. They drilled
test methane gas holes on their own property to exploit loop holes
in the legislation giving themselves permission to drill. Should
they find commercial quantities of gas under the current
legislation they would be able to access vast tracts of land with
no opposition. The Hunter Valley Peoples Lobby Group with
formidable teeth including local landowners, lawyers, merchant
bankers, an array of wine industry leaders, farmers, members of the
tourism industry rallied together and held the politicians to
account. It wasn't the fact that the gas mining didn't have some
support but it was surfacing from under a rock somewhere, stifled
by a barrage of well organised and factual opposition. At a
political party policy release on the matter amongst the wineries
of the Hunter Valley by the state premier, Joe Goodfellow a HVPLG
protagonist expressed concerns regarding the party policies. Deep
concern was expressed giving the go ahead to the practice with
slightly modified guidelines claiming protection of some areas of
the Valley from gas or coal mining. Joe an ordinary everyday bloke
brought up the wide acceptance of the dangerous practice of
producing power from nuclear power stations, another widely
accepted power generating process of dubious control. He suggested
it may take a natural disaster such as an earth quake to show that
should such a disaster occur. Hawaii, the French Rivera and the
Bahamas were not exempt from fallout, there was nowhere to run. Joe
firmly stated a similar disaster was being forced on the people of
the Hunter Valley with gas and coal mining, they didn't want to run
anywhere they wanted to stay where they were. They liked where they
lived. He insisted the next inheritors of the earth would be the
inventors of renewable energy sources such as wind tide and sun, he
battled with nuclear power transition picking up from coal.

The alliance of
the wine, tourism and horse industry to combat this had yielded
some unexpected dividends to winemakers. Winston Blake had little
trouble organising a large crop of Botrytis infected grapes for the
next harvest. A horticulturist from a rival wine group was offered
in close proximity to the Nebbiolo grape vines in Queensland in
exchange for some international favours. Bob Fields pulled together
a winemakers group to plan the vintage of the first Nebbiolo wine
from the Hunter, something new and exciting. Blake found a
transport operation specialising in interstate grape haulage and
put in a back up plan to cover pest outbreaks, a logistic point
that could shatter the plan. Discussion were arranged with
interstate grape processors should this occur.

The Greedy
Piggy Creek mob sat in the middle of all this. Massive salaries for
driving a dump truck made salaries paid to wine and tourism workers
look pail and insignificant. The massive Come Fly With Me Union
represented some areas of the wine and tourism industry and the
logging and forestry. There was bickering among different lodges
and officials of the high wage demands of mine workers. The mining
industry had stripped other skilled workers from its ranks paying
double an electrician could earn by just driving a truck. An
education push in schools regarding the degradation of the planet
by coal fired power stations had been in place for years. Mine
workers reported the harassment of their children by children whose
parents did not work in the power industry. The methane gas issue
and state election had blown things up putting a wider gap between
the Greedy Piggy Creek mob and opposing industry locals.

However all was
not lost, inadvertent conversations had been struck up at race
meetings by people who had not spoken to each other for years,
bitter opponents on just about everything in the Valley. Kerry Snow
was often sought for betting advice or those close to him by all
punters in the Valley. The odd short conversation about each others
problems began to bear fruit opening up discussion on tabo
subjects. Winemakers found coal miners had families, land and
similar hopes to their own. Coal miners found tourism workers did
not want to work in a coal mine they liked what they did and needed
a stable environment for the future. At the centre of all this was
the common discussion of a horse. They all hoped to see Flaxmead
bring the Melbourne Cup to the Valley, this common affiliation
formed bonds that in time Valley residents would not break.

One thing the
Greedy Piggy Creek mob had along with other open cut mining
operations was incredible organisation and commitment to enterprise
bargaining agreements. Twenty four hour operation was backed up by
absenteeism focus by mine management and union alike. It was a
small percentage of the work force that flaunted the system. For
most some ninety six percent of the work force, a coal mine is a
place to earn a good wage, just a job. Everyone was aware that a
management structure was essential in maintaining productivity and
high wages. A consulting organisation specialising in the issue of
National Curriculum Frontline Management certification had recently
conducted prior learning accreditation at Greedy Piggy Creek for
some of the supervision. It was the first time the experienced
female assessor had been in mine the curriculum being accepted by
the coal training board as a standard. The lady in question had
been heavily involved in the manufacturing industry standards for
many years, her final comment after assessing persons and systems
was that the manufacturing industry would give its right arm to
have people as focused as open cut miners.

The Sydney Cup,
as a winner of the Chairman's Handicap Flaxmead was a guaranteed
starter. The Greedy Piggy Creek and Fixed Hole mobs had coaches
booked, only workers rostered off attended. This time families were
being taken. As the arranged exodus grew it became hard to acquire
a coach in the valley as enterprises across the shire had the same
idea. As Flaxmead's following was so extensive from upper
management to the janitor amongst all industries, it was not a
place to be seen if you were supposed to be at work. Early on the
Saturday a throng of coaches and mini buses carried excited groups
from the Hunter region many on their first venture to a race
meeting. They dropped their cargo at the entrance to Royal
Randwick, the coach pool became overfull and alternate parking
arrangements had to be sourced.

Kerry Snow
roaming the bar and grassy track side was inundated with questions
on the betting system by a flurry of first timers mostly families
from the valley. Kerry had become well known for his form knowledge
and not just by members of the coal mining industry. Some more
mature people were confused at the monetary value displayed for the
horse rather that odds such as seven to two or five to one. Kerry
understood this as he had followed racing for decades and he also
had o get used to the display of direct money value rather than
odds when it happened some years back. Younger people completely
new to racing were less confused having not ever witnessed the odds
values when they were around. He explained that the money value was
a direct return for every dollar bet, a horse paying less than two
dollars was below even money and a horse showing three dollars was
two to one when compared to the old scale. The return showed the
dollar bet plus the additional gain should the horse win. The
million dollar question asked was did he think Flaxmead would win.
His opinion was yes by fifteen lengths. Flaxmead was up against the
best stayers in the land for the first time, he carried top weight
out of gate seven in the field of twelve. Kerry thought the only
way he would loose is if he was relegated to start from the moon.
This became joke of the day pandered round the groups of the valley
taking up most of the viewing areas in the capacity crowd. Kerry
Snow was not the only one who was sure of Flaxmead's form, Flaxmead
was paying a dollar and ten cents for a win hardly worth the effort
but it didn't stop the massive tote on the stallion from mounting
up and clear favourite.

Chestnut
gelding Carronade owned and run by the smiling assassin was closest
odds to Flaxmead at one dollar ninety. The assassin had managed to
draw his top horse for the race, if Carronade couldn't run Flaxmead
down nothing he had could. Prendergast had two runners Fortitude
and Billets Row, both proven grade one winners over three thousand
two hundred metres. Geoff Leroy landed three runners in the race,
Barons Pride, Chimney Sweep and the rock solid stayer Laura Lee.
Main betting was around these known runners but Kerry Snow had a
thousand dollars each way bet on a new comer from Scotland. Celtic
Storm had a more than impressive background and this was her first
race outside the British Isles. Landed in Australia recently the
horse made the ballot draw. Form for the five year old bay mare
studied by Kerry showed this horse would be within a few lengths of
Flaxmead and was paying two dollars fifty.

Flushing Meadow
won her first weight for age race the Queen Elizabeth Stakes and
Lorraine Wills climbed from her back weighed in and headed for her
mount for the feature event. Harper was aware of Celtic Storm in
barrier two; he discussed the barrier draw with Loraine.

"Why you
telling me Graham, get Lindy to have a word with Flaxmead. All I
did last time I rode him was hang on and have a laugh," said
Lorraine cynically.

Graham
chuckled, "Yeah Lindy says it can be a bit like that, the fact
remains that the best starters around are right next to him and he
could end up boxed in. Celtic Storm is trained by a bloke called
Ross Hildebrand. If past results are anything to go by she'll be
with Flaxy on the final turn."

"If I need
something out of Flaxy I'll ask for it but till then I'll keep my
trap shut and enjoy the ride,"

"Fair enough,
Anna and Dylan are on the rail again surrounded by media."

"If he goes to
the outside rail not much I can do about it, I think he likes the
solid turf out there. Maybe he found that out because of the
kids."

"Well we're
about to find out." Graham helped Lorraine into Flaxmead's saddle
and he started his professional dramatics. It was the worst he had
ever been, he reared up and pranced around refusing to allow
Jessica to hold the lead rope. She disconnected it and stood clear
just before they had gone far and Flaxmead went about demoralising
the opposition. His antics were the toast of the grandstands and
binoculars were common, some thought his pre and post race antics
were better entertainment than his runs.

The field
finally arrived at the back of the starting gates in the far south
southern corner of the track furthest point from the grandstands.
Lorraine fought to control him but he was determined to show the
field and the stewards his intentions. Ross Hildebrand watched his
antics form the stable complex railings directly next to the three
thousand two hundred starting gates. He studied his tactics, if his
horse Celtic Storm was going to have a chance at the Melbourne Cup
against Flaxmead he knew he would need every ounce of knowledge.
Flaxmead pranced directly in front of Hildebrand and caught a
smidgen of his scent, he turned and looked right through him
tossing his head menacingly. "You recognise me laddie, it's not me
you have a gripe with, you're on the wrong track. My friend over
there has come a long way to meet you," pouted Hildebrandt. People
on the rail adjacent to Hildebrand looked around puzzled at his
statement to the black monster one was racing journalist Lee
Hayford, she sensed a story and hung in the background.

Flaxmead
settled to get closer to his foe he passed Celtic Storm and caught
a scent of Hildebrandt. He reinstated and concentrated his
demoralisation on the bay mare. Hildebrandt shook his head and
looked down. "Damn, he's a smart bugger," he muttered under his
breath. The bay mare was caught off guard by the treatment and his
jockey had problems so he entered his gate before he would have
liked to. Flaxmead shot into gate seven with the final horse to
load. "So that's how it's going to be laddie," muttered
Hildebrandt. Reporter Lee Hayford stuck next to Hildebrandt side
making notes of his muttering. The race caller remarked the race
was under the starter, there was a moment of rare silence until the
gates burst open.

"And we are
away in this years Sydney Cup!" stated the race caller. "And from
gate seven the hunter valley thunderbolt snatches the lead pulling
across the front of the field heading straight for the rail and
going with him is the bay mare Celtic Storm. Bunched up settling in
Carronade third followed by Billers Row, Fortitude, Laura Lee the
big stayer, Chimney Sweep no where near as black as the hunter
valley thunderbolt. Barron's pride sitting seventh with Roman Rage,
Stormset and Sun Chaser three wide across the back of the field. -
At the first turn it's still the hunter valley thunderbolt holding
Celtic Storm on hot on his heels, putting four lengths on the pack
and Carronade edged out by Billers Row on the outside of the first
turn and Celtic Storm pushes up alongside Flaxmead the big stallion
pushing wide to let her in as they approach the first thousand and
Celtic Storm takes the lead in the Sydney Cup."

Lorraine felt
Flaxmead hold and yield to the mare but sat behind his ears knowing
he was way off his pace.

The caller
continued with a raise in his voice. "And Celtic Storm takes the
lead from the thunderbolt just beyond the thousand and Flaxmead way
under his normal pace for a thousand. The pair are pulling clear of
the pack eight lengths now, the thunderbolt having an off day or
enjoying the scenery. Barons Pride moves up to third ahead of
Carronade and Billers Row. Some elbow involved in the mealy there
could be one for the stewards as Fortitude goes to the outside
boxed in for the last four hundred heading up the pack as we come
to the fifteen hundred. It's still Celtic Storm with Flaxmead under
her tail you can't put light between them as the field thunders
down the back straight to turn four. - Carronade pulls up alongside
Laura Lee now holding third place and Barons Pride goes wider again
and takes them on as they go into turn four. As we hear the vocal
power of the hunter valley crowd chanting the name of their
champion, you can probably hear them on the radio or television
I've had to lift my voice to compensate. - Heading down for the
final turn into the grandstand straight and Flaxmead draws level
with Celtic Storm on the outside nothing between them as they round
the curve. Twelve lengths on the rest of the field and no one will
catch them now. They line up for the final five hundred into the
straight and Flaxmead breaks away from the Celtic Storm and heads
for the outside rail in front of the crowd, he loves it."

Lorraine bursts
out laughing as he gave a massive kick in front of the capacity
crowd all on their feet chanting his name. "You bloody show of,"
she laughed.

The caller was
rather excited. "And the hunter valley thunderbolt tears it up, two
lengths ahead of Celtic Storm on the rail and he just keeps running
faster."

Ross
Hildebrandt muttered to himself. "Celtic lassie, never trust an
Irish born stallion, he can be beaten lassie. We just need to show
you how." Lee Hayford made more notes.

The caller had
long discarded his seat and lurched around the caller's cubicle
with excitement. "And it's the thunderbolt by six lengths with
three hundred to go, I can see little Anna and Dylan Fields
standing on the rail at the finish post hard to believe this pair
ride their pet around the vineyards of the Hunter Valley. Celtic
Storm puts in a push but Flaxmead continues to gain ground and as
the black champion catches sight of his owners he puts in an extra
kick and it's all over."

Anna and Dylan
standing on the railing their feet held steady by their father and
mother waved their fist above their heads as Flaxmead crossed the
finish line just in front of them chanting his name with the rest
of the crowd.

The caller
settled a little. "And its Flaxmead still in a record time for
three thousand two hundred here at Randwick but only just. And
the...- And the crowd know he's on his way to Flemington in
November well and truly putting his mark on the Melbourne Cup here
today. Roman Rage getting up for third in the final three hundred
the New Zealand stayer from Christchurch. Jack Prendergast
Fortitude takes fourth right behind, nothing in it but fifteen
lengths from the winners. Chimney Sweep just ahead of Billers Row
by a nose for fifth and sixth two lengths back. Carronade just
ahead of Barons Pride for seventh and eighth. Followed by Stormset
ninth. Sunchaser tenth. And finally Laura Lee just ahead of Atomic
both with uncharacteristic poor runs over this distance. There was
a bit of shuffle and push in the upper mid field and we'll have to
see what pans out with protests."

Lorraine found
Flaxmead a handful on the way back to the winners circle. He seemed
interested in showing off in front of second place Celtic Storm. He
eventually settled down and trotted along beside the mare.

Hildebrand went
to walk away from the railing to he stable complex and was
interrupted by Lee Hayford. "Excuse me you are Ross Hillenbrand
Celtic Storms trainer?"

He replied in a
wide Scottish accent. "Yes, who wants to know?"

"My readers,
I'm a racing journalist," she held out her hand. "Lee Hayford."

Ross shook her
hand. "Ahh you're Lee Hayford. I've read your articles for months
now. You're pro Flaxmead so can't see us getting much sense out of
you."

"I write it as
I see it; you're horse got beaten fair and square."

"Agreed. Every
horse has a weakness. He can be beaten."

"You look to
have seen him before."

"We've meet
before in England."

"England,
Flaxmead comes from the hunter valley."

"He was sired
in Australia, born in Ireland and trained in England. A clever man
found that horse he's a freak of nature. He was trained well."

"Really can you
give me more?"

Hildebrand
hesitated. "I thought you would have known these things? I watched
Sinead Courtney ride that horse. She said, give me that horse and
I'll give you the world."

"British
champion jockey Sinead Courtney how did she get on him? Do you know
any male jockeys that have ridden Flaxmead?"

Hildebrand
became more reserved. "Does it make any difference, to beat the
horse I need a horse that can run faster. If I don't have a horse
that runs faster, I need to find weakness my horse can take
advantage of stay with him. This horse has a mind of its own, he
loves to race. His smarter than we'd ever imagine. By November I
hope work out how to beat him. Celtic Storm can run faster than
today, not much or as fast as Flaxmead but enough. I have some
ideas from today's experience; one is not giving up."

"I asked a
question about male jockeys."

"I have no
idea. What I don't know is how two children got hold of the
horse."

"They bought it
for a hundred dollars destined for the abattoir."

"I canny
believe it. The man I meet that owned that horse was a grand
man."

"Who was
that?"

"Ahh. Maybe he
doesn't wanna be known. My focus is getting Celtic Storm into the
Melbourne Cup. Cloak and dagger stories don't interest me or change
things. Now if you'll excuse me I have to get going."

"Can you tell
me anything about Celtic Storm?"

"She's capable
of winning the Melbourne Cup."

"Something we
don't know."

"I think I've
said enough, miss quote me on anything and I won't speak to you
again."

"You think I'd
write something out of context."

"I'm damn clear
you would if you think it'll sell papers or magazines."

A private
argument had broken out in the comfort of the members lounge. The
assassin confronted Geoff Leroy about blocking a clear run for
Carronade twice. Leroy denied he had given any of his rider's
instructions, he claimed he had three runners in the race and
things didn't go their way, it just looked bad. The assassin held a
protest knowing putting Geoff Leroy off side would cause him
headaches in the future and he had a big one currently. Carronade
his top stayer had been decimated not by one but now two unexpected
stars from nowhere. He calmed down and sat down with Geoff Leroy to
plan his next moves.

Prendergast
chuckled at the bar under his breath as he watched the pair
exchange insults. He had missed the mid field antics watching the
action from Flaxmead and Celtic Storm. Prendergast already planned
to watch the draws for the Liston and Memsie stakes grade two
weight for age races run at Caulfield in Victoria. The group one
Yalumba Stakes at Caulfield and the Turnbull Stakes group one race
run at Flemington Victoria in the near future. These races would
see Flaxmead and Celtic Storm get into the Cox Plate and Caulfield
Cup should they be successful. He wondered which way it would swing
and if both horses would end up in the Melbourne Cup from different
races. They hadn't taken on every horse with form around but he
could think of nothing that would worry them. He looked forward to
the best Melbourne Cup ever, probably his last.

Flaxmead had
gone from star to legend in a short period of time and things
around the float were hectic as they loaded Flushing Meadow and
Flaxmead for departure. Lee Hayford asked a few questions of Harper
with several other journalists.

"Graham did you
expect a horse with the talent of Celtic Storm to come out of
nowhere like it has?" she asked.

"Celtic Storm
is the best stayer in Scotland and the UK. She'll win something
here soon even against Flaxmead if he messes around like he did
today," replied Graham.

"What's next
Graham, The 33 Liston stakes or the Memsie," asked Gerard Moyse
from the ABC.

"I have no idea
we have to wait for the draw," replied Graham.

"Surely
Flaxmead will walk into any one of those if he's entered. If he
runs elsewhere half the crowed will be missing," insisted
Hayford.

"We've entered
everything, The Liston, Memsie, The Turnbull, the Yalumba. Of
course well be having a go at all of them. We want a Cox Plate or
Caulfield Cup for November," stated Graham.

"So you can
confirm he's on his way to Caulfield in November," asked Moyse.

"Who's gonna
stop him," added Graham. "Besides I don't think he wants to
disappoint his owners. They have their hearts set on standing on
the rail at Flemington waiting for him to cross the line."

"Will they miss
school to see it," asked Hayford.

"You'd send
your kids to school under those circumstances would you?" asked
Graham.

"I asked you
the question Graham not me."

"You idiot, now
please excuse us."

Winston Blake
entered the stable complex with Gail Flametower in tow and ran
straight into Ross Hildebrand.

"Winston Blake,
bless my soul."

"Could you
excuse us Gail, this is Ross Celtic Storms trainer."

"Well please to
meet you," said Gail as she greeted him with her hand. "I will see
you at the float Winston." She moved on sensing a delicate
situation from the look on Hildebrand's face.

"Ross, you
would be the last person I expected to see here."

"I'm not
surprised to see you or Flaxmead on top of the heap here. I'm
puzzled, gobsmacked, speechless and I could think of a few more
things such as the children who own Flaxmead."

"Please could I
ask something of you?"

"Absolutely,
you want your horse back. I heard a rumour of a hundred dollars.
What happened?"

"It's a long
story, here's my card. You have any problems at all call me. All I
ask is that you say nothing of what you know of Flaxmead's past.
Its along story and you will find out in time but please don't
upset the apple cart, the horse belongs to the children that's how
I see it and I wont have it any other way."

"Well I look
forward to that story. Unfortunately I already said a little but
not too much. You have my word I'll say nothing."

"Thanks and
don't forget you have any problems call."

"Thank you, we
have a facility in Sydney here but should things get hot like they
sometimes can I'll remember your offer."

"I must go, see
you next meeting." They went their separate ways.

Jessica, Lindy
and Lorraine were talking on one side of the horse float hidden
from the throng. "I don't know why he sat with Celtic Storm, he
could have jumped any time but he just sat there till he heard the
crowd," said Lorraine.

"That was a
close call, that thing is no slouch. Flaxys gonna find more horses
as good as Celtic Storm as he gets closer to Flemington," said
Jessica.

"He trotted
back next to that, that bay thing. I've never seen him act like
that, what a sleaze, he fancies her," cracked Lindy.

"Do you think
he's falling in love?" asked Jessica.

"Knowing guys
that carry on like him more like falling in lust, what a slug,"
added Lindy.

"You're
jealous," quipped Jessica with a giggle.

"Rubbish, he
goes near that bay thing again I'll scratch her eyes out!"


 CHAPTER THIRTY
THREE

The assassin
was in a lot of trouble, he had an early week visit from some nasty
people. The Arab consortium backing his horse racing had already
expressed concern at poor performance and suggested he attempt to
purchase Flaxmead or Celtic Storm with their assistance. Knowing
this was a logistic impossibility it was not his main concern.
Three members of the Sydney underworld were in his office and had
brought character that lacked a sense of humour. Scrawny framed Jib
Habib a Lebanese refuge came into Australia five years ago on a
boat from Indonesia. He was processed through Christmas Island
detention centre and upon being granted asylum discovered the
western legal system could be exploited. Mingling with the Sydney
Lebanese community he quickly used his experience of civil war to
gain respect in the underworld. Of poor stature, thin build and a
distinctly scarred face his use of weapons was second nature,
that's how he had stayed alive on the streets of Lebanon. Part of
his growing organisation was a debt collecting service for major
casinos. He employed the worst mercenaries with proven backgrounds
he could find paying them well.

He had with him
Joel Renoir going under the name of Rick O'Brien. An ex member of
the French Secret Service he had been on the run from French and
British authorities for years. He worked door nightclubs as a
bouncer in Sydney's Kings Cross for years rarely venturing from the
area. Habib noticed his talents one night and asked a few
questions, a few weeks later with a heavy salary Renoir began to
work for Habib feeling he had hidden long enough to be
forgotten.

Years before
Renoir had leaked information to Libya's Gaddafi regime that led to
the death of several members of the French Secret Service and
British MI6 at the hands of Gaddafi's secret police. He had been
paid well and the money was used to hide him among the less law
abiding. A young MI6 operative called Bradley Stanton was one of
the British operatives killed by the leak of Renoir's information,
first son of John Stanton. Stanton had been looking for Renoir
since the death of his son. The presence of Renoir put Habib's
operations within the creed of government sanctions and well within
the realm of Stanton's ability to be able to strike with a blind
eye from authorities. The smiling assassin had no idea what he was
getting into, but greed and desperation can sometimes tip the
misguided past the point of no return.

The assassin's
office was full of well rehearsed confrontation and counter
reassurance. Habib paced up and down in front of Delores desk
massaging his hands together, clicking his knuckles and twitching
the scars on his face. "My clients are becoming very concerned and
want to convey in the most vigorous way that they want their money.
One million at the end of the month and a further million for the
next three months," Renoir stood just behind Habib as he paced up
and down looking staring in Delores eyes, he didn't blink or move
his face was like wax. "My friends also wanted to convey that they
are doing this out of desperation, had your horse done well at the
weekend they would not have been concerned. They also wish it be
known your line of credit has been temporarily suspended."

The assassin
sat with a smile on his face, impeccably dressed and presented he
was very convincing. "You're referring to Carronade in the Sydney
Cup. I promised the takings to your friends. We have a few problems
that are being attended to; it wasn't the only horse that I had
run. Some funds from other wins are at this present time being
transferred to our friend's accounts."

"The winnings
of your other runners are a pittance in comparison to your debt.
Things are getting serious. My friends are worried and want you to
understand the position you put them in. They don't want you to
sell them cars they want money," replied Habib.

"I understand
and will attend to this immediately, our friends have been patient
and I appreciate that. I have over a hundred and fifty horses at my
disposal I cant see what all the fuss is about," added Delores.

Habib nodded
with a long face. "Our friends as you put it understand this,
that's why the softly softly approach for the present."

"I have a horse
that's a problem, perhaps you can be of assistance. If a couple of
horses meet with an accident it would be very helpful and pay
well," offered Delores.

"You are
talking about this horse Flaxmead?" asked Habib.

"Yes."

"Are you mad
man, owned by two children, under media scrutiny twenty four hours
a day. My wife and family follow the damn thing in the papers;
she's never had the slightest interest in horses in her life. My
entire organisation talk about the horse, it's the only time they
can make a sure bet. I can't get anyone to work while the damn
things running unless I have a job at Randwick, in a way it's
helped. We can find anyone we are looking for at the track on the
day it runs. You want to pull a stunt like that then leave me
clear. Besides I won fifty bucks the other day, felt great. I saw
this thing run. I have a respect for its honesty and raw power, put
on a hell of a show. I want to see it run again. Made your horse
look like it was double parked," quipped Habib. Renoir chuckled in
the background.

The assassin
lost his smile. "This damn thing doesn't help me get money that is
owed to our friends. I'm sure I had a good year heading my way this
thing's really put a spanner in it," replied Delores.

"I'm not a
horse person but it looks as if you need a horse that can run
faster than other horses. Pretty simple find a faster horse there's
thousands of them. If I had a thundering menace like that with a
pint size Sheila on it running all over me I could imagine how I'd
feel. But I wouldn't go anywhere near that horse, be practical and
political suicide," stated Habib.

"I want a
Melbourne Cup and now have two pillars standing in my way!" replied
the assassin.

"A spoilt
little boy playing with his toys and cant get his own way. You
don't have a family do you Mr Delores?" asked Habib.

"No, I don't
like the idea, would interfere with my business," replied the
assassin.

"You need to
find someone with low morals and nothing to live for, a few years
ago I may have considered it but now things have changed. I have a
family and home. Careful your toys don't come back and bite you.
The fact still remains if you miss payment we shall return. Goo day
to you Mr Delores." Habib moved toward the door and a big man with
olive skin and black hair standing by the door with an exposed
firearm opened it for him. Renoir followed him out walking
backwards staring at Delores as he left. The big man displayed the
same behaviour and they left closing the door gently behind
them.

This was a step
up in tactics for the people chasing money from the assassin and it
had shaken him. Scarred underworld figures and exposed firearms had
usually been at arms length and on his payroll. He decided to
contact Taggart.

Janeiro Coffee
convened a hastily prepared meeting in Newcastle for upper
management chaired by Raglan Crookborn direct from a board meeting
in London. A fifteen percent across the board productivity spike
had been apparent on the day of the Sydney Cup at operations across
the hunter. Crookborn was forced to suggest to the board that the
spikes from the last six production increases lined up with the
running of a horse from the hunter valley called Flaxmead. A
presentation of facts gathered by the board led them to believe
there was some substance to the story. Board members on first names
with Wilson Hornswaddle and Bartholomew Fothrington quickly found a
vast change in the gentleman's attitude on contacting them for
information. They were busy with wineries, horses and conveyed to
the board members an idea they were working on should coal mining
encroach on their ventures. They had proof of detailed plans with
Japanese and Chinese consortiums to run coy carp and goldfish farms
in the hunter valley. There were plenty of holes available to fill
with water and the climate was just right. It was another venture
that encouraged some action, the eccentric pair had been talking
with London politicians on the purchase of Westminster Abbey to
attract tourists to the city. The excess staff no longer required
by the mining industry in London after the collapse of the mining
giants to renewable power generation would be dressed as clowns
with red noses and line the entrance to the Abbey in full view of
the public. This would enforce the fact to all on how foolish they
had become and encourage the advantages of Christianity in a more
positive light as the onslaught of science and the industrial
revolution had stifled it.

The board was
aware of a fleet of solar powered pleasure cruisers on the Thames
River selling wine with the staff dressed as the people from Snowy
River highlands of Australia. There were now several castles dotted
around Ireland, Scotland, Wales and Europe powered totally by wind
and sun with staff dressed in all manner of outfits to uphold local
history and heritage. These were being decorated by governments,
wine and horse industry buffs. They proudly displayed their first
tourism awards. Wilson Hornswaddle and Bartholomew Fothrington
suggested if equilibrium could not be struck a commercial war may
be immanent. Democracy had begun to rear its head all over the
planet even the Middle East. The boards sent Raglan Crookborn to
the hunter to rally a plan from the ground up. They were convinced
they needed the support of the people and did not relish the
thought of working at Westminster Abbey. If a horse had rallied all
and established common ground they wanted to know how to embrace
it.

Wilson
Hornswaddle and Bartholomew Fothrington had opened doors all round
the world. The more they travelled and saw what was going on the
more they admitted to taking over fifty five years to become
educated on excitement and progress. They loathed what they had
done at times, money in some places was not available, and other
places had heaps. One of the reasons some places didn't have much
was they had most of it and refused to part with it trying to make
it grow. They didn't trust the call from the mining magnets so they
dropped what they were doing headed to the hunter valley.

The eccentric
pair winged into Sydney and passed through customs, reboarded and
landed at Williamtown Newcastle. Waiting for transport in the
terminal just inside the glass doors to the exit Wilson noticed a
familiar face waiting at the luggage carousel. "I say Bartholomew,
isn't that Raglan Crookborn."

"I'd say you're
right Wilson. He was involved in that Brazilian metals loan years
back, you never forget a face attached to a rear end. I hear he's
on the board of Janeiro Coffee these days."

"That makes
sense, my bet he's meeting upper management here. They have their
hands full with this gas mining lark."

"The calls we
received from members of the board that makes sense. Let's make
sure he understands our view. They asked questions about Flaxmead
of all things, can't possibly see the angle there."

They approached
Raglan Crookborn tapping him on the shoulder from behind. "May we
have a word," asked Wilson.

Crookborn
turned around, he had already caught the scent of polished leather,
tailored tweed and expensive brandy wondering in which direction it
had came. Without paying to much attention he answered. "You have
an appointment?" he asked.

"Yes thank you
and if we spend too much time here with you we'll be late for it,"
answered Bartholomew.

Crookborn waved
his hand in front of his face gesturing them away, "I'm a busy man
call my secretary and," the penny suddenly dropped. "Goodness me
Hornswaddle and Fothrington you'd be the last people Id expect to
see here."

"Not if you're
in the know, we are currently conducting business in the region,"
replied Wilson.

"Yes so I'm
lead to believe," replied Crookborn.

"Now would you
like to meet out of earshot outside or like us to raise our voices
here," enquired Wilson.

I'll just get
my bag and be with you," replied Crookborn.

"Raising our
voice here it is then. We are about to swing all our resources to
putting a spanner in the works. Go anywhere near our wine interests
or horses and you will spend the rest of your life in court or even
worse gain control of your assets and rechannel energy."

"Gentlemen
please I agreed to meet outside when I get my bag," pushed
Crookborn.

"Bit of your
own medicine taste a bit rough, my way or the highway. I offered to
meet you outside for a chat you can pick your bag up anytime. You
already stressed your pressed for time. We've completely run out of
ours so have to be going. I'll ring the board members we know and
tell them how accommodating you were. Now if you'll excuse us your
time has expired." They headed for the exit where Elderslie had
just pulled up in a hire car.

"Gentleman
please if you could just hang on!" harped Crookborn. The pair did
not respond and left the building.

A member of the
Hunter Valley Peoples Lobby Group was standing next to Crookborn
next to the carousel also waiting for his bag. He watched in
amusement at the encounter. He was just returning from a rally in
Sydney in protest of gas mining in the Valley. He nudged Crookborn
in the arm. "That went well then," he chuckled. "He's right though,
last time we wanted to speak with you we got less time and far more
colourful language. Couldn't happen to a nicer bunch, excuse me,"
he said as he picked up his bag and walked away.

By the time
Crookborn convened the meeting at the Crown Plaza in Newcastle he
had received several calls from London and Brisbane head office.
When the meeting began he was in a furious mood, he didn't know
what to do. People he generally turned to for help were turning on
him from all directions. He convened the meeting and previous
meeting minutes were read out. He informed the management team that
although the government were still supporting gas mining indirect
parties could adversely affect the coal operations all over the
globe.

It was obvious
by his raised voice he was struggling. "I'm still pushing for the
formation of a gas mining arm of the organisation in this area. I
plan to use Australian Resource Selection Enterprises and Hybrid
Organisation for Low Emissions amalgamation to cloak the push. As
soon as the election is over I will meet with them and draw up a
detailed plan. I have nothing more to say about it until then."

Rutland
Girdwood Greedy Piggy Creek operations manager brought something to
Crookborn's attention. "Someone in the media used this gas mining
alliance first letter of each word as an anomaly in the paper only
yesterday,"

"And,"
Crookborn asked with a sneer.

"Well Greedy
Piggy Creek Coal we always use GPCC to avoid the unfortunate name
we inherited. This gas alliance works the other way, they've become
a laughing stock overnight," replied Girdwood.

"Talk sense man
don't waste my time," pouted Crookborn.

"Write the
first capital of each word out yourself and see if you want to be
associated," suggested Girdwood.

Crookborn wrote
the first capital of each of the alliance corporation's name.
ARSEHOLE. He looked at it and checked again, he blinked in
disbelief but it was still there. He held silence for a few seconds
before he looked up. "The media has already printed this fact in
the papers?"

"Front page
yesterday," replied Girdwood.

"I don't care
we're coal miners that's what we do," said Crookborn.

"Where do you
live Raglan?" asked Girdwood.

Crookborn
frowned. "You know I live in London"

"Yes I'm damn
sure you don't live here," said Girdwood. "How would you like
someone to drill a hole next to your mansion in Devon and start
pumping gas and there was not much you could do about it."

"It wouldn't
happen, I live in a zone where things like that are scrutinised and
banned," replied Crookborn.

"Yes and so
will I," replied Girdwood. "You really can be summed up in the
first letter abbreviation of the gas alliance and don't even have
the guts to stand up in front of it," stated Girdwood.

Crookborn shot
to his feet his chair flying out from behind him and hitting the
window, his South African accent sharpened. "I'll have you sacked
for that man!"

Girdwood
gathered his things and put them in his case, closed it up and
walked calmly to the door stopping beside Crookborn looking right
in his face. "No need," He looked down at Keith Richardson Manager
for Hunter Valley operations sitting beside Crookborn. "I was born
here and I'll die here and it won't be from gas mining or water
contamination. I'll see you directly after the meeting and tender
my resignation letter Keith," he looked back at Crookborn. "I told
you at the last meeting that it would happen over dead bodies. I
failed to mention one of them was mine. Now if you'll excuse me the
air in here stinks." Girdwood left and slowly closed the door.

"Impertinence
of that man," said Crookborn as he sat down.

John Gifford
processing manager for the valley operations rose to his feet
picked up his bag and walked towards the door. Before he closed the
door He spoke to Keith Richardson. "Ill see you after the meeting
as well If I could Keith," he closed the door and left.

Wesley Cleland
sales and transport manager for valley operations packed his case,
rose to his feet, put his chair under the table and walked quietly
to the door. "When you're finished here Keith I'll have a letter
ready." He left and quietly closed the door.

"What a bunch
of weak need losers. What kind of team do you have here Keith?"
spurned Crookborn.

Keith coughed
under his breath pouting at Crookborn. "I don't come from here
Keith, where I was born there was no mining that's why I move
around. I don't know where you were born or brought up but I'm sure
it wasn't a place like the hunter valley. Mining workforce's are
generally transient, most in the valley were born here and live
here. The last thing I would want is a methane gas hole in my back
yard let alone hundreds of them. I understand the opposition
although I'm an outsider. I will not have you treat my staff like
that, now what's it to be?"

"Go and bring
them back in, I have no problem with fierce debate," added
Crookborn.

"You don't know
these people do you. We're not in the middle of the dessert with no
contact with the outside world. This is not a mining operation
under any scrutiny from standards. You can't just get rid of people
put them on a plane with no contact with the aftermath and thus
avoid consequences. The state premier released the government's
environmental policy here a few days ago in a winery. These people
you just called weak knead losers are some of the most respected
members of valley society. They are not South African blacks of any
importance unless yielding profit way above the pittance they are
paid. You will feel the burden of this tomorrow or maybe before. Go
back to South Africa they understand your methods there."

Crookborn
looked bland and shocked. "My responsibility is results Keith, come
on man. I can't have responsibility and no authority."

"I have never
seen anybody question your authority here. Today I have seen people
protecting family, friends and the environment where they
live."

"I didn't even
come here to discuss the topic, I came to find out about these
productivity spikes and that damn horse."

"If you had
mentioned that first you would have had common ground straight
away. No, you had to take your bad day out on everyone you could,
make you feel better. I work for you and I appreciate that and you
lost my entire management team in five minutes. Go and get a team
you'd like to deal with from me down because I quiet. I'm going
home, if you want to wreck the joint go ahead but leave me out."
Keith Richardson handed him a letter he had been writing as he
spoke, he got up collected his bag and walked out.

Crookborn held
his face in his hands with his elbows on the table. He turned his
chair around so he could see the view from the window, put his
hands on top of his head leaning back in his chair looking over the
harbour.

Keith told the
others he had resigned and couldn't accept their resignations. He
could no longer make phone calls on behalf of the company so
Rutland John and Wesley made calls themselves. They retired for a
quiet drink at the Brewery bar not far along the harbour from the
Plaza. Crookborn's phone began to run hot. He denied any
resignations stating it was a few people letting of steam. The four
were again contacted but stuck to their guns. All had made calls
and found interviews for alternate positions with other mining
organisations who couldn't believe their luck. A management team
from Brisbane and Sydney head offices were instructed to head to
the valley immediately to investigate.


 CHAPTER THIRTY
FOUR

The Janeiro
Coffee investigation team arrived in the valley and talked with
Nathan Crookborn. Attempts to find the management crew from Greedy
Piggy Creek had been fruitless. There was no answer at their home
phones and their mobiles were turned off. A Visit to the mine
offices found the team missing and emails directed to personnel
department in Brisbane delivered resignations previously denied by
Crookborn.

Keith
Richardson, Rutland Girdwood, John Gifford and Wesley Cleland had
arranged to meet for a winery tour next day taking their wives.
They planned and discussed their interviews next week at different
coal mines around the valley. They hired a stretch limousine as
they had never done such a thing together, they never had the time,
a burden had been lifted from their shoulders and they felt
enlightened.

As they rolled
out of Cessnock the panic at Greedy Piggy Creek was the furthest
thing from their minds. A visit to Hunter Valley Gardens then along
Broke road to Shangri La. They tasted some wine it was lunch time
then sat on the benches by the car park under the trees admiring
the view of the vines and valley. Two well dressed senior gentlemen
were sat on the adjacent bench with the same idea a picnic lunch on
a fine autumn day. The clan politely asked if they minded the close
intrusion and Wilson rose assisting the ladies to take a seat. They
all settled after exchanging names and greetings using first names.
The clan mentioned Crookborn and the senior citizens listened in
with interest. After fifteen minutes of discussion amongst the clan
they talked about moving on.

Wilson
whispered to Bartholomew. "Good god, the entire management team
from Greedy Piggy Creek. They've terminated, what an earth has
happened. I can't believe it. Crookborn came in yesterday. We must
hold them here and find out more."

The clan rose
to leave when Girdwood noticed Flaxmead in the holding yard nestled
in the creek line below them.

"Jeepers that
can't be that horse, Flaxmead," said Rutland.

His wife
shielded her eyes peering down the valley across the vines and
though the white cockies on the wing. "I think you're right but it
can't be the Fields live further along the road towards Broke."

Bartholomew
stood up. "Indeed it is he madam, would you like to see him." The
clan became excited milling around the senior pair as they offered
a direction between the vines.

"Excellent
Bartholomew," whispered Wilson. "Reel them in and I'll fetch
Winston." He shuffled off towards the offices as the clan walked
toward the stable complex between the vines. Bartholomew summoned
Jessica, she settled Flaxmead before bringing him as close as she
care to the rail only a few metres from them. No one said anything
for a while they just looked.

"Good, what a
beast. I can't believe little Lindy Cumberland rides that thing."
said Rutland.

"Her owners
Anna twelve and Dylan nine ride him around all the time. He loves
them," said Jessica.

"He doesn't
look real, like an animal from a terminator movie, you know.
Perfectly decorated skin over nuclear powered metal robotic
skeleton," remarked Wesley.

Jessica laughed
out loud. "I've neve hear him described like that before. He's just
a horse that likes to run fast. He loves food, children and running
faster than other horses, and running around in open paddocks like
an idiot."

"Wow I've been
right next to him, the hunter valley thunderbolt," said John
Gifford as if he was super privileged.

"You're the
first people I've ever seen permitted down here," replied Jessica.
"Mr Hornswaddle and Mr Fothrington must think a lot of you."

Bartholomew
stood in the background in the shade of a gum a few metres behind
them. The clan looked around at him when Jessica mentioned their
names.

"Jesus Christ
we're standing in the middle of the Hunter Valley Peoples Lobby
Group, said Keith. I thought Id seen those jokers somewhere
before."

Bartholomew
walked closer. "I'm terribly sorry, yes I'm Bartholomew Fothrington
the gentleman on his way down here is Wilson Hornswaddle. The man
with him is Winston Blake. We've been lifelong friends, got a bit
tied up with what's going on in the valley here and bought a few
businesses to keep us busy what."

Keith was
laughing. "I'll never forget you threatening to turn Greedy Piggy
Creek into a goldfish farm and have us all give rides on equipment
to valley tourists wearing clown suits."

"Who said it
was a threat, we were quite serious, meet Winston Blake he'd make
it work," said Bartholomew. Winston and Wilson exchanged greetings
with the clan.

Flaxmead began
to strut around the holding yard prancing and rearing up giving
Jessica a hard time. They all turned around to see what the fuss
was. "You're not watching him so he's putting on a show. He likes
to be the centre of attention!" shouted Jessica as she struggled to
control him.

"What's he
doing in the middle of a winery?" asked Keith.

"It's a long
story," said Winston. "Look we'd like to talk to you people would
you accept an invitation to dine at the gardens restaurant this
evening on the way back from your tour."

"Why not stay
and have a yarn now wed like to have a look round the winemaking
process and taste a few more wines. You invited us down here
without hesitation and with open arms. I don't know about the
others but I feel very welcome," said Keith's wife Rhonda. The clan
nodded and agreed, they walked back through the vines up the hill
towards the wine complex acknowledging Flaxmead before they
left.

A guided tour
of the wine making facilities at Shangri La and the clan had a
barrage of questions about things they had wondered about for years
as they drove past the wineries. Being part of the coal industry
they ostracised themselves from parts of valley life critical of
their occupation, and they never had the time. A couple of hours
and some more tasting and Wilson, Blake and Bartholomew had inside
information way outside of trusted privilege. They also found
common concern of the effects of gas fracking in the valley from
persons they had believed to be the instigators.

"That's why we
all decided to try something else, the board had already decided to
push ahead with an affiliate gas venture. Rutland was the first to
walk and within ten minutes we'd all pulled the pin. After twenty
five years was a bit of a shock but no regrets. Open cut mining has
been here a long time and we still have problems containing dust
and contaminating water but it's got a lot better," said Wesley
Cleland

"I think it's a
shame," replied Winston.

"As I," added
Bartholomew.

"Really, why?"
asked Rutland.

"Greedy Piggy
Creek is the closest mine to Shangri La and Loudbark. Look across
the valley from the top of the hill and you will just see the mine.
Two years ago I'm told you couldn't. Now we have Crookborn open to
change the structure of the management possibly all from outside
the valley. I know a lot of people rely on the coal mines to
survive and have worked there for years. With Crookborn our only
alternative is to attack them financially and gain control. All the
workers jobs would be in jeopardy. I've meet some of these people
at race meetings and frankly I wouldn't like to see that happen.
Crookborn will just encourage confrontation and use the government.
With people like you gone the avenue for negotiation is a one way
street. It would be out of the people's hands in the stock market
and financial halls many miles from here. This is of concern for
all, if it becomes a battle of the rich and famous Crookborn will
loose," said Bartholomew.

"You value our
input," asked Rutland.

"Absolutely,"
added Winston.

Keith
Richardson jumped in. "We were all emotionally driven, now the
entire management structure may be external. Crookborn could then
drive his agenda without opposition. I just didn't want to see it
happen but I couldn't stand by and watch. He's pushing gas to raise
revenue, the rail line and coal loaders in the port can't take any
more coal so expansion is futile at present. The gas will end up
firing the power stations here and the coal can then go overseas.
The government will rave about green gas power as a feather in
their cap and gain revenue form increased exports."

"For the next
twenty four hours this would have backfired on Crookborn until he
can get people in who he trusts. Janeiro Coffee's human resources
department would be swarming all over GPC right now. With this
election thing and the lobby group on the go it's very touchy. I
think you've made your point and some people there would be pleased
to see you," added Wilson.

"Were getting
more support from you than we would from Janeiro," said John
Gifford.

"I tell you
what, you people, any of you can come and see us here anytime. Take
all our mobile phone numbers and we'll talk to you day or night.
Wherever you end up we have common goals," added Wilson.

"Come hare
anytime, that's dangerous I'm half sloshed now," said Rhonda
Richardson.

They all
started toward the car park, Wilson nodded to Bartholomew, he
nodded back and edged Rutland Girdwood towards the edge to the car
park under the gum trees using a last look at Flaxmead as an
excuse. "I railroaded you over here for a reason Rutland. From
conversation I find you think the world of the workforce at GPC.
I'm going to mention something about Raglan Crookborn that may come
in handy. Just mention the fact you know this and Crookborn will
suddenly become pliable or disappear. Although what I tell you is
hard to believe that someone would do such a thing, it is indeed
true and should the evidence ever be required we can sent you in
the right direction."

Rutland turned
one ear closer to Bartholomew. "Really, fire away."

The clan were
climbing into the stretch limousine, they had to wake the driver.
Keith looked around for Rutland noticing he was absent. "Rutland is
a bit taken by Flaxmead I think, come on Rutland we're heading
off!"

Bartholomew and
Rutland walked back to the limousine, they shook hands before
Rutland climbed in with the clan a stern look on his face and the
door closed. The vehicle headed gracefully down the hill towards
the main road. Rutland leant over to the driver. "Take us to GPC
operations complex in the mine site!"

"What are you
doing Rutland, we can't go to GPC especially in this thing," asked
Keith.

"I promised
never to repeat what I just heard, except to one bloke. If you
think I'm going to leave a bloke like that in charge of a mine in
my garden think again. Cant this thing go any faster!"

They arrived at
the administration block it was mid afternoon, Elaine Spiers head
of personnel for Janeiro in Australia had tried to contact the four
all day. Rumours among the workforce had filtered down to the
ground level operations and members of the workforce were looking
for clues everywhere they could. Rutland walked directly into the
office complex and found Elaine Spiers working from his office. She
was relieved to see him when he found his door unlocked and walked
in.

"Rutland, we've
been trying to contact you all day to try and clear a few things
up."

"Elaine, long
times no see."

"Do you know
where Keith, John and Wesley are?"

"Yes, outside
with our wives. Have you seen Crookborn?"

"He's in
Keith's office, can."

Before Elaine
could finish her question. "Could you excuse me please," Rutland
walked out of the office and just down to corridor to Keith's
office. He opened the door and burst in closing it behind him,
leaning on the closed door with his back.

Crookborn was
pacing up and down talking on his mobile phone in front the desk.
He blocked the phone mouthpiece with his thumb. "Do you mind
Girdwood I'm just talking to your replacement?"

"Yes I do mind,
I've just been talking to Bartholomew Fothrington"

Crookborn's
face got a pale stone look about it and his left eye twitched. He
put the phone back to his ear. "Can I call you back shortly," he
closed the phone and put it in his top pocket. "I'm calling
security and having you removed."

"Fine, I
haven't seen my brother in law and cousin Rowland for days,"

"I forget how
inbreed some things are round here, wonder some employees don't
have six fingers."

"Listen to this
Raglan. When I'm finished you can walk out of here and not come
back or with some help you'll be finished in twenty four hours. I
don't mean just finished here I mean hunted by authorities. The
past has come back to haunt you." Crookborn's face became
expressionless as Rutland continued.

Elaine had
found the rest of the clan in the car park and got a few answers to
questions she had been looking for. She remained calm but inside a
fit of rage festered. She asked them inside but they refused as
they had been drinking. Elaine excused herself and headed for
Keith's office. As she got to the door it was opened by Rutland and
Crookborn walked out with his brief case. "I've been unexpectedly
called away Elaine, I'm sure you want to talk to Rutland here to
try and sort a couple of things out," said Crookborn. He briskly
walked to the car park avoiding contact with the clan, got in his
car and left never to be seen again.

 

"I need to talk
to you Rutland," asked Elaine.

"About
what?"

"We have
resignation emails from John, Wesley and you. Nathan gave me a
letter form Keith. What an earth is going on here,"

"They may be a
sign of the mood about the place. If you choose to accept mine then
that's okay, I understand. Now if you could just excuse me I need
to be seen by the team."

"Under the
circumstances the documents don't follow policy, I have no detailed
post interview because there hasn't been one."

"Don't rabbit
on Elaine, forget it and get on with it or well be here all
week."

"Done, what
about the others?"

"I have no
idea, why don't you go see them?"

"They wont come
in they've been drinking."

"Drinking, my
wife stopped drinking this afternoon when she found out she could
pour it down her throat courtesy of Shangri La winery."

"You've been in
Shangri La, Loudbark and Shangri La is the centre of the anti coal
Lobby. Did they know who you are?"

"Yes, had a big
chin wag with Wilson Hornswaddle and Bartholomew Fothrington."

"Good God, you
can talk to them?"

"Yes we
exchanged phone numbers."

"Oh wow, when I
take this back to the office I'll be a legend." Rutland burst out
laughing. "I need to go see the others," she trotted off down the
corridor toward the car park.

Rutland walked
to the team muster areas greeting people as he passed. He ran into
Kerry Snow and two equipment operators from his crew. "Hi fellas
how we sitting with production targets today?"

"We heard you
left us," enquired Kerry.

"Unusual to
hear a rumour in a coal mine," replied Rutland. "If you haven't
heard one by ten o'clock make one up. Sounds like a ten o one
job."

"Bit over
dressed for work aren't you," asked Kerry.

"Been on a
mission, four of the team have been out seeing how much wine their
wives can hold," replied Rutland. He picked up an apple out of
Kerry's lunch box shinned it on his shirt lapel and took a
bite.

"How'd they
go?" asked Kerry.

"Yeah, they
hold a lot but not very well. As you fill them up they get a bit
top heavy and topple over." The three laughed then Rutland touched
on common ground and all was forgotten. "I saw Flaxmead, he was
right in front of me, and I could feel his breath on my face."

"You're joking,
where?" asked one of the operators.

"In a winery,"
replied Rutland with a grin.

"Which Winery,"
asked Kerry.

"If I tell you
I'd have to kill you," chuckled Rutland. "I can tell you he made
the draw for the JJ Liston Stakes at Caulfield to."

"I didn't know
that," replied Kerry. "How'd you find that out?"

Rutland sat
down put his feet up on the table and half chewed Kerry's apple.
"You have to know these things when you're manager you know."

"Jesus, feel
like I'm in a Monty Python sketch with bad actors," chuckled
Kerry.

The operators
shot to their feet gathering up their lunch boxes. "We gotta go,"
said one of them.

Rutland put his
feet down and looked at his watch. "You haven't finished your lunch
yet."

"I gotta get
down the pit before Kerry, with this information I'll be god for
the rest of the day. We'll have to get hold of coaches before the
Fixed Hole mob and work out what shifts are off and who can have
leave. Well send someone to pick you up Kerry we need your bus."
The operators scurried away.

"You got em
going now Rutland," laughed Kerry.

Rutland
shrugged his shoulders "I didn't get em going, a horse did."
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For the
majority of people Flaxmead had become a ray of sunshine in their
lives. Scheduled to return to local races for a few meetings his
entry in the JJ Liston Steaks a group two race at Flemington in
Victoria some weeks away had been assured. This raised some
logistic problems for Blake, Flemington was a long way away. For a
meagre few, Flaxmead had become a nightmare. Unfortunately one in
particular was strained beyond rationalism.

Theo Delores,
the smiling assassin, his head crashed down on his desk, he had
just taken a dose of pure cocaine sucked up his nose with a hundred
dollar bill rolled into a tube. He was trying to muster the
strength to visit Taggart as his Wyong stable facility. He had
waited for a message from someone watching the property for days,
he had been up all night. He received the message Taggart had just
slipped into the stable facility as he was about to get some rest.
He had been up all night with Middle Eastern horse racing
enthusiasts and cleverly conned them into putting a few more
million into his racing operations with the assistance of a few
bottles of quality bourbon. He planned to use a million to get the
casinos off his back and the rest to continue his plans for the
Melbourne cup. He hadn't been able to find Taggart for some time
and couldn't let the opportunity pass him by. The drug entered his
cardio vascular system and he became wide eyed and focused,
euphoria gripped his feelings and he climbed in his BMW and darted
off to Wyong.

The gates at
the stable complex were open with no guard, a rear entrance was
open to back streets on the opposite side of the complex. Taggart
was petrified of Stanton and feared his return, he wanted to be
able to get out of the place should the need arise. The assassin
jerked to a stop running up the kerb in front of Taggart's office
complex, he fell on the ground when he opened the door picked
himself up and walked inside. Taggart had watched Delores roll up
and meet him in the foyer. The place had been deserted for ages and
Taggart was busy trying to get his staff to return especially his
secretary. Taggart said nothing and Delores followed him to his
office and slumped down on the lounge while Roy Taggart prepared
him a drink.

"You're a mess
Theo,"

The assassin's
eyes were wide open and had a fixed sparkle and glaze. "Find Jimmy
Cotton Roy, my horses are running backwards."

"He's in the
hunter valley somewhere; I tried to find out where he was. I sent
one of my blokes to a race meeting in Newcastle and Stanton jumped
him. I'm not going near the joint."

"Stanton, I
checked the bloke out. He doesn't even have a Medicare number or a
passport, drivers licence, nothing. What are you worried about he
doesn't exist."

Roy handed Theo
a Jack Daniels and sat behind his desk. "You keep going like you
are and you'll meet him mark my words."

"I need Jimmy
Roy."

"We've been
threatening to dob him in and get him locked up for the last ten
years, I think he's had enough. He's an old man Theo, how brave are
we, if you want to meet a brave bloke run into Stanton."

"Stanton,
Smanton, whatever I'm sick of hearing his name from you. I've got
some new friends that can sort this out, Jib Habib."

Taggart jumped
in. "Habib, are you nuts, does the name Wu Farr ring a bell."

"Yeah, I've had
dinner with him a couple of times, handy bloke to know if you have
problems in the Chinese underworld."

"He hates
Habib, honour among thieves Theo. Look, get a horse that wins races
or your gonna run into deeper water than you can swim in."

"I have to find
Jimmy Roy."

"Maybe Gail
knows where he is, she gets around. She's been seen with that Blake
bloke who helps Harper out with his horses."

"Harper, that's
becoming a name like scratching your nails down a blackboard to
me."

"He knows
horses and how to run them Theo, he's never sold cars or spent part
of his life in a casino. He's a dedicated man."

"You're staring
to make me sick Roy. Gail, yeah, she might know something. I'll pay
her a visit while I'm here she's only just down the road."

"I think you
better have a spell Theo, you look a bit under the weather
mate."

"Nah, I'm just
starting to party Roy. You want to come to Gail's with me?"

"Id be the last
bloke Gail would want coming down her driveway, believe me."

The assassin
got up and put his hair back in place by running both his hands
across his head from his forehead to the lower part of his neck.
"I'll be back shortly then we'll go get Jimmy." He wandered out
found his car and roared off. Taggart watched him leave on the
surveillance system and got back to work mustering his staff.

Delores skidded
to a halt in Gail Flametower's driveway. He climbed out of his
black BMW seven series. Gail came out of the stable to see who it
was. Theo saw her and met half way across the yard between the
house and stable. "Gail I'm looking for Jimmy."

"Theo what an
earth is wrong with you, you stink of liquor. Your clothes are a
mess and you're unshaven. I've never seen you like this. Pull
yourself together."

"I'm looking
for Jimmy Cotton."

"So am I. So is
half the racing industry. Id thought you'd know where he was."

The assassin
shook his head. "No, if I knew where he was I wouldn't be asking
you would I Gail," he said reinstating his permanent but somewhat
dwindling smile.

"Ask your
friend Taggart, he should know."

"I just came
from Roy's place he can't find him."

"He may have
finally had enough of you people. Persons who associate with Roy
Taggart are not welcome here, so if you don't mind could you please
leave."

The assassin
looked into space for a few moments and wiped sweat from his brow
with the back of his hand. "If you see Jimmy tell him I need him
please."

"There was a
time I thought you would change. What have you ever done for horses
with you're position and money. You're blinded by self importance
and greed Theo. Get out of here and don't come back."

"I think you're
husband left you because you're a bitch Gail."

"My husband was
a wonderful man, when he left no one knew he was dying of cancer
least of all me. He took it far away where Jessica and I would not
have to watch him die. How dare you speak of him like that. Now get
out or I'll call the police!" The assassin turned around and walked
away. He backed into a fence around the yard as he reversed his
vehicle to leave damaging his car and the fence, he was unaware it
had happened. He sped off, his car drifting sideways on the gravel
surface.

Upon his return
to Taggart's he slumped down on the lounge in his office next to
the bar and Taggart handed him a glass of bourbon.

"Where is he
then?" asked Roy Taggart.

"She doesn't
know, or if she does she won't tell me."

"How is she I
haven't seen her for ages?"

The assassin
seemed to drift off. "It didn't go well, I mentioned you and she
asked me to leave."

Taggart stood
over the assassin. "I've asked you to keep my name out of things,
whey did you do that?" The assassins head slumped to one side, he
seemed to drop off to sleep. "Theo!" yelled Taggart. He grabbed his
chin and held his head up straight but the assassin just groaned.
He let go and the assassin slumped over to one side spilling his
drink all over himself, the lounge and the floor and began to
snore. "Jesus you're flaming hopeless mate."

The assassin's
opposition were applying a vastly different approach. Blake was
busy organising a transit path for the float to Flemington. They
had no contacts that Harper considered suitable to house Meadow and
Flaxmead in Melbourne. The first trip at least would be totally
facilitated with the use of the float. Flaxmead and Meadow ran at
Scone, Coffs Harbour, Gosford, and Newcastle taking group two
victories with ease pleasing locals with record crowds. Flaxmead
continued to run down track records at Coffs Harbour and Gosford,
he was running out of records to break. Celtic Storm worked out of
a Sydney stable, a small concern on the edge of Sydney just below
the Blue Mountains. The titans had not clashed but at a Saturday
meeting two weeks away form the JJ Liston stakes had the pair run
against each other again. Harper didn't think the horses would meet
again until the Liston but Celtic Storm missed the draw for the
Blenchingly Stakes, Flaxmead had not been entered for this event
although invited. Harper found it odd Celtic Storm had not been
invited to run the Blenchingly Stakes; she was undefeated with six
group one and two wins except the Sydney Cup where she came up
against Flaxmead.

The Canberra
meeting was always a target for Flaxmead as the feature event a
group two handicap over twelve hundred metres was sponsored by
hunter valley wineries. Flaxmead was there to fly the flag for the
valley and so was the crowd. A hoard of politicians passed by
wanting a close view of the champion, parliament was in session and
there were plenty of them around. Flaxmead carried top weight yet
again from barrier six and Celtic Storm had drawn barrier one.
Canberra's Thoroughbred Park gives horses with an inside barrier
advantage over twelve hundred metre runs but Harper was not
concerned. He knew Flaxmead could run Celtic Storm down over any
distance anywhere. Ross Hildebrand and Graham Harper passed each
other on occasions in the stable complex and nodded to each other
politely without talking, the talking would be done on the
track.

Problem;
Lorraine mounted Flaxmead and paraded with the other runners,
Flaxmead carried on in his usual manner until he caught scent and
sight of Celtic Storm. He began to act very strangely, walking
behind the bay mare like a little puppy. He trotted along side her
as they made there way to the barriers Flaxmead only putting on a
show in front of the grandstand area, the more the crowd shouted
the more he carried on. He walked aimlessly around the rear of the
stalls loading last with ease. The barriers opened and Lorraine
knew Flaxmead let Celtic Storm run on and tucked in behind her. At
six hundred metres the pair were six length's clear out of the only
turn Flaxmead running well below his normal pace heard the crowd
and sensed the presence of Anna and Dylan standing on the rail
surrounded by the media. He darted to the outside rail and took off
like a rocket, with four hundred to go he took the lead and pulled
six lengths on Celtic Storm well ahead of the rest of the field by
ten lengths. Lindy Cumberland's eyes looked like daggers as she
watched the bay mare in full flight take second. "Keep away from
him you bitch!" shouted Lindy as she watched from the stable
complex rail attending the meeting to ride Meadow, she stormed off
toward the float.

Ross Hildebrand
standing next to Lindy watched the pint size dynamo storm off and
cracked a wee smile as he looked back towards his horse. "Well done
lassie, well get there," he mumbled.

Lorraine looked
down as Flaxmead slowed shaking her head puzzled, Flaxmead had not
reached full pace at any time during the race, this was a first.
Lorraine weighed in returning to the winners circle in time to find
Lindy Cumberland storm into the ring and confront Flaxmead, she
stood nose to nose with her hands o her hips. "What was that!?" she
shouted. Flaxmead dropped his head low avoiding her gaze piercing
his heart like a dagger. The ring and crowd fell silent as she
continued. "Look at me when I'm talking to you." Flaxmead grunted
and looked up at her. Anna and Dylan came and stood behind Lindy as
she shouted. Cameras clicked everywhere. "You keep away from that
bitch!" she turned around and kicked up stones from the ground
looking at Anna and Dylan, swung back around, her eyes filled with
fire looking Flaxmead straight in the face. "Shell break your
spirit! Stop It! How will you feel if you fail Anna and Dylan?" She
dropped her voice to a whisper and held Flaxmead's head in her arms
whispering in his ear. "God I love you Flaxy, please don't let her
do this." She walked away in tears, Flaxmead tried to follow.

"Flaxy you have
to stay here," said Jessica. Flaxmead reared up trying to go with
Lindy then nodded his head up and down grunting as she walked into
the crowd. Jessica frowned and looked sideways at Celtic Storm a
few metres away as Flaxmead continued to play up looking a bit his
old self.

Hildebrand was
on the edge of the winners circle when Lindy blew up and hung back
watching. A grandly dressed woman in loud dress and overly ornate
hat was next to him and commented as Lindy left the circle. "What
an eccentric performance, wanting of manners I think," she
said.

Hildebrand
smiled at her chuckling at the same time and looking her way.
"Wanting of manners maybe, but good with horses, if those two pair
up again we won't see which way they went."

Graham Harper
caught Lindy on her way through the crowd, the media were all over
them. "Lindy," he caught her arm from behind and stopped her. She
turned and wiped her eyes. "That's really not called for, if a
horse was ever guilty of breaking another's spirit it's Flaxmead.
All's fair in love and war."

"I know you
respect and are fond of Flaxy, it's different for Jessica, Anna,
Dylan and I. We love him."

"I understand
that, this is a sport. I see the tactics of another trainer,
another thing we have to deal with. I agree Flaxmead's spirit is
being affected by another horse. If we could ask all the horses
Flaxmead has demoralised they probably say bring it on."

Lindy looked
back towards the winners circle. "If that bitch keeps on with this,
I'll ride Flaxy and run her down like she's never been run down
before! Please excuse me Graham I'm a bit upset and have to ride
Meadow." Lindy turned walked away.

Jessica led
Flaxmead to the south western end of Thoroughbred Park next to the
stable complex, where a widespread grass paddock facilitated float
parking. She was hosing Flaxmead down listening to the call of
Lindy's ride on Flushing Meadow, a group two race over twelve
hundred metres. The field went under the starter and Meadow with
Lindy aboard broke from gate six late clashing with Devils Thorn
and Wolf Sheppard both from the assassins stable either side of
her. Lindy's left boot was dislodged from the stirrup by the glance
against Devils Thorn and Meadow lost footing and stumbled trying to
pull back as the two stable mate's jockeys then glanced elbows
directly in front of Meadow. Lindy could not recover in time as
Meadow regained footing and she fell. The race caller was the
bearer of the bad news. "And the field is away Devils Thorn and
Wolf Sheppard gets the jump, oh and they've clashed with Flushing
Meadow half way between the pair forcing her back and Lindy
Cumberland appears to have lost her stirrup, Flushing Meadow
stumbling from the encounter. Oh dear and she's gone down, Lindy
Cumberland has fallen. And the race has been stopped. Stewards rush
to her assistance just clear of the gates by around fifty metres no
one behind her luckily when she fell."

There was a
loud scream in the crowd by the finishing post "God no please!" as
her mother Susan Cumberland slumped into the arms of her father
Glen Cumberland. Glen handed Susan to Marie Fields standing next to
them on the rail with Anna and Dylan. He cleared the rail and
safety fence and headed directly across the course onto the infield
and towards the staring gates. A horse mounted steward on the
infield recognised Glen and raced to his assistance helping onto
the back of his mount and then galloping to the scene.

Glen slid from
the horse dived under the rail and just beat a breathless Graham
Harper who had run all the way from the stable complex to Lindy's
side. Lindy was sitting up with the course doctor in attendance.
Glen Cumberland wrapped his arms around his daughter grimacing in
pain. "Thank good you're okay," said her father. "Ring Maries
mobile and let Susan know Graham." Harper fumbled with his
phone.

"Bring the
ambulance in, she's broken her left wrist," said the doctor.
"She'll have to go straight to the hospital."

"I use it to
break my fall," whimpered Lindy. "I felt it go when I hit the
ground, look I'm okay it's just my wrist."

The doctor gave
some pain relief and checked the rest of her out but she seemed
okay."

The stewards
and starter met behind the stalls whilst Lindy was loaded into and
ambulance. "Runner seven and runner five boxed number six in
clashing and causing number six's rider to loose stirrup, the mount
six stumbled clipped heavily by number seven. Sixes rider was
unable to recover and fell," said the starter.

"Exactly as I
saw it," said a steward.

"I've got the
same notes," remarked a second.

"The jockeys of
mounts number seven and number five to the steward's office
immediately for a hearing. That's Robby Belmont riding Wolf
Sheppard and Karl Saxton riding Devils Thorn both from the Delores
stables. I'll look at the video footage but looked like clear
interference from where I was. I'll take this to the chief steward
immediately they can sort it out," stated a steward.

Meadow stood
next to Lindy making all kinds of noises and trying to get close to
her. Graham led her back to the float; she was unscathed and
scheduled Lorraine to ride her from the event rerun. The event was
rescheduled to extra time at the end of the meet. Wolf Sheppard and
Devils Thorn also fronted with different riders, jockeys Belmont
and Saxton had been suspended for interference. Theo Delores was
not present and a letter to attend a hearing was forwarded to him
via his trainer. The assassin was busy attending the Blenchingly
Stakes at Caulfield in Victoria and received the news by phone. He
was furious that Lindy Cumberland had not been completely
incapacitated, two of his star jockey's suspended for little
outcome. The assassin was busy earning some serious money and had
been having some luck. Avoiding Flushing Meadow and Flaxmead he was
notching up a few wins group one and two. He also learnt to avoid
Celtic Storm when possible; he had lost every encounter with
Flaxmead, Flushing Meadow and Celtic Storm. He had succeeded in
delaying the wolves at the door paying off a considerable sum. The
time for confrontation drew closer and he worked on a plan to
sideline the thunderbolt. Canberra just wasn't his meeting, in the
late restart of the twelve hundred group two event that claimed
Lindy, Flushing Meadow led from start to finish, Wolf Sheppard was
second but couldn't catch the flying mare run down by six
lengths.

Little Lindy
Cumberland was released from hospital with a cast on her writs, a
hairline fracture of her left scaphoid bone, she would be out for
several weeks. Her mother just short of a heart attack held silence
but yearned for her daughter to stop racing. Freelance race
reporter Lee Hayford along with ABC reporter Gerard Moyse followed
Lindy and waited for the outcome of her hospital visit before
relaying the story to media groups. Flaxmead's Canberra encounter
with Celtic Storm and Lindy Cumberland's fall from Flushing Meadow
graced the entire back page of every newspaper in the country.

Kerry Snow had
to work but the coal mine staff of the hunter valley had hands on
updates as the day progressed. A notable inclusion to the ranks was
Rutland and Wesley moving freely amongst the gathered workers from
every mine, winery and horse stud in the valley enjoying the
Canberra meet. They spent time with a host of people living and
working next door they had never had the chance to meet before.
Happy with their reinstatements and continued management at GPCC
they even mixed with Wilson and Bartholomew, not a single mention
of a coal mine was to be heard. Flaxmead and his expected winning
margin at the Melbourne cup seemed to be the main topic.
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Wilson and
Bartholomew were spending a lot of time at Shangri La. Heading into
the cooler autumn weather with pleasant sunny days, globetrotting
was reduced to hit and run when necessary. Weekends with the
children had become fun, Anna and Dylan called them Pop one and Pop
two. They began to pick up speed, convalescing was just what the
doctor ordered, making the most of some enjoyable free time now and
then. An unused room in the office complex was equipped for them to
operate from, but they found they spent less and less time in it. A
television monitor was put in the stable complex kitchen and they
spent more and more time there learning what it was like to be a
strapper for Flaxmead from Jessica. The battle for the Melbourne
Cup was on and they didn't want to miss it.

Two recliner
arm chairs were sourced and placed in the stable kitchen they began
to spend so much time there. The senior pair often watched sky
racing checking out not only their own horses form, but the
oppositions as well. They often scanned thorough the channels to
the news, the state government had changed and they listened
intrepidly for the progress on state mining law. New faces
everywhere but the buses and trains still ran late, if at all and
amendments to state mining legislation were slow. The new state
premier said as soon as the new party members could find their
offices, something would happen, a cup of tea perhaps.

The exciting
and busy life came with its drawbacks, insomnia from globe trotting
often left them drained with sleep deprivation. They stumbled upon
what they thought was a dramatisation of question time in
Australian Parliament Lower House, Canberra. They were shocked to
find that it was not a dramatisation at all and the scenes were in
fact direct from Canberra. Not only that, but no one actually
answered a question that was asked with party members appearing to
know more about the opposition's policies than their own. Wilson
and Bartholomew argued about how long the arguing leaders of the
country would last in a corporate board room, their opinions varied
from five to ten minutes. Bartholomew thought ten, he said they got
the answers wrong but would give them ten minutes based on their
reasoning. They realised it would be impossible to get actors that
looked just like the PM and leader of the opposition whom they were
familiar with having met them, it had to be real. They watched in
disgust at behaviour that would be unacceptable in a kindergarten.
After question time, the lower house tackled bill debate. After a
while they dropped off to a deep sleep just as the honourable
member was about to make a trusting statement regarding the plight
of homeless gay whales. Australian scientists had found these
particular whale's family tree had been adversely affected in the
Second World War. They had stumbled on the fact German U boats in
the Denmark Straights present during the sinking of the British
battleship HMS Hood whilst engaging the German battleship Bismarck
heading out into the North Atlantic to attack supply convoys may
have caused the problem. Watching the traumatic scene and following
German U boats in the area thinking they were whales on heat had
affected their ability to tell male from female. A bill was tabled
detailing the research and suggesting that in the case of these
whales, same sex marriage should be permissible but not compulsory.
A lobby group insisted it should be compulsory based on the
terrible experience the whales had suffered being no fault of
theirs. They sent a letter to the lower house thanking the party
member for exposing the facts under parliamentary privilege; it was
tabled with the bill, fantastic.

After a short
deep and rewarding sleep they were suddenly awoken by light music
and singing. They were about to turn it off but left in on studying
the behaviour teachings embedded in the television show. They were
impressed with the behaviour, concept and presentation, magnificent
building blocks for young people undergoing the learning process.
In stark contrast to question time in the lower house, the show on
ABC, Play School, became a favourite for the pair should they
require being mustered from deep slumber after Canberra cam. Wilson
and Bartholomew agreed that the children's show, after
investigation by the pair found to be an ABC long running icon,
aired mid afternoon directly after parliamentary coverage should be
shown in parliament on massive screens within the house. This would
allow the members of the house to brush up on basic etiquette,
manners and communication skills, out the window and somehow lost
since they viewed the show as infants. This was hard to fathom how
such basic skills should somehow just fly out the window as the
upper and lower chambers in Canberra didn't have any windows.

In the course
of tracking rival horse form a trend had been noted by the pair. It
was the wettest year since records had been kept in Australia and
some race meetings had been run in very wet conditions and heavy
going. The Scottish star Celtic Storm had been attending meetings
along the entire east coast of Australia, running every week. A
considerable number of races were being run in some of the wettest
and heaviest going ever experienced in the country. Tracks were
running meetings in conditions that in past years would see them
cancelled as the exceptionally wet weather persisted. In these
conditions the Scottish import revelled and delivered convincing
wins. As the horse became more acclimatised the bay mare's general
performance improved.

Winston Blake,
Graham Harper and Bob Field's had regular meetings to plan race
logistics; some included Clifford Barking to discuss wine
production and marketing. As the push into interstate race meetings
was upon them the first Nebbiolo grapes arrived from Queensland,
they were split up between Shangri La and Loudbark. For the first
time in the history of the wineries the crushing facilities ran in
August. Two different maturing and blending plans were being
trialled using pooled ideas of both wineries winemakers.

The JJ Liston
Stakes, Caulfield racecourse was a long way away, aware of people
like the assassin; Winston had been hatching a plan with Graham and
Bob to avoid placing Flaxmead in harms way. The elaborate horse
float now became the benchmark of the plan, one reason this
particular float had not sold from when Winston first viewed it to
when he purchased it some time later was its extravagance.
Creighton built a float fit to travel to the moon, he generally
only did this by prior request as the market for such floats was
rare. Most race horses were kept by conglomerate trainers with
extensive local and interstate facilities. A majority of the horses
were actually owned by people too busy to care for them with only
the possible investment return and prestige connected with the
sport in mind. Situations such as two children having a pet capable
of decimating the reputation of every horse on the planet, was a
one of and required completely different tactical approach. The
last thing bob Field's wanted to do was block access to his
children's pet from his kids, the first thing he wanted to do was
let them see it win the Melbourne Cup. It had been bantered around
his home for the last four years by Anna and Dylan. Travelling was
generally minimised for race horse owners and with networks
available was generally unnecessary. Conglomerate trainers only
having to transport horses from one facility to another close to
pending major races, using extensive networks they had built up.
Theo Delores the Smiling Assassin was one such trainer with
extensive facilities in major cities throughout the country, along
with Jack Prendergast, Neville Creighton and Geoff Leroy they
controlled the industry. But they didn't control the training,
movements and power of Flaxmead and Flushing Meadow. They had just
been blessed with a further problem, a Scottish import with a
trainer so dedicated he slept in the stable with his horse.

John and Jodi
Stanton had become regulars at Flaxmead's race wins, Stanton kept
out of the way keeping to himself. Enjoying the never ending string
of demands from his vivacious wife, he double checked the right
media information was being forwarded to the right people.
Separated from her for years he had only recently got her back
chasing her and his sons and daughter all the way to Australia from
England in retirement from British MI6 service. Ross Hildebrand the
trainer of Celtic Storm had been a sergeant in the Royal Scott's
Dragoon Guards, looking after the horse mounts in later years for
the army his horses were regular's at the Edinburgh Military
Tattoo, he could not get horses out of his system. His wife passed
away and Ross retired from the army and engrossed himself in work
to manage the grief. His only daughter had been killed in London's
underground tube train bombings by terrorist sleeper cells.
Becoming a trainer for a major Scottish horse stable he worked
twenty four hours a day to fight depression and he found Celtic
Storm. John Stanton was aware of who Ross Hildebrand was, what he
had done and what had happened to him. He considered Ross a member
of his creed and watched over him, already having sampled the
establishment's tactics.

Incredible
circumstances and a horse had brought together a team, they had
become close friends, and it was bringing together the spirit of an
entire valley. The entrenched horse racing establishment was about
to meet the untouchables.
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The assassin
had indeed been busy; he had information on Flaxmead that went back
along way. Finding it had been expensive and with the aid of
patience began to muster parts of a jigsaw puzzle but many pieces
were still missing. He wanted to throw everything he could at it
when the time was right.

Joel Renoir
alias Rick O'Brien left the services of Jib Habib and began working
for himself picking up near full time work with Delores. His new
found freedom had given him a feeling of invincibility, moving
around and dealing with new contacts convinced him his past was
forgotten. Stepping out of the realms of the underworld and Kings
Cross into the colour and excitement of the horse racing industry
was intoxicating. Running short of funds was a major reason for his
choice but he put it in the back of his mind. Habib had paid poorly
knowing Renoir needed the cover extended by his operations. Renoir
had light brown shoulder length hair, stocky build spending a lot
of time in gymnasiums and had two distinguishing facial features. A
deep natural slit in his chin's wide jaw bone and a scar over his
right eye from a knife wound. He also had huge hands in comparison
to the rest of his anatomy. Originally a French air born soldier in
the legion his time with the French Secret Service when transferred
had been short. Selling information to the Libyan government of
Gadaffi he had desecrated the sacred creed unwritten law and would
be hunted to the end of the earth. With falsified passport and
documents under the name of Rickman O'Brien had became an
Australian citizen. Information leaked by Renoir led to the capture
of British and French operatives cloaked in the Libyan oil industry
spying on the terror regime of Gadaffi. Louise Legrande a French
secret service operative was rescued by John Stanton's eldest son
and in the process of protecting her was himself captured, tortured
and executed. Louise Legrande made it back to France and was still
a member of the French Secret Service. The sanction on Joel Renoir
had been given to Louise Legrande and she would never give up.

The assassin
sent O'Brien for a trip to the hunter valley to check out the abode
of the hunter valley thunderbolt. Studying the Field and Harper
properties he came up on the radar of local police sergeant Trevor
Plod. His hire car, a plain white Ford Falcon was seen in the
vicinity of Harper and Fields properties on three consecutive days,
Good o'l Trev lay in wait in the hundred kilometre zone behind some
wattle bushes on the side of Broke road Pokolbin, to the east of
the Harpers. The vehicle had never ventured to the west and most
vehicles parked for a few minutes seeing if the could see Flaxmead
then left. Trev waited for an hour then noticed the vehicle speed
past heading east, Renoir was no slave to law. Trev gave chase
waiting until he was under the bumper of the speeding Ford before
engaging his lights and siren. Renoir made a quick assessment, he
had seen highway patrol pursuit vehicles in the area and the road
he was on was long a straight with few intersections. Although he
was being stopped by a lumbering four wheel drive the chance of
evasion with the available back up was poor so he pulled over. Trev
left his flashing lights on and walked to the driver's window of
Renoirs Falcon. It was closed so he knocked on the glass; Renoir
opened it only as far as needed to hand Trev his licence. "Good
afternoon sir, the speed limit along this stretch of Broke road is
one hundred kilometres an hour, I clocked you at one hundred and
thirty, do you have any reason for the excessive speed Mr," Trev
studied his licence. "O'Brien."

Renoir pouted
and shook his head, "No, I've been trying to get a glimpse of that
racehorse Flaxmead; I need to concentrate a bit more on what I'm
doing."

"Okay, three
days is a long time to spend to get a look at a horse."

"I work in the
industry and just wanted to see him that's all I'm a racing
fanatic."

"Mmmm, could
you just wait here please?" Trev walked back to his vehicle and
punched Renoir's information into the police computer. A string of
street and assault offences came up for O'Brien but no outstanding
warrants. Trev undid the clip holding his pistol in tis holster on
his right hip and loosened the weapon in its holster. Renoir
noticed the move in his rear vision mirror as the officer handed
him his licence.

"I'm issuing a
warning for your speed and suggest you slow down, next time I'll
call it through to the highway patrol they deal with road crime in
a very effective manner. However I am making note of your presence
in the area and if I see you in the future I'll pass it on to the
CIB in Sydney where you come from. I'm sure they know more about
you than I do by the look of your police record."

Renoir became
agitated. "A bit stiff monsieur, I was just on holiday looking to
see this horse."

"You're French
I gather."

"I've been here
a long time mate, comes out when I'm flustered like now."

"I won't forget
your face, Rickman O'Brien, strange name for a Frenchman."

"My ancestors
were French Irish, Napoleonic wars you know."

"I can't check
that far back on the records so I'll take your word for it for now.
Now I'd appreciate it if you got going and took in some alternate
sights on your holiday."

"No worries
catch ya." Renoir started his car and drove of sedately. Trev
clipped his weapon back in its holster and watched the car drive
into the distance. He was going to do a bit more probing into why
Renoir was around.

 


Renoir was
clearly flustered by the encounter and pulled off the road a few
kilometres east, into Loudbark wines. He had instructions to bring
back some to the counter wines available from hunter wineries that
could not be purchased in commercial outlets. Delores had an
extensive wine cellar and took great pleasure in serving high
quality Australian wine when impressionable friends were
socialising.

He sat under
the trees outside on top of the ridge by the car park in the cool
breeze amongst the chattering parrots. He eventually calmed went
inside, bought several cases of top class white and red wine, and
with assistance loaded them into his car. He heard a horse
screaming and whinnying carried on the wind, he asked the sales
attendant helping him, it was Bob Field's. "Is that a horse I can
hear?"

"Yes it
is."

"You have
horses in the wineries?"

"Yes, cattle,
sheep, goats, Alpacas."

"Oh, nice
place, really relaxing."

Flaxmead reared
up and screamed in the wind running loose in the open paddock below
the range Jessica watching his outlandish antics. Renoir was about
to climb into his car, the view of Shangri La was blocked by the
Loudbark complex. "That don't sound like no ordinary horse, I've
heard something like that before at a race meeting I reckon."

"A lot of
horses sound the same."

Renoir frowned
looking puzzled, he turned back to Bob as Bob went to walk away.
"You ever seen the horse Flaxmead that comes from round here."

"Not for a
while no."

"So you have
seen him?"

"Yes."

"Where?"

"Where he lives
down the road west of here."

"I tried to get
a glimpse of him, I'm a race fan but had no luck."

"People round
here are a bit touchy about Flaxmead."

"So I
noticed."

"They say if
you listen to the wind you can hear his cry any where in the
valley."

"Really."

"The Irish say
it's an omen just like the cry of the banshee."

"You can hear
the cry of that horse, is that what you mean."

"The cry of
what horse, I hear nothing." Flaxmead's screams continued to
resonate in the wind.

Renoir
hesitated then began to climb in his car. "Thanks see you
around."

"No worries,"
replied Bob. He turned and walked away with a chuckle.

Flaxmead was
certainly screaming more than usual, he was having a hell of a time
and he could be heard miles down the valley in the wind as he
charged around flat out enjoying his freedom. Jessica had a saddle
pack on him carrying just over eighty kilo, what she thought he
would have to carry in the Melbourne Cup.

Bob made his
way down the now well worn path through the old gate from years
back now in use again accessing Shangri La. He wanted to see how
the Nebbiolo grape crush had gone and discuss progress with Shangri
La winemakers.

He ran into
Winston looking across the valley from the car park viewing area
toward the cries from Flaxmead. "He's revved up today Winston."

"Yes, I've
seldom heard him cry like that. He's gone beyond his battle cry for
some reason."

"I just told a
bloke it was a banshee, I'm not even sure what one is. Seemed to
work okay, took his mind of it being a horse. Some people ask too
many questions."

"An ancient
Irish myth can be traced back as far as Norman times across
Ireland, England and Scotland. Said to appear as usually an old
woman like a hag, early Christians used it to depict which's in the
pagan realm but the myth sat with certain Irish clans of the time.
The O'Grady, O'Neil's, O'Connor's, Kavanaghs and the O'Brien clans.
If their family members heard the cry death was imminent, hence the
cry of the banshee."

"How do you
know all this?"

"I was educated
in a British university, not uncommon to have extensive knowledge
of history of the UK after spending seventeen years in their
education system. I majored in history and economics."

"You said the
O'Brien clan?"

"Yes a fearsome
Irish clan from the times of the banshee."

"The bloke I
just served was named O'Brien, I remember it from his credit card.
Flaxmead screamed his head off while he was here. Flaxmead isn't an
old hag but he sounds like what you'd expect from one of those
banshee sheilas."

Winston
chuckled. "I sometimes wonder what Flaxmead is, sometimes he
appears surreal. There's a rumour he once killed a man but it's not
true, nor is he the bringer of death. He'll be the bringer of a lot
of disappointment, that I can guarantee the establishment. He can
sense things I can't, if he was screaming like a banshee he had a
good reason. What did this gentleman look like?"

"Bloke with a
slight French accent, stocky fit looking bloke with light brown
hair, casual neat dress. Average height."

"If you see him
round here again, best we pay a bit more attention to his
motives."

"He asked a lot
of questions about Flaxy, bought a swag of counter wines he had a
Sydney address."

"When I first
saw Flaxmead, he had this aura about him, uncanny. In England years
ago I was able to stop an armed robber before he got in our house
just by taking note of the dogs behaviour. He no doubt saved the
whole family from a madman on a mission to steal my father's
wealth, just a few pounds kept in a jar in the kitchen. The man was
a hunted murderer the dog knew, we didn't. How? A more powerful
lesson than anything taught in the corridors of education. I
watched animals for such behaviour for a long time, by the time I
worked with Wilson and Bartholomew I had been blessed with the
perception of gut feel. A pet or animal around a person I was
dealing with backed up these perceptions of human nature. It would
be a long time before Wilson and Bartholomew had their lives
changed by an animal. That animal was Flaxmead."

"Have I missed
something Winston?"

Winston
chuckled his shoulders jumping up and down. "No you can't miss a
show that only just started." He put his hand on Bobs shoulder and
started to walk to the winery complex changing the subject. "Now
this Nebbiolo grape process is going rather well. We have an idea
on barrelling and would like your opinion." The pair walked off
side by side.
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The JJ Liston
Stakes, Caulfield racecourse, Victoria. One thousand and fifty
kilometres, from Shangri La, Pokolbin, New South Wales. Fourteen
hours travel time alone and the logistics for the trip had been
carefully considered. Winston had discussed the preparation with
Graham Harper on several occasions and now had a final plan. The
tandem drive float carried eight hundred litres of diesel fuel
enough to go make Melbourne and back. Creighton designed the truck
in Melbourne to make Sydney and return or to reach Darwin or Perth
the furthermost cities from the east coast with only one stop.
Although the truck had been expensive it was very good value for
money. Top class workmanship throughout with innovative design
acquired by evaluation of previous vehicles in a feedback process
from customers. Neville Creighton was at times tainted by greed and
ego but he was a very good businessman.

The cab carried
six with walk through access to the rear living quarters and horse
cubicles at the rear of the vehicle. Air conditioning and
ventilation were that efficient the horse cubicles could not be
smelt in the living quarters complete with kitchen, shower, toilet,
laundry and six bunks. The truck only carried four horses and six
people hardly any weight at all so the vehicle could be laden with
comforts and means of self sufficiency. A diesel generator for two
hundred and forty volt power capable of running the entire truck
drew diesel from the main tanks but was only required if the truck
engine was not running. Back up lithium ion batteries with solar
and wind generation backup should the generator fail. Fully loaded
with fuel food and water the vehicle could remain self sufficient
for two weeks.

Horses can
sleep standing up and often sleep during transportation; the
holding pens were adjustable by the use of hydraulic separating
walls. Once the horse was loaded from the rear loading ramp head
first the walls either side could be easily adjusted to suit the
size of the horse, with a snug fit the padded partitions protected
the horse from sudden movement or in the event of an accident.
Doors at the front of the cubicles allowed access to the horse for
feed, water could be sucked from a tube rather like a giant baby's
teat adjustable to mouth height that once the horse was used to
worked well with pressure fed. The striking feature of the cubicles
was what the horse stood on. A Kevlar grid with holes big enough to
allow waste product to fall to a holding pen below the cubicles,
the holes were larger at the rear to allow droppings to pass
through. Liquid waste drained right through to a lower tank via a
fine screen, this could be pumped out at waste disposal stations
the same as the shower, toilet and laundry waste. Solid waste could
be pushed to the rear of the truck by a hydraulic ram below the
Kevlar grid, the rear loading ramp had to be raised to achieve this
leaving solid waste on the ground to be easily cleaned up by hand.
Creighton got the idea by studying a domestic garbage truck
hydraulic ram system and scaling it down being the width of the
truck and half a metre in height. Pressure fed water hoses either
side of the cubicles made hygiene most efficient. Powerful overhead
thermostat controlled ventilation above the horse's heads pumped
fresh air in and pushed it out one way vents at floor level either
side of the truck. This conditioned air had another ingenious
stroke of technology. Artificial fragrance could be injected into
the airstream by additional software within the air conditioning
system. Fragrances such as fresh cut grass, blooming loosen and
fields of flowers assisted in calming a horse. A sound system
delivered calming music and by trial and error a combination of the
fragrance and music was at times beneficial. Flushing Meadow loved
Brahms Third in D minor played by the London's Philharmonic
Orchestra but Flaxmead insisted on AC/DCs Hells Bells.

The horse
cubicles had closed circuit visual monitoring in the cab and living
quarters. In an emergency the truck could be pulled up and horses
unloaded in two minutes. Without this, the logistical approach
planed would have been a nightmare.

Winston had via
several letters to and from Caulfield racing management, made sure
his plan was known and was without objection. He didn't want to
have Flaxmead held up or unable to race due to habeas corpus or
some other such civil law known only to a select few for use when
things weren't going their way. The float parking area at Caulfield
was perfectly placed at the north western corner of the grounds
edging Kambrook and Station streets. Access to the parade and
mounting areas were adjacent, a perfect arrangement to test a
rehearsed preparation and appearance at an interstate track for the
first time.

Hidden Valley
on the Hume Freeway near the town of Wallan in Victoria is around
eighty kilometres from Caulfield racecourse. A state of the art
truck parking area, well lit and under the constant eye of the
public with bordering grassy walk areas of some acreage is situated
on either side of the freeway. A perfect place for an overnight
stop to catch a few hours sleep. The horses could be walked, even
run. The horse cubicles could be cleaned out and within easy
distance for a first light run to Caulfield. Rule one was only
Wilson, Graham, Bob, Jessica and Lorraine knew the planed travel
times and they were to tell no one. The children would not make
this meet as it would cause absenteeism from school.

Lorraine Wills
was picked up in Sydney Friday morning and the float pulled up at
Hidden Valley late afternoon. Little Lindy Cumberland was out of
the running with her injury and would be for some time convalescing
at home in Scone. Early the following morning whilst walking the
horses on the park grasslands an intermittent stream of coaches
sounded their horns as they past of the way to Caulfield from the
hunter valley. The word was out and coaches started to pull up at
the parking area causing a few people problems, the horses were
hastily loaded up and a convoy headed by the float made its way to
Caulfield. Some twenty coaches long by the time it reached
Caulfield the coaches parted company taking their patrons to the
grandstand complex and the float was given its parking spot as
arranged by Winston through the gate access from Station
Street.

Flushing Meadow
run first in a group two event over twelve hundred, Lorraine found
herself boxed in from gate twelve and with a late wide run managed
second by a nose.

Of the fourteen
runners in the JJ Liston Stakes Flaxmead drew gate two and Celtic
Storm gate fourteen. Flaxmead again carried top weight and he had
never been run straight out of a twenty four hour float ride.
Lorraine commented it had not worried Flushing Meadow in fact she
had done really well, dropping back to last and going wide in the
final six hundred she just missed out on running the entire field
down.

Flaxmead
fronted for the JJ Liston Stakes and all eyes were on the black
champion. It looked like the entire population of Melbourne dressed
in ridiculous hats, loud dresses and suits on loan from the
Melbourne symphony orchestra had turned out to see the stallion run
in their neck of the woods for the first time. Flaxmead was in the
limelight all the time from the moment he left the float to three
hundred metres from the back of the starting gates just out of
earshot alongside the permanent stable complex. Whilst he was
occupied with the crowd's attention he paid no mind to Celtic Storm
and Lorraine did her best to keep him away from here when they
bunched behind the gates. Hildebrand had walked to the back of the
gates to watch what happened when the horses came together.
Flaxmead began to court Celtic Storm but she was loaded into her
gate and Flaxmead began intimidating the last horses left and the
stewards with the cry of the banshee before flashing into gate
number two and going straight under the starter.

The gates
opened the thunderbolt flashed out heading directly for the inside
rail of the first corner some two hundred metres away before they
picked up the inside rail from the starting gate run off. Flaxmead
never saw or smelt Celtic Storm he thundered off into the distance
happy to have a run after being couped up for twenty four hours. By
the start of the back straight he began to drop of the packs radar
and the Melbourne element of the crowd began to become vocal as
they witnessed the power of the hunter valley thunderbolt. After
rounding turn two within an inch of the rail in full flight he
heard the massive crowd and turned on the final kick and slowly
weaved his way across the field to the outside rail. He crossed the
line fifteen lengths ahead of Celtic Storm in turn five lengths
ahead of the rest of the pack. Another record shattered, the race
caller made the comment Flaxmead's only problem was how he would
match or topple these records next year. Kicking his head in the
air and whaling he began to throw a wobbly and Lorraine fought to
hold him, the crowd loved it but Lorraine was puzzled. She then
realised Anna and Dylan were not on the finish line, they were home
watching him on telly with Lindy Cumberland. Was this the thing
that had upset him? He then caught a whiff of Celtic Storm and
began parading around her like a sick puppy. The crowd thought it
was fantastic but Ross Hildebrand read other things of events.

"We need
barrier draw and time before the start away from the crowds. He's
the damdest thing I've ever seen. I'm not sure I want to see him
beaten," muttered Hildebrand.

Reporter Lee
Hayford stopped Hildebrand as he walked from the railing, she had
been tailing him on purpose. "Do you think Flaxmead and Celtic
Storm are the two main runners for the Melbourne Cup?" she
asked.

"Ah how are you
lassie? You've been behaving yourself so I'll talk to you. Maybe,
this is only fourteen hundred metres and a lot of good horses
didn't make the draw. Ask me after the Caulfield Cup or Cox
Plate."

"Do you think
Flaxmead is capable of going to the cup unbeaten?"

"Is he capable
of it, yes. Can he do it, we'll have to see. A bad barrier draw, a
distraction, illness, a bad day. Who knows you just hope its not
that day, that's racing."

"What about
Celtic Storm?"

"There's twenty
horses capable of wining the Melbourne Cup, they'll all be at
Flemington in November. Celtic Storm will be one of them. Now if
you excuse me lassie I have to be going," Ross trotted off with a
smile.

The assassin
paced around the member's lounge running his hands over his head
and swearing to himself.

"Calm down
Theo, those horses can run fast, cant do much about it," said
Creighton sitting at the table Delores had just got up from.

The assassin
pointed towards the winner's compound below the window. "They just
made my horses look like donkeys, I want those pair stopped." He
paced a few more times then sat down next to Creighton. "You sold
them that float, at no time during their trip here could I find out
where they were. Bloody things like fort Knox, planning on backing
the opposition with any more tricks."

"Come on Theo I
didn't know what he was going to do with it. Anyway was a good
move, I got two more people who want them now."

"What, they
could affect our control over the industry."

"Already has,"
chuckled Creighton, he had a few drinks and was having a good time.
"I've designed one with a fifty cal cannon in a gun turret, for
Australian conditions. ha ha ha."

The assassin
didn't see the mirth in the joke and swallowed another bourbon on
the rocks." He looked sinisterly at Creighton. "I'm gonna stop that
pair with or without you."

"Mate that
black thing has the Jorrocks gene or something, Id like to know its
early bloodline."

Jack
Prendergast watched them from a table further down the club along
the window and began to chuckle out loud. "I don't know what you're
laughing at Jack we just got annihilated by that black thing from
the hunter valley," said Geoff Leroy with a long face.

Leroy had his
back to the action and couldn't see what Jack was laughing at. "I
wouldn't miss this year's Melbourne Cup for all the horses in
China, even if I don't have a runner in it."

Leroy looked
around to see what Jack was amused by. He turned back. "Oh, he's
not happy. There's been a string of floats running horses out of my
places to trainers in the hunter valley. You don't think Creighton
and the assassin have the same problem. I got people breaking
contract and sending horses up there, just because they're in the
same place as Graham Harper. Harper has seven horses under his name
Jack and this if the first time two of them have come down here.
One thing to get beaten. Another to be totally embarrassed."

Jack got up,
"I'd be embarrassed if I'd come third to anything else. Excuse me
I'm off." Jack began to walk towards the exit.

"Your getting
soft Jack!" shouted Leroy, Jack kept walking. Some people looked
sideways at him from adjoining tables. He looked back down into his
glass. "Jesus," he muttered.

Jessica and
Lorraine loaded Flaxmead and Meadow. Now came the hard part the run
home. Bob and Graham were going to share the driving and one of the
girls would stay awake to monitor the horses. They had a quick
meeting while the girls were busy. Hildebrand walked by, he said
nothing but tipped his hat with a smile to the group.

"This was too
easy, if Celtic Storm had drawn an inside barrier I think things
would have been different. Celtic Storm had no time to really get
under Flaxy's skin either. Hildebrand would be taking all this in,"
said Graham.

"Lorraine did a
good job of trying to keep him clear too," added Bob.

"Lorraine
reckons he didn't like the kids not being at the post," said
Winston.

"There was a
few people missing Wilson and Bartholomew as well, makes a
difference. He lets them handle him now," added Bob.

"This can be
turned into strength, we can guarantee they'll all be there if he
makes the cup. If we keep running him without the kids, there their
sudden appearance at the cup could be something positive," replied
Graham.

"Now that's an
idea Anna and Dylan could live with," said their father. "They were
shattered they couldn't come to this. Lindy's not handling it to
well either."

"Another
problem, we don't have a second rider. We loose Lorraine and were
scratching," suggested Winston.

"The truck
parking bay didn't really work this morning either, we were after
the public eye but that was a bit much," commented Bob.

"The Memsie
Stakes here in a couple of weeks. We got in but Celtic Storm's
going a different way. Then were in for the Turnbull at Flemington
see what happens," said Graham.

"I'll have to
look at this pull up area for next fortnight, we'll get it right,"
added Winston.

The girls
finished and raised the tailgate. "Come on lets roll em, we can
talk on the way," said Graham.

The now
combined Greedy Piggy Creek and Fixed Hole mobs outings had a great
weekend, arrangements were made to link other mines to the
syndicate to further bargaining power on meals and accommodation.
Sampling the push of home grown wines interstate was a hit among
them, although they came from the valley they seldom ventured into
wineries. Cases of hunter wine were loaded onto coaches and taken
back to the valley. A few squabbles surfaced but they were about
lost bets on horses rumoured to be a sure thing. With Kerry Snow
absent working the weekend a couple of self proclaimed gurus had
surfaced in the ranks with disastrous results. Betting odds on
Flaxmead had become futile paying a dollar and five cents for his
run in the JJ Liston. Rutland had a better idea accompanied by a
GPC and FH management clan. He hung a form guide on the dart board
and threw darts at it, he struck two fifty to one outsiders for
support races and his pockets were bulging. The mine clans noticed
him picking up his winnings and claimed inside information leaks
refusing to believe his dart throwing form choice. Kerry Snow
studied his form guide, if Flaxmead won the Memsie Stakes he had a
bet with himself that Harper would run him in the Turnbull and
Yalumba Stakes.

Late in the day
the assassin had a win but not in a race. He had been in
negotiations to buy the Japanese champion stayer Sanda Warrior a
chestnut stallion. The horse based in Takarazuka province at the
Hanshin race complex was an undefeated winning two group one starts
in Australia last year as a four year old. The horse's owner had
sent the horse to Australia unexpectedly looking for a buyer, the
horse landed in Delores hands with some careful manipulation of
contacts. He then kept the pending sale quiet buying the horse
himself. The owner under house arrest in Osaka Japan for trading
insolvent and corporate corruption made a deal with the assassin.
Delores arranged indirect payment of a large undisclosed sum to
Swiss banks at exactly the same time the bankrupt owner disappeared
overseas from house arrest in Osaka Japan. Hardly legal in Japan or
Australia the deal would take years to uncover if ever, the
assassin became the owner of a horse that had once beaten Celtic
Storm as a three year old.
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For Anna and
Dylan the excitement was being with their pet Flaxmead. The race
meetings were a bonus but the limelight caused social problems.
Dylan's primary school friends had been supportive but since
Flaxmead had been at Shangri La out of school contact was nearly
non existent. His friends could not come to Shangri La and this was
distancing both Anna and Dylan from close friends. Dylan found out
who his friends really were and Anna with her first year in high
school had her friends turn on her. The don't talk to Anna because
she's famous lobby group, consisted of just about the entire school
apart from close friends, Dylan and local family. They both stopped
delivering news on the progress of Flaxmead as it incited
aggression and isolation. They supported each other to and from
school on the bus and Jessica and Lindy became closer than their
school friends. Anna continued to prepare presentations on
Flaxmead's wining ways on his mission for the Melbourne Cup but
they were never presented to teacher or class. They fought through
every day knowing hoping their pet would soon triumph.

A further
problem was pushy parents wanting to visit Flaxmead through their
children's association with Anna and Dylan at school. When advances
were fruitless by their siblings, pressure was applied to be more
confronting resulting in a widening of the gap that already existed
between Anna, Dylan and their school friends. Teachers at time
thought they were hard done by unable to gain a visit to Flaxmead
and eventually Anna and Dylan found themselves completely
ostracized in the school community spending recesses and lunch
times alone. Marie their mother noticed how they battled through
the week and came out to their shells of a weekend. Wealth far
beyond their wildest dreams also began to flow, their parents were
bombarded with investment offers. Their home lives deteriorated
ever since a lock had been put on the gate with the arrival of
Flaxmead. It became a topic for discussion by their parents.

In the kitchen
of their humble colonial homestead in the cool of mid evening Marie
and Bob thought things out. "Are they in their rooms," asked
Bob.

"Yes, their
reading the write up in the Racing NSW magazine about Flaxmead,"
replied Marie.

"We've become
the local freak show,"

"Don't knock it
their reading ability has skyrocketed with all the press, they read
everything. Schools a nightmare for them?"

"Should we send
them to the private school in Cessnock?"

"And how long
would that solace last, besides I don't think they'll give up
especially Anna Bob."

"We can't just
keep not talking about it," he insisted.

Marie let out a big sigh. "No, bring them down here and we better
sort it out."

Bob summoned
the pair, they came to the kitchen in pyjamas looking blank and
drawn wondering what was going on. Anna had been attending to her
hair it was now down past her hips and shone in the kitchen light.
"We know you don't like what's going on at school and want to know
if you would like to go to private school in Cessnock?" asked their
mother.

Anna stamped
her foot on the ground. "No!"

Bob and Anna
looked at each other with just little smiles. 'I thought that might
be the case," said her mother. "So you want to stay where you
are."

"Yes, I have
friends but they go off with the others. They don't want to end up
like me alone so we talk on the bus," said Anna.

"My friends are
the same, if they talk to me the others beat them up," commented
Dylan.

"You don't have
to put up with that Dylan, you can move," added his father.

"No, they'll
come back when Flaxmead wins the Melbourne Cup," replied Dylan. "I
like my friends and I like where we live."

"Me too," added
Anna.

There father
hesitated he they had sorted out nothing. "You won't be able to see
flaxy run until the Melbourne Cup, then only if he makes it."

"It's not far
away now," said Anna.

"Who's gonna
stop him," added Dylan.

"If you get
bitter about this we'll have to do something," added their
father.

Anna searched
for an answer that would reassure her father. "I think there's a
difference between determination and bitterness dad."

Their father
pulled them both close hugging them placing his head between both
of theirs with his mouth by their ears. "I think you're right," he
whispered. "We're always here if you need us."

They hugged him
back. "Can we go were reading about Flaxmead, that lady Lee Hayford
uses a lot of long words. Could Celtic Storm beat Flaxmead?"

"Well," their
father had a good think. "I know that lady said that there's twenty
horses in the Melbourne Cup and any one of them could win."

"Is she right
dad?" asked Anna.

"What I think
she means is for a horse to get to the Melbourne Cup it's already a
champion. For a horse to win the Melbourne Cup it's the champion of
champions."

"That's Flaxy,
he's the horse from the red car," said Dylan.

"The red car?"
questioned his father.

"There was a
beautiful red Mustang in here one day a while back now, Dylan saw
the emblem on the grill said it looked like Flaxmead," said Marie.
"It was the first time I saw Winston."

"Winston, he's
got a Bentley I've never seen him in a Mustang," said Bob.

"It wasn't his,
a horse salesman was driving it and I think they were lost,"
replied Marie.

"How long ago
was that?" asked Bob.

"A while now,
not long after the kids got Flaxmead."

Bob looked
puzzled. He rubbed his face with his right hand. "Sometimes I think
Winston knows more about Flaxmead than I do," commented Bob.

"Winston is a
very confident man Bob, he seems to know something about
everything. I thought that as well at first but its just Winston I
think he turns anything he touches into gold," said Marie.

Anna and Dylan
walked towards their bedrooms. "This is boring mum were going back
to bed to read," they ran up the hallway.

Bob continued
to think with a look of concentration. "There's more to this than
meets the eye, Winston wants Flaxmead across the line at Flemington
just as much as we do."

"Yes thank
goodness or wed have two children with long faces, Winston, Wilson
and Bartholomew are like members of the family. Look at Graham top
trainer in the country would you have ever thought that when we
moved in here and first met. Shangri La and Loudbark are
inseparable and we talk to GPC management at race meetings. Before
Flaxmead Winston, Wilson and Bartholomew came along life was a
comparatively boring. Here you are picking holes in Winston's goals
and they're exactly the same as ours. I hope you never repeat what
you've been saying Bob."

Bob reached
across the kitchen table and grabbed Marie's hand. "Sorry I think
the thing with the kids has upset me, picking on Winston I should
be ashamed of myself."

"That's better,
we should be proud of the kids attitudes."

"Yes,
absolutely, now we've brought it out in the open I feel much
better. We better turn in long day blending tomorrow, I need a
clear head."

With the
acquisition of Sanda Warrior the assassin went about things with
vigour. He had revitalised his cocaine habit and was having
delusions of grandeur. He envisaged a one two three in the
Melbourne Cup but needed Flaxmead, Flushing Meadow and Celtic Storm
sidelined. He and Creighton indulged in late night to early morning
fiascos bringing Creighton under the assassins spell with Creighton
beginning to wear a constant smile. Creighton's marriage was on the
rocks and he was depressive and easily influenced. The assassin
hatched a plan in his mind to back his dream but needed more
information on the location of Flaxmead. His new minder Joel Renoir
alias Rick O'Brien was reluctant to go back to the hunter valley on
any further fact finding missions scared off by his first
experience. Delores thought he could find out more from airborne
reconnaissance and racked his brain for a contact that could be
exploited. He had some last minute plans scheduled for cup day but
wanted to see if he could find something that would not have to be
left so late.

Delores
searched his list of contacts not associated with the racing
industry that could pilot aircraft, he found an alarming fact. He
had many contacts listed but only two outside the horse racing
industry. One was a long time friend, a car dealer but he was in
Western Australia. The other was a prominent lawyer from Sydney.
Once up on a serious drink driving charge the assassin used Anthony
Stanton from leading law firm Stanton and Stanton, George street
Sydney. Whilst the case progressed Delores found Anthony was keen
on Porsche cars and had been looking for a particular model for
some time an early 935. The 935 brought Porsche the World
Constructors Championship in long-distance sports car racing in
1976 to begin a new dynasty of on-track success for Porsche with
the “silhouette” sports car formula building limited road cars to
near identical specs of the race version. The assassin just
happened to know where one was albeit not for sale. Infatuated by
the vehicle Anthony wanted a look, the assassin arranged a viewing
grateful that Anthony had found a problem with the breath analyses
test in his DUI case and the charges had to be dropped. The vehicle
was hidden in a shed deep in the Grampian Mountains in Victoria and
the assassin remembered the helicopter ride Anthony had taken him
on piloting his own chopper and landing in the 935 owner's garden.
With deep experience and calculated cunning the assassin levered
the vehicle from the owner's hands getting him to sell it to
Anthony. Anthony was ecstatic and left the assassin with option of
calling him any time should he need help.

By making
enquires at Anthony's offices in Sydney by phone the assassin found
he still owned the vehicle and it was parked in his beachside house
garage at Hawks Nest near Newcastle. Delores requested contact and
a short time later his mobile rang with a call from Anthony. The
assassin laid it on and convinced Anthony he had a friend visiting
from France, a horse buff mad on getting a glimpse of the horse
Flaxmead while he was here on a short visit. The horse just
happened to be in Anthony's back yard and he asked if Anthony could
fly him round the valley to see if he could get a peek at the
famous horse. The assassin pushed the time factor and two days
later Anthony met Renoir at Rutherford airport where Anthony's
father John Stanton kept his helicopter. After a brief introduction
Renoir was clipping tree height above Greedy Piggy Creek and could
see a black horse amongst the horses in Harpers property. Renoir
asked Anthony if that was Flaxmead but Anthony said he was aware of
the horse but had never seen it and didn't know. Renoir also noted
the float parked outside Harpers stable complex bearing the
insignia of the hunter valley thunderbolt. They returned along the
broken back range tracking the cliff face to their right heading
east, they passed over some of the most picturesque property in the
world littered with wineries. Renoir commented it was an austere
contrast to the dusty coal mines they had only minutes before been
in view of. The flashed by Shangri La and Loudbark and Renoir
noticed a black horse in an open paddock under the range by Shangri
La. He asked Anthony to turn and run low over the area. A saddled
black horse ran wild in the paddock darting through the trees and
he noticed a female standing on a fence gate watching the horse, a
bay horse was running in the same paddock. The horses were saddled
and carrying some kind of pack, the black horse kicked high,
frolicked and pranced around. It reared up and gave a scream heard
above the engine of the chopper and headsets as they passed
directly overhead. Renoir remembered the story of the Banshee.

"Jess that
horse has got a set of lungs on it, that's a scary noise. I didn't
think horses could make sounds like that," commented Anthony.

"Yeah." Renoir
tried to look for signs but they went by too quick. "Is this
Shangri La winery," asked Renoir by the headset intercom.

"Yes, and now
were over a winery called Loudbark, I'll turn run back over them
and head home." The chopper banked and passed back over Shangri La
directly in line with the stable complex. Renoir noticed the
holding yards adjacent to the stabling facility. The horses were
still running amuck in the far paddock together. "Is it common to
have horses in wineries," asked Renoir.

"There's
horse's all over the place here, hard to see the difference between
horse studs, horse trainers, wineries and coal mines. I don't know
I'm far from being an expert. I saw a horse just about everywhere
even the coal mines. Chances are you saw the horse you wanted to
see but could have been a few places."

"Yeah, that's
exactly what I thought. I think I know which one it was. Well I've
probably seen it and that's what I came for, thanks."

"No worries
well be back down in a few minutes." The chopper gained height and
headed back to Rutherford airport. They parted company, Renoir had
no contemplation he had been sitting next to one of Stanton's
younger sons and Anthony had no idea he had been carrying the man
responsible for his elder brothers death.

Renoir took the
information back to Delores at a cafe meeting at Circular Quay on
Sydney harbour, he found the information on Shangri La interesting.
The assassin returned to his abode and did some probing on the net
through the RISA member's site finding something he wasn't aware
of. Harper had a second stable complex registered, in the grounds
of Shangri La winery. The cloak and dagger approach fostered by
Flaxmead's team payed off, the assassin couldn't work out what was
going on and took on board what Renoir said about Shangri La.
Renoir made the comment getting into Fort Knox would be an easier
task. He shelved any plans of going into the hunter after the
horses and would develop plans for when they were in his neck of
the woods. He turned his attention to Celtic Storm for now.


 CHAPTER FORTY

Wilson
Hornswaddle and Bartholomew Fothrington were spending so much time
at Shangri La they had spoken to Keith Richardson and his wife on
several occasions, at times during visits to the winery.
Conversation had never spanned to coal or gas mining, but Keith
thought it was a good time to enter into dialogue regarding the
industrial outlook. It was Keith's wife Rhonda that rang Wilson and
set up a casual meeting at GPC with Wilson, Bartholomew and
Winston.

They were first
shown around the mining operations before retiring to a board room
for the touchy topic of coal mining. Head office sent personnel
manager Elaine Spiers to attend with a policy announcement. It was
Wilson who was first to express concerns of the affect of jobs on
coal workers in the valley should the gas extraction take hold. Not
only would it tie up wide areas of lease, the ongoing legal and
industrial battle would be devastating to the working man who
always suffered at the hands of conglomerate confrontation. Elaine
Spiers announced the cease of Janeiro Coffees push for gas mining
in the hunter region staying with current open cut operations at
Greedy Piggy Creek and other leases to the West.

Although the
three saw this as an olive branch, Wilson stated he was disgusted
with the mining he had seen and Winston and Bartholomew agreed.
Bartholomew wanted to see the eastern boundary mining now visible
from Shangri La to cease, their lease spaned miles to the west,
continued mining east would be viewed as confrontational.

Keith assured
them this was under way and the east boundary would be
rehabilitated. Policy on mining east was to do with strip ratios of
waste to coal, when the price was good as it had been for the last
few years areas of higher strip ratio were mined. Lower cost coal
strip ratios to the west could be held in reserve for harder times.
The strip ratio to the east end of the lease was four tonnes of
waste removed, for the recovery of one tonne of coal. The western
ends of the lease varied from one and a half, to two, a vast
difference in cost. A new area previously considered unviable was
now planned to the west with a strip ratio above five, but the
current selling cost could support it and prices were tipped to
hold for the next few years.

The three
businessmen understood the information and assured them if this was
the genuine case they could live with it and the coy carp and
goldfish farm was on hold, hopefully never be required. Things had
gone well and Wilson and Bartholomew had a surprise for them.

"Now we have
some very delicate information for your ears only," Wilson looked
around out the windows and around the room then leant towards the
middle of the table beckoning them closer. Everyone leaned forward
and offered one ear. "We have found a specimen of the Barking and
Romford Toad in one of the dams at Shangri La."

"Barking and
Romford Toad," Keith looked blank, and puzzled. "Cant say I've ever
heard of it, could it be you found a Cane Toad, venturing south
from Queensland. Brought in years ago to eat the Cane Beetle. A
pest that eats the roots of sugar cane. They ate everything bar the
Cane Beetle, now in plague proportions and populating the
country."

"No I don't
think so, are they bright yellow with green spots about the size of
a tea cup?" asked Wilson.

"No, nothing
like that," replied Keith.

Bartholomew
took over. "Ahh the Barking and Romford Toad, memories of my youth.
If you found a Barking and Romford Toad you were the talk of the
playground. The rarest toad on the planet, I used to dream of
finding a Barking and Romford Toad. Then one day Wilson showed me
his, I never forgot it. Originally found in Barking, a coincidence
as its name reflects the fact that it goes woof."

"It barks?
questioned Rutland.

"Yes but very
rarely. Originally called the Barking Toad and found in a town
called Barking, Essex. It was originally named the Barking Toad
because it went woof, the fact it had been found in Barking was
purely coincidental. It was subsequently found in Romford as well,
a nearby town to Barking and an argument about its origin broke
out. Whilst in captivity they couldn't get the thing to bark and
the people of Romford thought the story was made up, so the toad
would remain the Barking toad even though it didn't go woof. The
people from Romford claimed it originated in the general area and a
meeting of the two council bodies in early times agreed to name it,
the Barking and Romford Toad. Recently for the first time the toad
was witnessed to bark in captivity and there's a push to call it
the Woofing Toad." stated Wilson.

"That's
incredible," said Elaine. "I've never heard of it, or of one being
found in Australia."

Bartholomew
took over again. "Ah, but you've never had anyone who knew what
they were looking for, like Wilson. It's the rarest toad on the
planet. If the gas lobby gets hold of this they could pull the
entire coal and gas fracking industry up in twenty four hours. The
thing has been on the endangered species list for decades. I
suggest if you find one you bring it straight to us and we'll
return it to Barking and Romford in Essex, England, where it
belongs. Nothing more said."

Bartholomew had
an obvious look at his watch. "Wilson we have that appointment and
I think we've said enough. We don't want it known that we've found
several of them at Shangri La, and have a rush of environmentalists
to the place. Wont worry us Shangri La, it's a perfect place for
them, probably why their there. But should they find them in a
mining operation we'll have to lend a hand or it could be
serious."

The three rose
from their seats with a quick change of subject to Flaxmead's next
run then bid farewell, and headed for the door. Elaine accompanied
them to the car park leaving the management team in the board
room.

Keith was
concerned. "The Barking and Romford Toad, astonishing,"

Rutland had a
look of determination. "I've spent a lot of time inspecting the
lease especially the river and creek areas. I think I've seen one
of those things."

"I'll ring the
environmental department and get them here now," replied Keith.

Winston piloted
the Bentley down the mine access road; they were all in fits of
laughter and Winston couldn't stop the tears running down his
cheeks.

"Ha ha ha. Ha
ha ha. That's the fifth country now looking for the Barking and
Romford Toad Wilson. How long do you think before they catch on,"
laughed Bartholomew.

"I have no
idea, I don't think you can get Derek and Clive albums anymore they
were so disgusting they were banned," replied Wilson.

"Damn shame
really. I don't have mine anymore I wore it out, I never did hear
the entire albums, I was too busy laughing," coughed
Bartholomew.

The Memsie
Stakes was an early spring race and considered a springboard for
classy gallopers to make a name for themselves. Run over fourteen
hundred metres at Caulfield in Victoria under weight for age. It
means that a horse will carry a set weight in accordance with the
Weight for Age Scale. This weight varies depending on the horse’s
age, its sex, the race distance and the month of the year. Weight
for age is a method of trying to equal out the physical progress
which the average thoroughbred racehorse makes as it matures. The
thoroughbred matures extremely quickly compared to a person. By the
age of two the horse achieves ninety five percent of its mature
height and weight, and by the end of its third year it will be
fully mature. To allow for this variation in maturity in the
context of racing, it is necessary to express it as a function of
the weight a horse will carry in a race. It is also necessary to
take into account the race distance because stamina comes with
maturity, and younger horses are at a greater disadvantage the
further they have to run. If no allowance was made, a mature older
horse would be of far greater advantage. Flaxmead had carried top
weight in every race he had competed in, winning all of them in
record course times. Harper knew it wasn't if he would carry top
weight, but by how much he would be burdened. Even Harper was
shocked to see Flaxmead given sixty two kilo but the team was not
worried. He thought of questioning the weight above the standard
scale but let it ride. They had recently run some trials at Harpers
test track loading Flaxmead up to find a tipping point that
affected his performance, they got to ninety kilo with negligible
affect and gave up the weight well past the worst that could be
thrown at him.

The previous
interstate run to Caulfield wasn't a breeze but worked well. The
only problem was the stopover location at Hidden Valley on the Hume
freeway, the distance from Caulfield was perfect. Not far from the
freeway was the Hidden Valley golf and country club. On the
northern boundary accessible from Valley drive was a cul-de-sac
meeting the open boundary of the golf course. To the north of
Valley drive was open undeveloped scrubland, the cul-de-sac was
uninhabited and habitation to the north of the golf course around
Valley drive was sparse. There was a dam by the cul-de-sac on the
boundary of the golf course to the south and enough ground to walk
or run the horses in relative privacy. The spot was chosen for the
overnight stop.

It worked, many
people went for evening rides in the area and Flaxmead and Meadow
thundering along the golf course boundary ridden by Jessica and
Lorraine drew hardly any attention. Apart from a very astute
gentleman playing a daybreak game of golf, he and his friend the
first players on the course for nine holes before work. Jessica and
Lorraine accessing the golf course boundary inside the fence line
from Valley drive, the pair thundered the entire length of the
course and back in a flash. The senior gent a local racing man was
sure he recognised the pair as they flashed by a hundred metres
away. He took off his peeked cap and scratched his head, his friend
began to watch the horses as well, and they went round the fence at
Valley drive and back along the other side pulling up at the float
parked in the cul-de-sac. The gent saw the float. "The Memsie
Stakes Caulfield, must be him," he muttered.

"What you
mumbling about," asked his friend now standing behind him."

"That's
Flaxmead, that's him and the other bay mare would be Flushing
Meadow. Running round a golf course in the middle of nowhere, the
morning of a major race meet."

"You reckon
that's them?" asked his friend.

"I can just
read the name above the picture of the kids."

His friend
pulled a small pair of binoculars from his golf bag, and studied
the float. "Flaxmead, the hunter valley thunderbolt." He handed the
glasses to his mate. "Yep you're right, what the hell they doing
here?"

The gentleman
had a quick look. "Yep that's his strapper Jessica Flametower and
the other Sheila is, Jockey Lorraine Wills." He lowered the
glasses. "I've got my best horse with Delores at his complex in
Melbourne, best of everything and it doesn't get anywhere near that
thing."

"That horse can
run as well as look good, yours just looks good he he."

The gent looked
at his mate with a pout. "Bloody comedian."

"Come on Reg
they eat sleep and live racing that horse, you build houses."

"It's a kids
pet."

"Probably a
cover mate, I know what horse racing types are like, I got one for
mate, he he."

"No, I've seen
the kids at race meetings, that thing follows them round like a
kitten."

"What ya gonna
do about that?"

"Make sure I'm
at the Melbourne Cup this year to see him run with everyone else in
the country."

"Oh, I'll come
with you." They played on and a short time later the silence of the
morning was broken by the sound of the float leaving the
cul-de-sac. The gent looked at his watch.

"Loaded and
gone in fifteen minutes, how did they do that?"

 


The Memsie
proved no stumbling block for Flaxmead, from the time he entered
the parade ring he was the centre of attention. The bland wait and
preparation for Loraine and Jessica plus the stress of dealing with
Flaxmead when he started his antics bore no similarity at all to
the commercial presentation of race day at Caulfield. The disparity
in attending the races as a punter and transporting, presenting and
running a horse was summed up in part of a conversation between
Jessica and Lorraine as they worked on Meadow and Flaxmead. "It
looks like a lovely day, especially out there with the crowd," said
Jessica.

"Yeah, hey
we'll have to go to the races one day when we get time," replied
Lorraine. An endless stream of race and news presenters filmed with
Flaxmead in the background and masses of people walked past wearing
an array of colourful outfits sipping champagne and that was just
the blokes.

Meadow won her
second group one event and Lorraine mounted Flaxmead not long after
for the group two Memsie Stakes. With a heavy weight penalty
Flaxmead had drawn gate eleven out of eleven runners. He was
favourite and payed a dollar twenty. With the absence of Celtic
Storm he concentrated on terrifying the opposition and stewards and
took a special dislike to Carronade the assassin's entry. He was
unusually keen and entered the gate before the last horse. As the
field broke from the gate Flaxmead was in no mood to wait or fuss
with anyone, he shot to the lead heading perfectly for the inside
rail as he had two weeks earlier. The Memsie did stack up to its
reputation of introducing classy runners at the start of spring,
Brazen Heart headed the pack behind the thunderbolt at the thousand
and took off after Flaxmead twelve lengths ahead. Flaxmead had run
against Brazen Heart before still jockeyed by Simon Adams. In both
horses first ever race in Scone, he came second that day to the
tune of twenty five lengths aboard Brazen Heart and knew then he
witnessed the birth of a champion. Today with Flaxmead in a foul
winning mood Brazen Heart held second at fifteen lengths, Flaxmead
only gaining three lengths in the final four hundred. Champion
jockey Adams was the first jockey ever to comment in the press
about Flaxmead after his maiden run and made further comment that
he didn't think the horse could be beaten this year anyway and
coming second to the monster could be considered a win. Flaxmead
just broke his previous record from two weeks earlier by a
narrowest of margins. Meadow, Flaxmead and Brazen Heart were all
from the hunter valley and the valley mob present numbering over
three thousand went wild.

The assassin
had taken Sanda Warrior to Doomben in Queensland for the weekend to
run a group one event against Celtic Storm. Harper watched the
results on the TAB screens with interest and watched a delayed
telecast of the race, Celtic Storm had been scratched and Sanda
Warrior romped home for an easy win.

Winston wanted
to know why as the team did, so he took the liberty of ringing Ross
Hildebrand. Ross was actually pleased to hear from Winston and
thankful he showed such interest in a rival. He informed Winston
all his float tyres had all been slashed with a knife in the early
hours of Saturday morning at a service station truck stop parking
area in Warwick while they slept. Ross had worked on similar
tactics to Winston's team and the assassin had struck just before
first light through Renoir. Help had arrived too late and Celtic
Storm missed the start by fifteen minutes. Winston and the team
expressed their discussed and arranged a visit to Shangri La, mid
week for a chat. Harper was furious that someone would do what they
had feared would happen to Flaxmead, to someone so venerable and
respected. The assassins move backfired, Celtic Storm was about to
join the untouchables.


 CHAPTER FORTY ONE

Bob and Marie
Fields had discussed further options to improve the social climate
for their children at school. They were considering bringing
Flaxmead back to Harpers so Anna and Dylan could have their friends
involved to steady relationships. The attack on Celtic Storm
reminded them of why a lock was on their gate. Bob suggested the
way they'd set things up could just be why it had been Celtic Storm
put under attack and not Flaxmead or Meadow. No one had got to
Flaxmead because they couldn't, the cloak and dagger approach may
have paid off, and they didn't want to invite disaster to verify
otherwise.

It was mid week
and Dylan's birthday, a celebrations to double digits for the first
time. Marie picked Anna and Dylan up from school and took them to
Shangri La for a surprise party. Days were begging to grow longer
but nightfall still set in early. Lindy, Jessica, Grahams family,
the senior eccentrics, and Rhonda Richardson representing GPCC had
a party organised at the stable complex.

Ross Hildebrand
kept his appointment and had been talking with Winston, Graham and
Bob in Winston's office for some time. Hildebrand explained he had
chosen a small stable in the Blue Mountains hidden amongst the
backblocks of Medlow Bath. His previous employer owned the stable;
he had worked for them until he managed to find Celtic Storm. They
assisted Ross by offering several stabling options in Australia, he
chose the Blue Mountains for the colder climate so Celtic Storm
could acclimatise, the horse born in Scotland had never experienced
a hot climate. Celtic Storm had settled in surprisingly well and
actually benefited from the warmer weather. Ross had been arranging
to have the horse moved to Randwick again using contacts thorough
his previous employer, then the float hired for the trip from a
bloodstock transport company of notoriety, was attacked at the
weekend and he was pleased to hear from Winston. Graham talked at
length with Ross about the establishment clan within the Australian
racing industry. Ross was sure this was no random attack by
vandals, the tyres were slashed in exactly the same place on each
one at the weakest spot. The pierced hole was so small the air
would not be heard escaping and the tyres would all deflate at the
same rate causing no list of the truck, someone knew exactly what
they were doing.

The team
offered Ross a place for Celtic Storm at Shangri La and
transportation to race meetings. Ross was taken back; Celtic Storm
was one of Flaxmead and Meadow's main rivals. This would bunch the
horses at the same race meetings more or less guaranteeing they
would be running g against each other. There was no guarantee the
horses would make the same ballot in some cases and Ross tried to
weigh up the logistical facts in his mind.

"Well this is a
turn up for the books, can I have a look around before I decide
what to do. I had considered going back to Scotland before this
came up."

"Whoever did
this that's exactly what they'd like to see. Scare them off and
move on to the next one, could be us. If you want justice run your
horse," said Graham.

"I'll be dark
soon and we're missing the party, best we make for the stable,"
said Winston as he got up from his chair and put his jacket on.
"Putting a jacket on for a clear sunny evening, Celtic Storm isn't
the only one who's acclimatised."

They all had a
laugh and Winston explained the layout of the winery pointing to
various locations as they walked down the hill between the vines.
The damp, cool, still, late afternoon air carried the scent of
musty grape vines and freshly slashed grass and then a familiar
odour of horses and stables to Ross's senses. They showed him
around and he got to talk to Jessica by himself for a while. Meadow
was in her stable but Flaxmead had gone to the open paddock below
the broken back range with Anna and Dylan. The official birthday
party had only been short and the senior eccentrics were watching
horse races via sky relaxed in their recliners in the stable
complex kitchen eating sponge birthday cake. They rose and spoke
with Ross for a while expressing disgust at his misfortune. Wilson
suggested disaster often drove innovation and change, small
incidents if attended to could lead to giant leaps forward and
assured him he was welcome at the complex no cost.

Ross joined
Winston and they walked towards the open paddock below the range
leaving the other at the stable complex making wild bets on the
outcome of races on sky. They crested the hill among the vines and
there was Flaxmead following Anna and Dylan around, surrounded by
white Major Mitchell parrots going to roost making a hell of a
noise. Flaxmead had no saddle reins or halter. The children talked
to Flaxmead and he shook and nodded his head occasionally, if they
walked he tagged on behind.

"Is that him,"
asked Ross.

Winston smiled
and chuckled as they reached the open gate leading from the vines
into the paddock, he leant on the strainer post. "Yes that's him,
and that's exactly how I found him he really hasn't changed. He'll
play all day with them, he trots them up and down, and they don't
even need a saddle or reins. He dives in the dam and swims with
them and Meadow. The gate here is always open he comes and goes
from the stable as he pleases. He's never ever gone near the winery
complex, Lindy told him he wasn't allowed and that all that was
required. If you told me I was mad, I'd say you were a fool. Show
him another runner or a starting gate and he turns into a raging
monster. He showed me that fact when I first saw him as well.
Everything I saw in a lumbering foal no one wanted has
materialised, I knew Id once find a horse and it would be called
Flaxmead. Don't ask me why I can't tell you, I just knew. My
stomach churned when I first saw him and I knew I'd found
Flaxmead."

Ross looked
around and back up the hill to make sure they were alone. Ross's
strong Scot accent was barely understandable as he dropped to a
whisper. "I know you asked that I keep the past in the past but
what the hell is going on here. Two kiddies with your horse, Wilson
and Bartholomew eating sponge cake watching horse races on sky.
They recently lent friends of mine two million pounds to establish
their own stables, no interest. I keep pinching myself here but I'm
no asleep."

Winston laughed
through his nose. "I gave up years ago trying to get the pair out
of the office and club, trying to convince them there was more to
life than money ledgers and stock markets. I always knew they were
who they are now, small things like listening to comedy and then
playing it out with each other. May be a godsend they found this
late in life. When I parted company with them they retired, one
encounter with Flaxmead and they now run a wine and horse empire
beyond most people's dreams."

"How did they
end up here?"

"Dropped in for
a visit and sort of never really left, I don't think they ever
will. They told me they visited the Bristol Stonemasons two weeks
ago, walked out and came back here."

"And the
horse?"

"That's a
longer story, for the official and unofficial record Flaxmead
belongs to the children. I want to find my daughter Rose, everyone
gets what they want in this valley. Including you if you choose to
join us."

"I want the
Melbourne Cup."

"Beat Flaxmead
and it's yours."

"Nothing around
can beat him."

"He won't be
around for ever he's a kids pet."

"I hear talk of
the Jorrocks gene. I read up on that horse, a long time ago but he
was from round here."

"We are trying
to trace the early bloodline of Flaxy but are missing a link. We
hope to find it one day. I think the press do it they can't help
themselves."

"Celtic Storm
had the same problem in Scotland, they say he had the bloodline of
a horse that was owned by William Wallace, anything to sell
newspapers."

"If they can
prove that they kept better records than they did round here."

"Purely
speculation by newspaper reporters and well oiled drinkers in the
corner of pubs in Scotland."

"If you want it
to become fact then bring your horse here, there's some nasty
people out there and were getting to close. Nothing wrong with a
good yarn that turns into a legend. Our latest paper seller is
Flaxy has the cry of the banshee. He's always had that cry."

"I wouldn't
argue with that, he scares the whits out of me when he
screams."

A slight breeze
came up and carried the scent of Celtic Storm from Ross's clothes
across the nose of Flaxmead, he reared up and screamed, left the
children galloping at full speed pulling up only metres from Ross
and Winston. He displayed his disapproval or approval they didn't
know which. He settled and walked calmly up to Ross sniffing the
arms of his jacket. He grunted, threw his head around reared up
turned and ran back to the children.

"I don't think
he likes me," said Ross.

"To the
contrary, he remembers you. He knows who you are and who you hang
around with. He approves. The two million pounds to your friends,
no interest. You think that's strange."

"Absolutely,
don't you."

"Your friends
offered to look after horses for Wilson and Bartholomew, did they
not, free of charge."

"Off course,
wouldn't you."

"I would
indeed. They will get a steady stream of horses from Roger and
Kalika Palmer. Remember them?"

"I do, the
horse whisperer from Flax Bourton and his daughter the show
jumper."

"The horses
they get will be the fastest steeds around previously unheard
off."

"Id believe
that."

"Two millions
pounds loaned at four percent will yield eighty thousand pounds a
year. Even at six percent would be one hundred and twenty thousand
pounds."

"Okay, easy
money."

"Wilson and
Bartholomew will probably give them ten horses in a short space of
time and pay their way when it comes to the crunch. One group one
win will yield on average two hundred and fifty thousand pounds.
They are currently wining four group one races a week around the
globe and that will be five next month and six the month after if
my calculations and gut feel are correct. How's your easy money
looking now?"

"You plan that
for them?"

"No, they did
it all themselves, they are currently selling more wine and winning
more horse races than anyone else on the planet. And contemplate
this. How much would you pay for a foal out of Celtic Storm sired
by Flaxmead."

"I hadn't
thought of any of that, I have more pressing business."

"You see it
should be us paying you to come here, but money is not an issue.
Finding my daughter and kids dreams are. We are also held up by the
arms of the people of the hunter valley. I can't tell you how
inspiring that is. We hope to bring them this invaluable trinket
called the Melbourne Cup to the valley for them, which horse brings
it here and when remains to be seen."

Ross drew a big
breath. "I need to talk to Graham, I've been away from Celtic Storm
for a few hours now, and I need to get back. If someone knew I was
in Warwick they know where I'm based."

Any fears Ross
had about the offer had been put to rest. He walked with Winston
back up the hill through the vines to the stable complex. Anna and
Dylan walked not far behind in a one way conversation with Flaxmead
apart from the odd head toss, grunt and nod. Before they made the
stable living arrangements had been worked out. An extra person at
the stable complex to help Jessica, Winston saw as a positive idea.
The sleeping quarters at the stable would be modified to give a bit
more privacy to the permanent residents.

A short
conversation with Graham and they took off together in Grahams
vehicle to pick up the float and head to the Blue Mountains. The
party broke up and as night and everyone made for home. Keith
Richardson had to attend and pick up his waiting wife Rhonda, she
had indulged in the latest Shangri La products with the
encouragement of Wilson and Bartholomew. It got away on her and she
was a little to merry to pilot a vehicle. Keith poured her into the
passenger's seat of his four wheel drive, apologised for her and
left. While she was primed Wilson and Bartholomew clued her up on
the Barking and Romford Toad, all the way back home Keith was
reminded of the plight of the elusive amphibian.

At three in the
morning the float rumbled up the driveway at Shangri La. Beneath
the floats flood lights in the cool damp night air, Celtic Storm
was stabled two bays down from Flaxmead and next to Flushing
Meadow. The stables fell dark and silent.

Joel Renoir
alias Rick O'Brien under instructions from the assassin had
conducted surveillance on the stables used by Ross Hildebrand at
Medlow Bath. He stayed at the Hydro Majestic perched above the
sheer cliffs overlooking the spectacular views of the Megalong
Valley. He had accurate notes of Hildebrand's movements with
observations daily over two weeks. He deducted Hildebrand was a
very punctual person with set behaviour patterns every day, rather
military. At ten every morning he left the stables for a jog and
was gone for an hour exactly. Renoir had sussed an access route
through the heavy scrub surrounding the stables to the back of the
complex. At the back of each stable was a flap instead of a window
that when closed was part of the wall to open the stable up in hot
weather.

Renoir was
given a five litre container of propylene glycol, a colourless,
odourless, clear liquid used commonly in many industries in small
quantities for cosmetics, solvents, food additives, deodorants,
antifreeze to name a few. It is also used to treat ketosis in
cattle, freely available and deadly if administered to horses in
large quantities causing toxicoses. Renoir was instructed to drain
the container into Celtic Storm's drinking water. It was expected
it would at least make the horse too sick to ever compete, and
looked like organ failure unless a through autopsy was conducted
and test made should the horse die. Perpetration would be
impossible to trace and the assassin hoped it would have a
demoralising affect on the trainer as he watched his horse pass
away, hoping he would never rise train again.

Renoirs plan
worked well moving undetected through the scrub, until he got to
the rear of the stable complex, the flap wouldn't open. He stashed
his container under the flap against the wall so he could reach it
from inside when the flap was open. He crept around to the front of
the stable complex and with no one in sight slipped into the stable
door opening the bottom half of the door the top was already open.
The stable cubicle was cleaned out, empty, and the water container
turned upside down. He knew Hildebrand slept in the cubicle with
the horse but his things had gone. He checked the stable forecourt,
it was clear, and cautiously checked other cubicles six in all.
None of them contained Celtic Storm. He noticed Hildebrand's
vehicle was missing from its parking place, a person came out of
the door of the house fifty metres from the stables and began to
walk towards the complex with their hands in their pockets looking
at the ground. Renoir dashed to the end of the stables out of sight
and darted around the corner to pick up his container. A second
person, female, opened the door of the house and shouted to the
first.

"Is that stable
ready, we've got another now Celtic Storms gone!" they shouted.

"I'll go and
have a look!" shouted back the first. "Knowing Ross it's probably
spotless even though it was the middle of the night."

"Hurry up its
coming up from Randwick and it's nearly here!" replied the first
then slammed the door.

Renoir heard
the conversation clearly, cursed, picked up his container and
headed back through the scrub to his car. He was putting the
container in the back of his car when two cocker spaniel dogs ran
past along the dirt side track he had hidden his car on. He
concentrated on what he was doing and paid them no mind as they ran
from tree to bush sniffing there way along the edge of the
undergrowth, he checked the areas of the track he could in the
direction from which the dogs had come but saw no one. He climbed
in his car, carefully turned round edging into a gap in the trees
backwards as the track was only one vehicle wide. His car
occasionally scraped on the ground on the uneven roadway and slid
around on the greasy surface from light rain, a unique tinge of
musty scrub bit his nose in the still damp air. He accessed the
bitumen back road leading to the main road, the track where he had
parked was suitable for fire access and walking and hardly ever
used. His car brushed overhanging wattle bushes as he shot from the
camouflaged track opening, he heard the mud spatter on his wheel
arches from the mud piked up on his tyres, subsiding after a short
distance. He contemplated his mistakes and shook his head, he had
used his own car and should the rain had been heavier he would have
been stuck.

His visit had
not gone unnoticed, a retired couple walking their cocker spaniels
as they did every day along the back tracks of Medlow Bath from
their nearby comfortable mansion hid in the bushes along the edge
of the track once they saw Renoir and his vehicle. They had never
seen a car along this track before and thought it quite odd. The
gent occasionally peered out from the cover of the bushes studying
Renoir as he fumbled with his container and then left in his
vehicle. His dogs ran towards the car along the track and he
remained in silence not calling them as he usually would sensing
some kind of sinister motive in the vehicles presence. The vehicle,
a Nissan Skyline GT black, with deep black tinted windows also took
the retired couples attention. A strange vehicle to venture into
the bush with in the Blue Mountains. The couple studied the area
the vehicle was parked and found a clear trail left in the damp
undergrowth and followed the foot prints. The dogs raced off in
front of them, nose's to the ground following the trail linking up
parts of the trail undistinguishable. A few hundred metres brought
them to the back of the stable complex. Medlow Bath is a small
place and news travels fast. They knew of the horse Celtic Storm
and its recent misfortune. They found a familiar couple in the
forecourt of the complex tending to horses and explained their
observations. The retired couple had made a mental note between
them of the type of car, colour and registration number, they
passed it on to their friends. Their friends checked the facts out
then wasted no time in calling Ross Hildebrand with the information
and tightening the security of their stables.


 CHAPTER FORTY TWO

The assassin
was not impressed with Renoirs report; he uncharacteristically
began ranting in a raised voice pushed by his cocaine habit but
still wearing a smile and threw down his mobile phone. He was
spending more time with Creighton, Creighton's marriage was in the
final stages of falling apart and he had begun to live in Delores
pocket becoming reliant on the uplifting affects of cocaine.
Creighton was with the assassin in his McMahons Point residence
overlooking the sights of Sydney harbour, spread out on the lounge
with a scantly clad blonde woman in her early twenties the assassin
referred to as arm candy. The assassin had abused Renoir on the
phone when given the news from Medlow Bath and refused to pay him,
a common ploy in law abiding business and used by the assassin
daily. The assassin had always been careful not to directly
associate himself with elements used to do dirty work, but the
split with Taggart left him floundering at a crucial time and he
had began to manage it himself. This was beginning to be quite
profitable directly supplying commercial quantities of cocaine to
friends, courtesy of Jib Habib. His McMahons Point mansion was
impenetrable, or so he thought. He seldom used the residence
reserving it for overseas clients to be pampered by the resident
arm candy. If he couldn't persuade them to invest they generally
could. The security measures at the residence were effective at
keeping out law abiding citizens but Renoir was far from being one.
Delores was about to get a chilling first experience at doing
business in the underworld, he had no insight into protecting
himself from those that had no regard for law. The law was always
something he had manipulated with a lawyer and again at arms
length. He had even ranted on about where he was to Renoir as if it
were some kind of mental shield that would stop the lowly in their
tracks. Creighton and Delores chatted about the next moves wearing
only dressing gowns, the glass doors of the spacious rumpus room
open to the spring sun and harbour sounds. The residence gates were
open and the alarm system shut down.

Renoir couldn't
believe his luck, He parked a stolen car two streets back from the
palace and walked straight up the driveway, the door was unlocked
so he went in closing it gently behind him. A stunning young dark
haired woman came to the bottom of the stairs in the hallway
entrance and asked if he needed assistance. He said he had an
appointment with Theo. She smiled and told him she would be ready
if he needed her and she skipped back upstairs. Renoir shook his
head and quietly made his way up the marble hall, he could hear
Delores laughing and continued towards the voice. He peeked around
the corner of the rumpus room evaluating the situation. The girl
with Creighton had left the room and the pair stood at the glass
doors looking over the harbour chatting and laughing with their
backs to him sipping on bourbon. Renoir drew his Glock nine
millimetre pistol from his body holster and screwed a silencer to
its barrel. He crept silently up behind Creighton with his back to
the wall so he had vision of the entire room only stepping away to
behind them before he came near their side vision. He swiped his
pistol across the side of Creighton's head sending him crashing tot
he ground. He followed it with a kick to the stomach and Creighton
coughed in pain and struggled to draw breath, he dragged himself
along the floor and hung on to the leg of an ornate oak table by
the wall to the left winded.

With Creighton
out of action Renoir raised his pistol to Delores head the silencer
brushing his nose. "My money," grunted Renoir.

The assassin
had lost his smile completely and looked down the barrel of the
pistol with his mouth wide open. He swallowed. "The police can be
here in five minutes."

Renoir laughed.
He walked to the bar. The assassin's gaze followed the barrel of
the pistol still pointed at him. He took the ice pick in his left
hand from the utensil rack and drove it through the plastic cover
of a half kilo bag of cocaine sitting on the bar. He picked up the
bag tossing it backwards and forwards, the bag broke sending the
cocaine floating in a cloud all around the rumpus room settling on
everything including Delores face. "Go ahead call them."

Delores
sniggered and managed a smile in one corner of his mouth. "On
second thoughts I don't think that'll be real wise."

"My money."

Delores pointed
to the brief case on the table, Renoir nodded and Delores opened
the case and took out a check book, he began to write. "What are
you doing, cash man, cash. You really don't know what you're doing
do you."

Delores looked
at him in despair. "No, no I don't."

Creighton
attempted to get to his feet but Renoir walked thorough the layer
of white powder on the floor and kicked him again. "What are you
doing cant you see his hurt," said Delores.

"Yes," replied
Renoir.

"Why."

"You're mate
here has poor manners, he thinks he's above all because he has
money, business and horses. Talks to everyone like they are dirt,
unless they can do something for him. You've stepped across the
line, manners outside the law are very important. Most of the
people I deal with have weapons that can take my head off at two
thousand metres and know how to use them. We have unwritten ways of
doing business. Next time this bloke talks to me it will be on
equal terms, if he ups me again just for the sake of it, then I'll
kill him just for the sake of it. He can act civilly or come back
with a bigger gun, it's up to him. Cash, I want cash."

Delores
frowned. "It's in the safe, behind the picture on the wall."

"Who designed
this place that's the first spot I'd look."

"The place was
like this when I bought it, its old." Delores pulled the hinged
picture open and dialled in the combination. He took a stack of
bills from the safe and put them on the table. He counted and
separated a few wads and handed them to Renoir.

Renoir counted
it and threw a wad back to him. "Ten thousand too much."

"I thought
under the circumstances I should pay compensation," replied
Delores.

"You can buy my
services but you can't buy my respect, you'll have to use the same
techniques everyone else does in this creed. You're over the line,
you thought we were yours. Now you're ours."

Three insanely
beautiful women walked to the rumpus room entrance one saw
Creighton gasping in pain on the floor drew quick breath and put
her hands over her mouth. Another recognised Renoir. "Rick, what
are you doing here?'

"Shelley, go
back to Habib if he'll have you. These blokes can't look after
you," replied Renoir.

A fourth
blonde, the one that had been with Creighton came to see what all
the fuss was about, Creighton saw her. "Lee Ann, don't go, I love
you," groaned Creighton from the floor.

She got closer
standing over him looking in his face. "You creep, I'm a paid toy.
I wouldn't have anything to do with you if you were the last guy on
earth. What an arsehole?" She stormed off slipping on the powdered
floor but regaining her footing.

"Shelley!"
shouted Renoir. "Get them out of here while you can."

"I don't have a
car here," she replied.

"Walk, ring a
cab, call a friend, use your head. Use some of the piles of cash
these idiots give you. You don't have to carry out instructions all
your life Shell, have a go yourself."

Shelley
beckoned the other girls. "Come on he's right, I'm going home."
They turned to leave bustling towards the door. Shelley turned back
to Renoir. "Smartarse!" she wore a cheeky smile.

Renoir run his
thumb along the wads of bills from his pocket looking at Delores.
"Paid in full, thanks, call me if you need any assistance. And I'll
call you should I require yours, I'm sure you understand our
unwritten deal allot clearer now." He stood above Creighton
pointing his finger as he spoke. "A friend of mine works for you.
You've threatened him with termination just about every day of this
life. He has a family. Do it again and I'll modify your features."
Renoir began to head for the door.

"Who is it?"
groaned Creighton from the floor.

Renoir answered
as he walked to the door with his back to the wall. "Oh no, now you
have to treat everyone with respect." He checked the hallway and
calmly left.

Creighton got
his breath back and dragged himself up onto the couch with the help
of Delores. They slipped all over the place on the layer of fine
white powder. Delores sat down next to Creighton, he had lost his
smile. "Jesus Theo we've done it now. I never did like that bloke,
he's eyes are too close together and he's always quiet."

"That's half a
kilo wasted, bugger," said Delores as he shook his head.

"Oh, I don't
know. I got a gutful of it and I'm starting to feel better, the
pains gone."

"We better
clean this up before someone sees it," said Delores.

"Get some
cleaners in," suggested Creighton.

"Idiot!"

"Oh, yeah, I'll
give you a hand."


 CHAPTER FORTY
THREE

Kerry Snow had
waited with baited breath to see the field for the Turnbull Stakes
first week of October. Bingo, he won the bet with himself on the
path of Flaxmead's runs to the cup, Flaxmead up on the radar for
the event next weekend. Sixteen runners and some familiar names
were listed. Sanda Warrior, Celtic Storm, Flushing Meadow. Brazen
Heart. Kerry got excited just reading about it, plus Flaxmead's
first run at the hallowed turf of Flemington racecourse in
Victoria, records were up for grabs. Be there or be square, it was
Kerry's weekend off.

With organised
use of social clubs, bowling clubs, NRL clubs, cricket clubs,
soccer clubs, wineries, the CFWMU, Greddy Piggy Creek Coal, the
Fixed Hole Pty Ltd and business throughout the valley they formed
the social alliance simply called Thunderbolt. There were many
lobby groups, alliances, organisations and clubs in the hunter
valley all pushing different agendas, the difference with this one
was everybody was a member with a common belief, Flaxmead would
bring home the Melbourne Cup. With the combined purchasing power,
social group Thunderbolt, collard five thousand general admission
tickets for individuals names to the Turnbull stakes. A combination
of road, rail and air passage was coordinated for what was
considered to be a dry run for the cup meet in November.

Flaxmead was a
bit taken with his second stable mate but after a while he settled
down. Ross had run Celtic Storm locally twice in group two events
with the assistance of Graham taking easy wins in Scone and
Newcastle. They waited to see what happened via the back doors of
Flemington and were relieved when all three horses made the draw
for the Turnbull. Wilson and Bartholomew raided Flemington twice as
spectators prior to the Turnbull Stakes, they began to rally
influence in the corridors of power. Nine horses running in the
Spring Carnival the week of the Turnbull Stakes had something to do
with the eccentric's and their names didn't appear next to one of
them. Some powers to be racked their brains and sifted though
stacks of rumour to find out what the eccentrics had been up to and
if it could be stopped. A visit to the Flemington stable complex
impressed the pair and they were able to view some of their horses
without anyone but them knowing. They were shown the exact path
Flaxmead would walk from the float parking area, to the starting
gate. A quiet dinner in the members lounge with upper management
invoked a serious search for the elusive Barking and Romford Toad,
among the waterways of the race course, and adjacent banks of the
Maribyrnong River the very next morning. The only real casualty in
the fiasco was Wilson and Bartholomew's stomach muscles aching
profusely from laughter all the way back to Shangri La. There
always seemed to be a method in all they did and the rumour of the
Barking and Romford Toad may just be another tool in the brief
case.

The assassin
had been too busy with Sanda Warrior and Carronade to worry about
the next move to eliminate Celtic Storm or the thunderbolt clan.
The Turnbull Stakes would be the first time Sanda Warrior would
meet Flaxmead and he was just getting his head around it. The
assassin had been keeping low profile repairing damage done at
McMahons Point in Sydney. Celtic Storm had vanished but he noticed
the race wins in the hunter area. If he had just listened to
messages left on his stable complex phone in Sydney he would know
exactly where Celtic Storm was. With little time to spare and often
in foul moods he erased messages from Newcastle as soon as he heard
a lesser person of standing in the industry had the audacity to
ring him. One of these messages would have told of Celtic Storm
appearing out of the back of Harpers float and being ridden by
Lorraine Wills.

The strategy to
induct Celtic Storm into the local community with runs at local
meetings worked, the perceived rival, attending in the thunderbolts
float gave the community an immediate sense of ownership of the
Scottish stayer. The newspapers ran front page stories on the
expansion of Harpers stable and the convincing wins. Celtic Storm
was accepted as another rocket from the valley. Kerry Snow talked
with Ross Hildebrand in Scone, the lower key meeting giving better
access, he was amused by the man's broad Scot accent. This coupled
with Ross's deep vibrating voice Kerry noticed you'd have to be a
Buffalo to understand the details. "Do you think this Sanda Warrior
will beat Flaxmead in the Turnbull Stakes like the Sydney and
Melbourne papers are saying," asked Kerry.

"Average times
over two thousand metres for this horse are three seconds short of
Flaxmead. I wouldn't like to buy a car from the fella that worked
those figures out," replied Ross.

"Theo Delores,
the smiling assassin. Drumming up some hype for his stables, his
mates in the media giving him a hand," added Kerry.

"Delores, I've
heard allot about him but I've never met the man. When I do I'll
take it from face value."

"I think Celtic
Storm ran against Sanda Warrior in England from what I've read
about her."

"I, Epsom, a
group one race when she was three. She was boxed in by the
establishment and it backfired on them. They were so busy holding
Celtic Storm up the warrior got away on the outside flown in for
the race from Japan. It wasn't to the last three hundred yards
Celtic got loose but missed out by a nose."

"I watched a
video of the race, Celtic Storm was clearly held up on the rail,
the jockey was elbowed, and they even tried to take his whip off
him. Why was there no protest?"

"Dah, race then
concentrate on the next meeting. You can't win a race that's been
run and lost man. If you watch the race a few times you'll notice
they were the perpetrators of their own doom, busy carrying out
instructions from their peers and given no authority to race. The
clan that boxed Celtic in didn'y even run a place and were
disqualified for interference. The establishment sacked the
jockeys. I'm sure you can work it out."

"How do you get
a horse to run like Flaxmead."

"You don't,
they're born. Then you have to teach them to race. That horse was a
born racer, he can pass his long legs with coordinated precision
inside each other, looks like he's on a Sunday jaunt with no
effort. He was born with both, a freak of nature, quiet as a mouse
around children but show him a race field and starting gate and
look out. Not only that he's very intelligent and has a mind of his
own and the people around him let him use it, that's what really
makes difference. He's part of a family and he knows it."

"Celtic Storm
is the closest thing I've seen to beating Flaxmead."

"Celtic is a
great horse no doubt about that, but she's not as smart as
Flaxmead. She's a great racer but needs a good jockey like a jet
fighter needs a good pilot. She gets lazy when the going is easy
like here today she's way off her full pace with an easy win but
the jockeys back her off once they know she's won. Flaxmead
demoralises the field just for the sake of it, he can't be stooped,
he likes to run on. I don't think a horse has surfaced yet that can
run him down."

Kerry took the
conversation back to the mob seeing the man as a realist, a no
nonsense man who called a spade a spade.

The last trip
to Victoria went smoothly and the team saw no need to change the
plan. Flemington was on the north side of Melbourne and a little
closer for the morning jaunt from Hidden Valley. The third and
forth horse cubicles on the float were accessed from the left side
of the truck via hydraulic ramps that formed the left wall of the
truck when raised. Meadow and Flaxmead were used to their positions
at the rear so Celtic Storm was housed in the forward compartment.
The forward cubicles operated the same as the rear with a narrow
walkway around the driver's side to allow the cubicles to be
serviced but the horses stood across the truck head to the drives
side. Celtic storm had to get used to different momentum and
gravity shifts posed by the configuration. The interim trips
locally helped reduce the stress of the longer trip but Celtic
Storm had travelled head first for a long time and at times
appeared agitated when braking or accelerating. Extra caution was
used by Graham and Bob extending the travel time to Hidden Valley
by an hour.

Ross had
arranged to use jockey Brent Rosewood, he had ridden Celtic Storm
in every race in Australia. Brent born in Geelong now twenty five
was used to Flemington completing his apprentice time at the stable
complex there with Prendergast. Ross had tried several jockeys in
trials at Randwick and Celtic Storm took strait to Brent the first
time he worked her. Brent's resume was far from impressive but he
got results with Celtic Storm, for some reason the lad was ignored
by the establishment and relished in the sudden limelight. Brent
had other rides at the meet and would meet Ross in the saddling
ring before the race. Graham had no luck finding a female jockey he
trusted to back up Lorraine Wills, she would have to ride Flaxmead.
He secured the services of hunter jockey Nathan Knight to pilot
Flushing Meadow in the Turnbull Stakes. Nathan seldom left the
valley to ride, he loved the place and its people, that's why he
was on Meadow, and Graham trusted him. Nathan wanted to hear the
valley crowd as they past the winning post at Flemington. He would
attend the meet with his family at their request visiting relations
in Melbourne's Yarra Valley and would meet Graham in the saddling
yard.

The morning run
in Hidden Valley at first light now had three horses thunder along
the fence of the golf club. Little Lindy Cumberland had been
offered a seat on the trip but declined, still convalescing and
struggling with commitment to family. She also struggled with the
burden of if and when to return. Ross was no slouch at the reins so
he took Celtic Storm for a quick spin following Jessica and
Lorraine on the same route used previously. Two familiar gents were
having their usual nine hole game of golf before catching up with
business ends left over from the week. One a local builder heard
thunder as he attempted to concentrate on his shot, his mate could
just see what was making the noise heading through the scrub along
the fence line.

"There's three
of them this time." his builder friend looked up abandoning his
shot. They watched the trio thunder past the same spot they had
seen them before only fifty metres away.

"Jesus that's
Celtic Storm with them," said his entrepreneurial friend. "I
recognise Ross Hildebrand his trainer, he's riding her. That thing
annihilated one of my horses while back, I thought they'd be bitter
rivals. Gotta be the Turnbull Stakes." He picked up his ball and
slid his club in his bag. He made a b line for the clubhouse.

"Where ya
goin?" asked his mate.

His friend
turned back still walking briskly. "Flemington! I gotta see this
mate."

"What about the
little jobs we were gonna finish!"

He got further
away. "They'll have to wait!"

"Can I
come?!"

"Not if ya
stand there talking, get a move on!" the three champions cantered
back along the fence line as the pair of golfing enthusiasts
hurried to their cars. Fifteen minutes later the float was
gone.

It was surreal,
Graham Harper pulled off of Smithfield Road, into the hallowed
ground of Flemington Racecourse. He gingerly brought the mobile
stable complex to a halt level with the gate official. "The float
park!" shouted Graham.

The ground
official stood back smiled at Graham "Welcome Mr Harper." He thrust
his arm out in line with the road to his right with an open palm.
"Straight down there to the right, just follow the road." The float
lumbered off along the roadway.

Lorraine spoke
up from the rear seats, she was closely monitoring the horses on
the surveillance system, the unique smell of Flemington aroused
their spirits and they became restless. "Oh I forgot you and Bob
and never been here before Graham. Straight up this road you'll see
the Quest hotel complex on your right through the light scrub and
the stabling facilities on the left, just keep driving." They drove
on passed the landmarks, some long faces with frowns peered out
from the stable complex, one was Theo Delores. Winding round the
end of the start run off called the chute an extension of the main
course allowing a straight run from the staring gares, butted up
against Epsom road they turned left following the lush grassy track
on the left, and the dam paddock on the right.

Ross studied
the track condition as the hallowed turf passed by. "A bit of rain
did this the world of good last night, the goings good, just about
perfect," he commented from his seat on the far passenger side.
Some four hundred metres on and Lorraine directed them into the
float park up area to the right. An official guided them to a set
of orange witch's hats weaving around other parked floats to access
the area. Winston had been in communication with Flemington
management and officials for weeks arranging for a spot close to
the parade ring, having all his i's dotted and t's crossed. The sun
was up but the track had been a hive of activity for hours, they
eased to a stop and the teams riding boots struck the sacred ground
of Flemington and the team went to work. Winston drew media
elements to one side and the loading ramps were lowered,
photographers ran their camera shutters on auto to catch the exact
moment Flaxmead's hoof stuck the ground at Flemington. Then
pandemonium broke out as Celtic Storm was backed down the left side
loading ramp. Already on the scene Lee Hayford infatuated with the
story of Flaxmead the children's pet, mainly because it had record
newspaper sales, was stunned to see the adversary Celtic Storm
emerge from the thunderbolts float. She was denied access to the
team as they went to work and threw questions at Winston
instead.

Graham Harper
had been greeted by chief steward Jarrod Carpenter as he climbed
from the driver's seat and they shook hands. They had no idea how
much a day in November would change their lives. "You took your
time, did you really have to wait this long?" said Jarrod.

Graham had a
muffled laugh. "Cant rush into these things, had to make sure we
didn't come for nothing."

"Nothing.
Hardly. On behalf of the management and staff at Flemington,
welcome. Were expecting a bumper day here Graham and not hard to
work out the draw card. I must talk to Winston Blake, his
assistance from the wine industry has been outstanding. We have a
few complaints about perceived preferential treatment but fine for
those with stabling facilities, security is not such an issue for
them. We need to have you in a position for effective crowd and
media control, it's early and already bedlam here. Any problems at
all just give me a call or see one of the stewards, here's my
mobile number." Jarrod handed Graham a card. Jarrod looked around
the passenger side of the float to see why there was vocal uproar
amongst the gathered crowd, he saw Celtic Storm being unloaded.
"Celtic Storm, she's with you?"

Graham looked
around for a quiet spot and beckoned Jarrod with a toss of his head
away from the float, they stopped when out of ear shot. "Look, I
suppose you're aware of the business recently in Queensland that
prevented Celtic from running at Doomben."

Jarrod nodded.
"Yes, nasty, everyone was disgusted. Hope it was no one from our
neck of the woods."

"We are fairly
shore that not long after an attempt was made to nobble or kill
Celtic in the Blue Mountains."

"What, do you
know who it is?"

"We have some
information but we're horse racers not detectives or mercenaries.
It was ironic that Ross, Celtics trainer, accepted a place with us
the very day before the attempt was made and missed it by only
hours."

"How sure are
you?"

"Eye witnesses,
we have some information but are getting on with things. Should
anything else happen we have a lead. That's why we choose to
operate like we do, together doing hit and run we have control all
the time."

"Any thing like
that happens on our turf and you'll everything at our disposal
getting to the bottom of it."

"Look, thanks,
I must give the team a hand, with me here their a man down. Thanks
very much for going out of your way to make us welcome that's
really made a difference. Wilson is over there keeping the media at
bay if you would like to talk to him."

"Ah,
excellent." Jarrod walked off to introduce himself to Winston and
Graham.

A stable hand
present in the float car park when Celtic Storm came out of Harpers
float found the assassin in his stable complex, revving the media
up about Sanda Warrior showing him off to the photographers. Sanda
Warrior was a magnificent horse and nearly as big as Flaxmead. The
stable hand waited until the meeting broke up and whispered the
information into Delores ear. He became agitated, he had two people
at the ground hunting down Celtic Storm one of them Renoir, his
hopes were dashed; he knew Celtic Storm was now untouchable. He
planned that Flaxmead would draw the attention away while Celtic
Storm met with an unfortunate illness. With Celtic Storm nestled in
the middle of the action, the plan was shelved. He threw things
around and ranted after he'd called off the assault on his
antagonist. Hidden in an empty stable stall, he took a long line of
cocaine in an attempt to regain euphoria, it worked.

By midday there
were over a hundred thousand people at Flemington racecourse, the
spring day attendance record for the Turnbull Stakes had already
fallen. Lee Hayford pencilled in the record to Flaxmead but the
assassin pushed Sanda Warrior as the drawcard at his home ground
using his media mates. He had stabled the stayer at his Flemington
operation for preparation to run the cup.

The valley mob
had learnt to roster early gate sitters to reserve the wining post
rail and surrounding area. The winning post at Flemington was
directly in front of the grandstand, and by midday from the winners
square east of the winning post to the western end of the
grandstand, plus the first three rows of the grandstand was
populated with blow ins from the hunter valley. The Come fly With
Me lodge officials seasoned by years of organising picket lines and
protest rallies, found their talents were welcome and appreciated
by a Thunderbolt members across the board. Kerry Snow and the GPCC
mob designed and organised a badge to identify members of the
valley social group. A silhouette of Flaxmead in black with a
yellow bolt of lighting running through the middle north south
finished in enamel about the size of a ten cent piece. The badge
was part of the membership package when joining Thunderbolt and was
destined to become an instant laxative for hard nosed horse racing
fans from the rest of Australia.

The time had
come for the Turnbull Stakes, Flaxmead with set weight and penalty
conditions on the two thousand metre event copped it sweet, top
weight. Nathan Knight was so happy and excited as he mounted
Flushing Meadow in the paddock, the ends of his mouth had become
permanently attached to his ears. Brent Rosewood slapped palms with
Nathan Knight as he walked Meadow past him then mounted Celtic
Storm with the assistance of Ross Hildebrand. Horses began to lead
out of the parade ring onto the track and Lorraine put her helmet
on and Flaxmead became unsettled, Jessica struggled to help
Lorraine mount the prancing monster and withdrew as soon as
Lorraine took the reins.

The assassin
watched carefully from the sidelines, he was reminded Flaxmead
would let no man touch him. It was always the girls, Graham Harper
and Bob Fields kept men away from the horse should they venture to
close. Renoir mad a mental note of faces associated with the team.
Celtic and Meadow trotted along the track beside each other toward
the tight turn on the western side of the course warming up, Knight
and Rosewood talked to their mounts patting the horse's neck
occasionally as they went. The starting gate for two thousand is at
the start of the south western straight directly after the exit of
the tight western corner. Flaxmead put on a hell of a show, the
more the crowd roared the more he carried on, the starting barrier
was not quite out of earshot and stewards kept their distance
behind the stalls as Flaxmead pranced around his stable mates like
he owned the place. Celtic Storm had drawn barrier two, Meadow
barrier six and Flaxmead barrier sixteen. Flemington has one of the
longest straights in Australia, four hundred and fifty metres. A
spacious track all kinds of horses can come home at Flemington with
plenty of room to move, runners that like to lead, race on the pace
or come home late from behind all have chance at Flemington.

As the horses
loaded into the gates Graham Harper received a call from Jarrod
Carpenter. "Graham, we have received a complaint from and official
about dangerous behaviour by your horse Flaxmead."

"Oh, I've
watched him all the way he's carrying on like he usually does.
Looks intimidating but he's never hurt anyone. I admit a quick
change of the jocks by the odd official behind the starting gate
may be required, I have the problem myself sometimes."

Jarrod
chuckled. "I'll see the report when it comes in but just thought
I'd call, due process, you know."

"I'm a trainer
and Flaxmead's a racehorse. We came to win a race, I wonder how
many records he'd have and races he'd have won, if he attended with
the sole purpose of winning friends and influencing people. I'll
withdraw him should you have any problems."

"You must be
joking, between me and you I've noticed nothing that went over the
line. I just want to get this piece of paper out the way so I can
watch the race."

"Oh, no
worries. Let us know if you want him pulled up and I'll get on
it."

"Right oh, I
was hoping to have a horse race not a riot."

The phone call
was cut short as the gates opened and the place was made for
Flaxmead, he loved it, he could hear the crowd roar. The starting
gates being so close to the grandstand for two thousand metre
events at the hallowed turf, and the size of the crowd on a
brilliant warm spring day yielded the perfect scenario. To many it
was a source of stress and mayhem, to Flaxmead it was home. He shot
to the lead and by the first turn had eight lengths on the pack,
the assassins face strained as he watched Meadow and Celtic Storm
break wide from mid pack at the thousand and kick going after their
stable mate. Brazen Heart tagged on behind Sanda Warrior whom had
lead the pack from the gate, the Warrior's jockey left the kick to
late from the four hundred and Brazen Heart rounded up the Warrior
in the last few metres by a head. Flaxmead had fifteen lengths on
the field as he thundered over the line, Lorraine Wills tucked in
behind his ears shaking her head and laughing. Meadow just edged
Celtic Storm out in the last fifty by a nose, jockey Brent Rosewood
felt the mare pace back along side Meadow in the last fifty and she
rejected encouragement, not looking worth it he sat with her. All
that could be seen of Nathan Knight's face, was his white teeth
glistening in the sun through the spattered grass and turf sticking
to his skin, he could hardly see through his glasses but he didn't
care. The two bay mares looked like twins coming in behind their
black stable mate, now an official legend, with a shattered two
thousand metre record on the holy turf at Flemington. The three
stable mates stood in front of the screaming crowd on their way to
the winners square, Flaxmead tossed his head around and shook his
main as if to acknowledge the crowd, they loved it. A mounted
steward tried to take Flaxmead's bridle, to lead him in but he
objected, casually turning away, he trotted there himself, mounted
steward in tow. The hunter valley had come to Flemington and set
the stage for November, and some people didn't like what they
saw.

Jack
Prendergast watched from the members lounge, his runner edged out
by two horses bought for a hundred dollars, and one from a far away
land. He knew their stories and respected what they achieved, he'd
keep working on Brazen Heart, and he learnt something new everyday,
even at his age.

The assassin
however thought he needed to teach people something. He believed a
lesson given from which no one would recover would open the door in
November. Creighton, his runners in disarray mid field needed
money, his wife had filed for divorce and he couldn't pay her
out.

A builder from
Hidden Valley and his mate stumbled across Delores near the
winner's podium as Graham Harper was making a short speech. He
recognised Delores and mumbled softly next to him.

"When's my
horse gonna win a race," asked the builder.

Delores looked
at him puzzled. "I beg your pardon, I don't believe we've met."

"You train and
run my horse for me, Hidden Spirit."

The assassin
turned on his auto smile, he had no recollection of the horse. "Ah,
Hidden Spirit," he whispered. "We've done a lot of work on that
horse of late and we expect a win in the next month."

The builder
drew his attention to Flaxmead. "How'd you like a horse like that,
I felt they were going to win when I saw them running this morning.
Mate when that Flaxmead crossed the line I was with him, you know.
I thought the trip down would be worth it, I felt it when they ran
past us on the golf course this morning."

The assassin
looked puzzled and interested. "Golf course, what are you talking
about, golf course?"

"Twice now, the
golf course in Hidden Valley, I play there with me mate here every
Saturday morning. This lot thunder by on their way here from New
South. A sight to behold I can tell you."

"Hidden Valley
near Wallan?"

"Yeah, they've
been there twice now. Must bed down near the course and run the
horses out of the way there along the boundary of the golf
course."

"Where exactly
do they bed down mr, err."

The builder
shook Delores hand. "Kelly, Norm Kelly, in a cul-de-sac at the far
northern side of the course of Valley Drive."

"Call me Theo
Norm. I'll get on to your horses form right away, well have one in
the bag soon. Look I have to go, busy day race day."

"No worries, I
deal with a fella over the stables there, I'll let him know I've
had a word with you."

"Great idea,
I'll pass it down the line as well. I must go, pardon me." The
assassin peered at Creighton next to him, they both wore smirks and
vanished in the crowd.

Norm turned to
his friend. "Worth the trip mate, good bloke that Theo. This could
be the contact that makes a difference for me. Not many blokes on
first names with him."

His mate stood
sternly with his arms crossed. "There's something not quite right,
he had an air of conceit about him. His mate was all ears to and
never said a word."

"That's Neville
Creighton big time entrepreneur friend of Theo's. They won't forget
me now, I'm going to go over and see my horse at his stables. I
don't want what was said here to be forgotten."

"For some
reason I don't think they'll forget anything that was said here,
the way they dress, their smell. They aren't ordinary blokes, those
guys are dodgy."

"Dah you're
paranoid. Hang round here a bit more and you'll get used to
them."

"I might be a
truckie Norm, but I know a rat when I smell one."
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"John Stanton I
am not going all the way to Victoria in that red thing. You find
some other way of taking me there and it better be less imposing
and more comfortable than mobile hole in the ozone layer. I'd be
deaf by the time I got to Parramatta, the thought of it is
ridiculous."

Stanton rubbed
his forehead, he thought hard as he pretended to take no notice of
Jodi reading part of the news write up on the front page of the
Newcastle Herald on Flaxmead's win at Flemington. He came to a
paragraph that gave him an idea; it stated Anna and Dylan's
involvement. Jodi looked sideways at him intermittently, with one
raised eyebrow, across the breakfast table in the morning spring
sun by the pool of their home. She brushed her buttock long honey
blonde hair, touching the streaks of grey to see if they were
real.

"We shouldn't
miss this, it may never happen again. One, two, three in the
Turnbull Stak..."

"I'm well aware
of the circumstances John Stanton I help write the stories and of
your shifty push to parade me round in that, that lumbering brute
of a thing you call a car."

Stanton kept
his face down but watched Jodi with his eyes forced right up in
their sockets. "Well the children will be disappointed."

Jodi stopped
brushing her hair and looked at John. "What do you mean?"

"They've seen
the car and I promised them it would be at the Melbourne Cup if
they made it."

"When did they
see it?"

"When I went
looking for Flaxmead with Winston, we went to the Fields property
you know that."

"You didn't
mention anything about promises to children when you told me about
it."

Stanton
continued to read the paper appearing uninterested in the
conversation. "I just said it to hold the children up love, the
horse hadn't run a race then, I had no idea at the time it would
actually make it." He turned a page.

"Oh my god I
spoke to them in Newcastle and they asked about the car. They'll
think I'm a bitch."

John pouted.
"Unusual for someone to think that of you love."

"John!" She
began to brush her hair again, after a few seconds she answered
with her head turned away. "I'll think about it."

He chuckled
under his breath shielded by the upheld newspaper. "I have to go to
the bathroom love, won't be a sec." Stanton found his mobile phone
in the kitchen, checking to see Jodi hadn't followed him, he went
to the upstairs toilet closed the door, sat on the seat and rang
Winston. The float had just made Cessnock on its trip back from
Flemington. Winston had been able to sleep on and off during the
return journey, he had been brought from half slumber by the car
horns shouts and waves whilst the float lumbered though Cessnock.
He answered his phone seeing who it was before he connected.

"John."

"Winston."

"Long time no
hear, I know you've been around I've seen the car but you're a very
elusive man."

"It's Jodi, if
I go near a man, women or car especially red one out come the
daggers."

"Mm, I
understand, if I ever found Rose I'd never let her go either. You
were separated for a long time John."

"Yes I know,
I'll be suffering the consequences till I die. I wouldn't have it
any other way."

"He he."

"Well you've
made it by the looks, nothing will stop him now."

"We hope not,
look John I know a lot of this press comes from your direction and
cant thank you enough."

"Mate you're on
a roll, he's big news mate. I have a favour to ask."

"Fire
away."

"Can you get
Anna or Dylan to ring Jodi and ask if the Flaxmead car is going to
the races in Victoria like Mr Stanton promised?"

"I see, he he.
I think I can arrange that, can you send me Jodi's number."

"I'll text it
to you."

"Done. I wanted
to catch up with you at one of the meetings, you may be able to
help with something."

"The Celtic
Strom incident in Queensland, Jodi told me all about it, I thought
the horse was here with you for a reason."

"It goes a bit
deeper than that, there was another incident not long after, we
didn't have any problems this trip but you may be able to help.
Like Graham says we are wine dealers, horse trainers and racers not
security guards or mercenaries."

"When's the
next meet?"

"A group one at
Caulfield, the Yalumba Stakes, its a big one John. The valley wine
industry is getting right behind it. I usually hold back the media
and onlookers round the float. I'll be busy managing a load of wine
industry affairs with Wilson and Bartholomew leaving a hole in the
team."

"I'll be there.
I'll ring just before the trip and ge..."

"John, are you
in there!" shouted Jodi from outside the door. Stanton held the
phone away from his ear but left the mouthpiece open.

"Yes love, if
you want to use a toilet there's one downstairs, two in fact!"

"That's exactly
what I thought John Stanton, what are you up to!"

"Booking a
window table at Scratchleys on the wharf for a surprise lunch for
you love, anything else you'd like to stuff up!"

Jodi rolled her
eyes, "No!" she scampered off back down the stairs. He put the
phone back to his ear. "I gotta go and book a table for lunch."

It took a while
for Winston to stop laughing. "It's next week John, this next month
is the hardest of the year, trips to Victoria every weekend up to
the Melbourne Cup. Were back on the road to Melbourne on Friday. We
think the horses will be fine, they're travelling well."

"Ill text that
number through straight away, and be in contact before the end of
the week, I gotta go and cover my rear end it's currently
venerable."

"Look thanks
John that's a load of my mind. Bye."

Stanton set up
his lunch surprise and returned to sit beside the pool. Jodi had
changed into a spring dress and paraded around in front of him. "Do
you think this will be nice for lunch John?" she spun around.

"Beautiful
love."

"What did you
order me for lunch John."

"I thought you
could try something different love, like look at the menu when you
got their and decide what you'd like. Quiet a novel idea
really."

"You know I
like to make sure they have what I want John."

Stanton studied
his paper while he talked. "The last three times down there I pre
ordered for you and you changed your mind when we got there."

"But I didn't
feel like what I wanted when you booked when I got there, so I had
to change it."

"I think I've
worn this dress there before John can you remember."

"You haven't
worn it there love, in fact you haven't worn it anywhere. The price
tag is still hanging off the shoulder strap."

"Oh, well I
don't want to take any chances, I'm going down to get something new
just to be sure. I won't be long." She kissed Stanton on the check
and skipped inside. She changed then accessed the garage from the
inside access door. She walked down the four steps to the garage
floor along the back wall looking for her car among Hummers,
Mustangs and Harley Davidson's. She suddenly remembered her car
wasn't in the garage and was parked in front of the garage doors in
the driveway; Stanton had used it to get the morning paper and left
it outside. She activated one of the electric roller doors on the
eight car facility to walk outside. She passed the front of the
Mustang. The bonnet was usually locked shut and she had never seen
it open before, as she walked past the engine bay caught her eye.
Shining in the poor light it reminded her of a diamond encrusted
necklace, bracelet and earring set beckoning in the window of a
jewellers shop. She gave it a second look and stopped in her
tracks. She bent down closer under the hood and ran her hand over
the top of the rocker box to check that what she read was real.
'The Spirit of Jodi Stanton' was etched into the gleaming alloy.
She took her hand away, put it over her mouth and stood back. She
fought back tears but it didn't work. She raced outside and closed
the door checking to see if John had moved from the pool, he was
still there. She left for the shops trying to pull herself
together.

Stanton had
parked her car outside on purpose so she need not go in the garage.
He left the bonnet open to remind him to finish polishing the
engine bay as he kept forgetting; he remembered every time he
started the car up and pulled out of the garage. It annoyed him and
he dropped his guard to remind himself, relying on a secondary ruse
to cover his move, but it failed.

Jodi returned
with a tight fitting low cut red dress, she was quiet and they had
an enjoyable lunch by the water. They waited for a coffee watching
a group of tug boats hustle a massive coal ship past the
restaurant. "That's a striking dress you're wearing love, I've
never seen you wear red before. The diamond necklace set is a bit
over the top for lunch."

"Reminds me of
something,"

Stanton
chuckled as he thought about it. "Fatal road accident perhaps,
listening to question time in the lower house, a blood stained face
after a tenth face lift."

"John."

"They're called
jokes love I know you don't like them."

"John!"

There was a
protracted silence. "Do you know today is the anniversary of the
very first day I saw you in the playground in school. Fifty five
years ago. After playing together since birth I was so worried we
would be separated when we started school."

Jodi felt she
had been picked up and held above the room. "No, no I didn't know
that. You sat behind me in class and pulled my pony tails and made
rude comments about the advanced development of some parts of my
anatomy."

"That was later
before I started that, I was ten love, I had to get your attention
somehow, you were talking to other boys. My powers of persuasion
were limited and still under development."

"So that's why
the romantic lunch."

"Yes, I thought
I'd really make your day by telling you I'm selling the red thing,
I'd like you to choose a ca..."

Jodi
interrupted aggressively. "Don't you ever sell that motor car John
Stanton!"

Stanton was
wide eyed, flabbergasted, speechless, dazed and confused. "What?"
he whispered.

"You ever sell
that motor car and I'll leave you."

"Explain."

"I can't
explain I don't have any words, leave it at that please."

"Why you
suddenly just."

"Leave it John,
I've been blind and stupid. I'm sorry."

Stanton was
confronted by deep emotion. "Thank god, that car was the closest
thing I ever found as beautiful as you. Every time you called it
the red thing it hurt."

Jodi let out a
big sigh. "I can't change yesterday, but I can do something about
tomorrow. All this time I've been calling a monument to me the red
thing. Blind jealousy is no excuse. At times I thought you loved it
more than I. All the time you've spent caring and polishing it,
when we were separated the car was me wasn't it."

"Still is love,
always will be no matter where it is or who owns it. The most
beautiful thing to look at, with a heart of fire."

"God I love you
John Stanton. I'll never call it that awful name again."

"We need a more
fitting name. It's a galloping thoroughbred with a colossal
heart."

They smiled at
each other. "Are you thinking what I'm thinking?"

"Would what
you're thinking involve an inquiry at the Road Traffic
Authority."

"Yes."

Stanton got up
and helped Jodi rise from her chair. "Let's go find out if someone
had the idea before us."
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Graham, Bob and
Winston had a meeting mid week in the stable kitchen at Shangri La
discussing plans. The long weekends away were causing problems and
they had only just started. It was taking until Thursday for
everyone to pick up from what they affectionately called float lag.
Clifford Barking wanted to attend every meeting up to the cup as
well, and it left three days for the busy crew to cover work
commitments. Many things were weighted up. The owners of one horse
were two children, they spent every evening Flaxmead was home with
him. Sleeping at the stable complex occasionally they rose early to
help Jessica before going to school. Everyone thought this was an
intricate part of Flaxmead's state of mind especially Winston whom
had seen Flaxmead's connection with children from when he was a
foal. Losing his balanced state of mind could be as devastating as
losing his level of fitness. Jessica had always maintained a
regular exercise regime, Flaxmead seemed to run himself into the
ground whenever he felt like it but Celtic Storm and Meadow needed
guidance. Jessica and Ross sat in on the meeting for a while, they
had little time with the preparation of three horses between them
in the run up to the cup. Taking the horses away form Shangri La
and stabling in Melbourne was discussed but quickly shelved, no
benefit could be found other than making things easier for the
team. The unknown cloak and dagger was tabled also carrying weight
supporting the hit and run tactics, the guard must not be dropped.
If travelling affected the horses it would show up in their
performance and they certainly had no evidence to table in that
regard.

The hunter
valley wine and thoroughbred industry was enjoying an expansion
fuelled by the success of Flaxmead and the eccentric seniors. The
logistics of the next months lead up to the Melbourne Cup could see
a massive growth in hunter industry. Winston, Wilson, Bartholomew
and Clifford Barking would be spread thin spending nearly zero time
at the float. In fact Winston was thinking of travelling with the
eccentric seniors to make better use of time, the team agreed.
Winston had found the float and its bland hard work and preparation
for an average of three minutes of thundering horses and vocal
mayhem, to be like the back store room of a major elaborate
shopping centre. All the things of value stored in boxes and
displayed for the final discretion of the consumer. The reality in
the engine of the back room he found most driving, the things
consumers could not see, children, families and goals. His ploy to
more direct people skills in the shop front left a hole in the
team's security. He had thought about how to introduce Stanton into
the team, a man from personal experience he trusted. However the
occasional comment from the populous when his name was mentioned
during his time in the valley, led him to approach with caution.
Although highly respected he was greatly feared. Winston put his
toe in the water, it doesn't make a splash.

"I had a man
help me out once not so long ago with a problem, I was thinking of
asking if he wanted to help with security around the float, fill
the hole in the team."

"Who was that,
anyone we know?" asked Bob.

"Gentleman
called John Stanton from Newcastle."

"Stanton, you
know Stanton?" asked Graham.

"Yes, he's
helping me find leads on the disappearance of my daughter
Rose."

"Have you met
him?" asked Bob.

"Yes, I spent
time with him."

"Look at his
hands next time you see him, they say he has the blood of countless
people on his hands, they call him the Vigilante," added
Graham.

"Mr Stanton's a
lovely man," said Jessica.

"You know him
too?" asked Bob.

Winston gave a
quick smile at Jessica as she searched his face for guidance. "He
got me out of a lot of trouble and kicked me up the bum. Only the
evil need fear Mr Stanton," added Jessica.

"Yeah, I've
heard the same thing," said Graham. "I've never met anyone that
knew him, let alone two people."

"I've heard of
this man," said Ross. "I did'ny know he lived round here. I first
heard of him in the corridors of military power in Scotland. I
thought he lived in London."

"He came here
chasing his family when he retired, he never left," said
Winston.

"You can get
him to help," asked Bob.

"Yes I think
so. I've notice his car at race meetings. He's quite fond of our
exploits to say nothing of some of the people involved," he smiled
at Jessica.

"What did you
do exactly Jess," asked Graham.

"She was a
little bit misguided and protective got her into trouble with some
nasty people. Mr Stanton was able to put Jessica back on the
straight and narrow no questions asked. I'm sure we can continue
that approach," stated Winston.

"Fair enough,
you can get this bloke to help with security round the float?"

"Yes I think
so."

"Might put some
more people off side, bloke like Stanton standing over the
establishment round the float," added Bob.

"He has an
extremely overpowering presence, I thought of that. Until we're
sure about this cloak and dagger stuff, my gut feel is it's a
positive move," said Winston.

"You're the
first bloke I ever talked to who actually met him. Everyone else I
hear talk about him is an expert from a bar stool. I'll make my own
assessment of the bloke when I meet him," said Graham.

"Now that's a
good Idea," added Ross.

"Wow, Mr
Stanton looking after me, I feel safer already," said Jessica.

"That settles
it then, can you swing it Winston," asked Graham.

"Yes, I'm
almost a hundred percent sure. I'll let you know by tomorrow at the
latest. I have a meeting with Wilson, Bartholomew and Clifford this
afternoon, I'll proceed on the assumption my place in the float
team has been filled."

"Will I get
another ride in My Stanton's horse car, its like riding Flaxmead
all the hair on the back of my neck stands up," Jessica asked
Winston.

"I'm sure Mr
Stanton will oblige if you ask him Jessica."

"Horse car,
that's a red, nineteen sixty nine, four twenty nine cubic inch,
supercharged Boss Mustang," said Bob. "I've seen it at car shows,
no expense spared, mechanically bullet proof, wins everything. He
must spend hours working on it and keeping it clean. What a weapon,
a muscle symbol of might a power."

"I thought the
same thing when I first met John Stanton. After knowing him a
while, I think there's a far different reason he has that car. He
loves that car and all it stands for. My gut feel is that car
represents something far greater than a trinket in a car show. I
hope I'm right."

At the exact
time the Shangri La team was meeting, a meeting of a different kind
was underway near Flemington Racecourse. Some influential people
were making noises in the corridors of horse racing power. At the
Quest serviced apartments on the corner of Epsom Road and Princess
Highway Flemington, in a top floor apartment overlooking the
racecourse. Business and finance consultant Hans Reichmann waited
for Jarrod Carpenter chief steward from the racecourse, he paced up
and down impatiently as the appointment time passed. Hans
Reichmann, a German lawyer operating from the UK, handled business
affairs between steak holders, and the board of directors for
Flemington race course. He handled affairs of a delicate nature,
paid well for his services but disposable should things get
grubby.

Jarrod
Carpenter finally arrived half an hour late, tied up with an
overload of work with the spring carnival he had no idea why Hans
Reichmann, a man he hardly knew wished to see him. They greeted and
Reichmann sat Jarrod down at the apartment rumpus room table seated
with commanding view of the racecourse. He then began pacing up and
down in front of the window with his arms crossed obscuring
Jarrod's view. Following a well rehearsed line of intimidation
developed over years of experience of hard nosed negotiation Jarrod
felt the tension. The tinge of expensive cigar smoke, high quality
after shave and polished leather bit his censes. Hans Reichmann was
a big man of intimidating stature with connections as far as the
annals of Canberra.

Reichmann, had
a slight lingering accent from his birth place Frankfurt. "Jarrod,
I have come to present one of those crossroads in life the surface
every now and them."

Jarrod looked
puzzled, a middle aged local he loved his job and keeping busy.
"I'm not sure I'm with you."

"Ah, just the
question I have come to ask. I deal with everyone Jarrod, time is
money. Some very powerful people sent me to find some things out
and give some advice."

"What do you
do, I've seen you around but sure. You have horses."

"No, I detest
horses. I deal in information, the law and money. Many of my
clients are being affected by something you can assist with. A
protest was lodged at the Turnbull Stakes about the dangerous
conduct of a horse called Flaxmead. They want to know why it wasn't
acted on."

Jarrod became
suspicious and agitated. "Why don't they ask me personally?"

Reichmann
clasped his hands together in front of his face putting his thumbs
on his chin. "Come now Jarrod, these people are far too busy to
follow up petty points of law, that's why they pay me."

"It was acted
on, there was nothing to it. Only one steward made the allegation,
I watched the race myself. The horse you mentioned is high
spirited, certainly nothing new in the character of a champion
galloper. The processed paperwork is available for anyone to
see."

"Your missing
the point here, let me make it clearer. My clients are loosing
considerable business and income. Assist in regaining there
business status and it could be most rewarding for your career and
lifestyle."

"That horse is
breaking records everywhere it goes, cant be the management here
pushing this, the horse broke the attendance record for the
Turnbull Stakes. The place had a bumper day."

"Things are not
always as they seem, a bumper day it was. But not for my
clients."

"That horse
will win the Melbourne Cup."

"Yes, and we
want it stopped. A wider opinion of protest could be in your
interest."

Jarrod stood
up. "Your mates want the Melbourne Cup, tell em to find a horse
that can run Flaxmead down. Horse races are won by fast horses with
courage and power. Not bullshit. Now if you'll excuse me." Jarrod
walked to the door.

"You're making
a grave mistake Mr Carpenter."

Jarrod shook
his head as he opened the door. "No. Never been surer about
something in my life. Decisions made by the steward's body are
available for anyone to study. Decision they make in the future
will be the same. I'll make a note of this meeting. I'll be
watching the steward that filed the protest on Flaxmead. A pattern
of behaviour would warrant an investigation under the
circumstances."

"This meeting
didn't happen it's just your word against mine. You are making a
grave error, everyone knows how to proceed now."

"Yep,
especially me, now bugger off." Jarrod slammed the door and
left.


 CHAPTER FORTY SIX

The early
October Saturday Guineas Day at Caulfield features the Toorak
Handicap and Yalumba Stakes. It is the first day of a three day
Caulfield Racing Carnival, the second day on Wednesday and the
final day the following Saturday. The final Saturday featuring
Caulfield's biggest race, the group one Caulfield Cup. The team had
devised more detailed plans for running the three horses at the
same race meetings. There was now no plan to run the three horses
in the Melbourne Cup, They planned to run the best bet Flaxmead in
the cup, Celtic Storm and Meadow in other group one events of the
day. The Turnbull Stakes meeting was now seen as a lost opportunity
on three wins, instead of first second and third in the same race.
The crowd at the Turnbull Stakes had probably seen the only time
the hunter trio would race together. Flaxmead and Celtic Storm had
been accepted as runners in the Yalumba Stakes and Meadow made the
draw for the Toorak Handicap. The final run up to the cup, the
Caulfield and Cox Plate, run at Moonee Valley were still undecided
on strategy. Harper had nominated for several races each weekend
and if Flaxmead won the Caulfield Cup he would not run the Cox
Plate in an attempt to have Celtic Storm legible for the Melbourne
Cup. They hoped to have the three legible for the Melbourne Cup
should one or two of them run into unseen problems. Should all
three make the Melbourne Cup meet, selection of the best chances
for Celtic Storm and Flushing Meadow would be made as close as
possible to the meeting.

Winston spoke
to Stanton having him visit Shangri La with Jodi Thursday. After
looking round the estate and meeting members of the team he
realised how much he didn't know about horse racing, and what to
watch for to protect the team's interests. He was concerned when
told of the suspected nobbling attempt on Celtic Storm following
the Queensland tyre piercing fiasco. He chastised Winston for not
telling him earlier, after his own experience with some of the
shadier dealers in the racing industry rang alarm bells. Stanton
arranged to travel in the float with the team this weekend for a
familiarisation of operations. Ross Hildebrand understood Stanton's
language, it sounding awful familiar in places. Stanton praised the
team for the hard work they had put into hit and run tactics, he
supported the theory of isolation understanding the problems
associated with placing the venerable horses in harms way among
those who claimed otherwise. He assured them their home life
disruption, sacrifice and commitment to effective hit and run had
no doubt kept the wolves at bay. After one trip in the float to
better understand the logistics, Stanton explained he planned to
run 'blocker' or 'shadow', using his own vehicles on subsequent
trips, equipped for what he described as security work. He summed
up in stating he really just wanted to take his wife to the races
but liked to think that if they ran into trouble he was equipped
and clued up on how to handle it.

Jodi had been
on a tour of the winery with guides Winston and Bartholomew, they
found she was a journalist and the timing was just right. When they
brought her back, Stanton had to pour his wife into the passenger
seat of his black Hummer Jodi having sampled much of the Shangri La
stock. His Mustang was having a couple of modifications, a suitable
make up mirror behind the passenger side sun visor, some new
registration plates and a two hundred litre fuel tank. It was
unusual for him to use the military equipped Hummer on a social
visit. Arrangements were made on picking up Stanton in Freeman's
Water Hole as they passed through in the morning, leaving his
vehicle hidden at Gail Flametower's property for security and easy
access on return. This would most importantly avoid the hills and
corners round Newcastle and make it more comfortable for the
valuable cargo in the float. On the way home in a never ending
stream of laughter, erratic arm and hand gestures, in a slurred
rate of inebriation, Jodi briefed Stanton on the plight of the
Barking and Romford Toad.

Social network
Thunderbolt continued to bring factions of the valley together
previously bitter rivals. Victorian race meeting attendance and its
intricate network of organisation required for successful logistics
was only achievable with blanket cooperation in Thunderbolt.
Oppositionists of open cut and underground coal mining through
liaison of ticketing and transport required to keep Thunderbolt
cost free, gave an insight of the day to day focus and discipline
of the mining industry. The push to the Melbourne Cup and an
interstate meeting every weekend a majority of the mining workforce
was operative in Thunderbolt. But only on opposing fortnights, and
productivity continued to spike when Flaxmead ran. Management
structures chatting within Thunderbolt during preparation and
attendance at race meetings discussed this and found the spikes
were not just relegated to the coal industry.

The pact of the
valley was further demonstrated at this time by a push by the local
coal mining industry to privatise the valleys national rugby team.
The team had been supported by the coal mining industry for some
time and a local entrepreneur also active in the thoroughbred horse
racing industry within the valley forwarded a proposal. Previous
attempts had failed but at this time a massive ninety seven percent
vote of approval at a meeting of members saw the team privatised
firmly in the hands of local control.

The World
Federation of Horse Racing Authorities released The World's Leading
Horses list. The top thoroughbred racehorses to have run anywhere
in the world, assessed on the form they have shown in the previous
six months. With a string of race wins and records from every
meeting run, Flaxmead a horse never mentioned on the document
before ranked number one. He had also been given the highest score
ever awarded of, one hundred and thirty five, Flaxmead had been
officially recognised worldwide. The front page news of this
further bolstered the ranks of Thunderbolt in the valley to epic
proportions. However some people weren't so happy.

As the team
made its way toward Melbourne with Stanton Friday morning the
assassin was at his Toorak mansion with Creighton. He kicked
kitchen chairs around and threw the newspaper at the wall;
Creighton had stayed overnight trying to work out ways to improve
his horses form. Meetings with their trainers and stable staff put
some horses to the front for intense preparation for the cup and
sidelined others. Delores had seen the news of Flaxmead's world
ranking and lost it.

"That's
bullshit!" he paced around wearing only his trousers, his partly
eaten breakfast spread over the floor and walls. He threw his arms
around to emphasise his rant. "That horse, those kids and that
trainer have done nothing to build the industry in this country!
We're the ones who put the entire network on the map! We've put our
arse on the line heaps of times to support this industry and what
do we get!" He retrieved the paper and smashed it down in front of
Creighton on the table. "Look at this, this is Lee Hayford's handy
work and quote. The expected rise of Delores owned and trained
Sanda Warrior is dead in the water beneath the thundering hooves of
the hunter valley trio." He again took the paper and threw it at
the wall. "I want those three horses dead, I want the trainer dead,
I want those kids dead!"

Creighton stood
up holding his in front of him palms out. "Hey Theo, come on mate,
settle down. There on their way down here as we speak." He sat back
down. "We need to stay calm and work out what we can do like we did
last night, I want to win the cup too mate. I don't want to be
known as a murderer or standover man. I've lost my family, my wife.
Things are getting a bit hot mate, I don't want to loose my
dignity. Get your face out of that white shit mate its scrambling
your brain. We do the odd dodgy move every now and then but if
you're a baker you get your bread cheap. I don't mind stretching
the rules but talking about murder we need to have a think. I don't
want to jump off the top of a twenty story building, get to the
sixteenth floor and say so far so good."

The assassin
calmed and sat down next to Creighton. "What do you expect, I use
everything I can to prop up the establishment and what do we get.
Reichmann drew a blank with Carpenter, how did a holier than thou
get into Flemington. I'm asking for no more than claiming a debt
owed to us by the industry."

"Mate, having a
go at the governing body, who thought of that. I had a couple of
doors closed on me this week, keep going like that and our own
establishment may kick our arse. Of course some of our allies are
thinking twice, I hear Winston Blake had offers from the states for
a one on one race with their top flyer. The British horse racing
authority has offered them several group one starts. What if it did
go to the states an knock their top flyer off, it could probably do
it with its eyes shut running backwards. Then on the way back home
broke a swag of records in the UK, it would then come home and be
planted back in the hunter valley. Now that could happen, think
about it. Where would it leave us? I'll tell ya where it leaves us,
working on our horses or trying to find one that can run Flaxmead
down. Now let's get back on track. You looked like Al Capone there
earlier and the untouchables are coming down the street."

Delores run his
hand though his hair and scratched his head. "The tyres before
Doomben worked, stopped Celtic Strom no harm done."

"Yeah."

'If we set up a
series of hazards for cup day the untouchables just may not make
it, no harm done."

"Keep
talking."

"I'm gonna find
out what happens in hidden valley tonight, running horses around
golf courses is against the law there I checked."

"And."

"There's a hole
in Flaxmead's bloodline, the horse was sired in the valley during
bushfires. The stables were wiped out and the mare was moved to
Irish associated operations and he was born in Ireland. I hear
three horses got to the mare and the father could be any one of
them. If the wrong horse is on his paperwork it could be deemed a
forgery and he'd loose everything."

"That's a long
one Theo, someone must have checked it out."

"Doesn't matter
still may buy time if we need it. The main one is the jockey. Tied
up in that bloody float you built the horses are pretty well safe
and shooting one at a distance may as you've pointed could be
disastrous. I'm sure that horse won't have a bar of a bloke on its
back. I hear Lindy Cumberland will never return. They have no
second jockey so if we get to Lorraine Wills with a powerful
laxative she won't be able to get her butt off the toilet and onto
Flaxmead. We know that works we've done it before. On the day of
the cup I want every other Female jockey within striking distance
of Flemington stitched up with a ride. That we can fix."

"I don't mind
getting into that, all's fair in love and war."

"Lets get down
to Caulfield and start organising things, we only have a month. Bit
easier to concentrate on it now I've paid off some debts. I've got
a couple of big deals going down. Quite a money spinner, to easy.
Only problem is to find places in the network to launder the money.
by the time the cup comes around I should be out of debt."

"That stuffs
dangerous, get out of it soon as you can. We just don't know how to
handle people like Renoir."

"Think about it
Nev, if we can't handle this bloke who can. I'm getting on quite
well with him; he's handling all the coke and doing a few jobs that
are most helpful. He's even got Habib on the back foot, if his own
kind is scared of him who's gonna worry us."

Stanton was
enjoying his trip in the float. He learned about bridles, saddles
and equine care from Jessica. He could watch the horses on closed
circuit monitors. He watched news and current affairs on the
satellite TV system. He learned why every seat had headphones with
radio or music when he heard Ross Hildebrand snoring. He could rise
from his seat and access the toilet. He was impressed, it was far
from being as he imagined. He watched them go to work like a well
oiled machine in the dying light of Hidden Valley, and so did
someone else.

From the cover
of trees in the south eastern corner of the golf course Joel Renoir
alias Rick O'Brien confirmed the presence of the float and the use
of the northern course boundary to run the horses. He had a beer
and made further enquires at the golf and country club nearby
regarding access to the course by horses. He was told if horses
were intentionally brought onto the course and caused damage the
police would be called. He left and stayed in a motel returning at
first light before sun up noting further activity in the course
grounds, the float left and Renoir drove to the cul-de-sac checking
the northern golf course boundary for damage. The marks of fresh
horse hooves could be clearly seen. He left catching up with the
float on the Hume freeway and tailing it to Caulfield from a
distance, but not far enough. He was spotted in the rear view
mirror by Stanton, he could see both rear view mirrors from the
centre seat in the rear of the float. Going down Station Street,
Caulfield, Renoir passed the float to head for the stable complex
to see Delores. Stanton added the registration number to other
mental notes of the vehicle; he mentioned nothing to the team.
Renoir delivered the information and some bags of white powder. He
then under instruction from the assassin accessed the members
lounge to familiarise himself with Winston Blake and anyone that
associated with him.

As the team
went about their craft one thing struck Stanton, the glamour of
race day didn't extend to the float park. It seemed to finish at
the fence separating the float park from the parade ring. He was
endlessly engaged in keeping people at bay especially the media, he
was shocked at how much attention the worlds top ranked race horse
generated. Anyone with a backstage pass for the show wanted a
glimpse of the champion; some had walked all the way from the
stable complex just to see the thunderbolt. Lee Hayford was one of
the only people that recognised John Stanton, she attempted to gain
access to Jessica and the team but Stanton stoped her. She had meet
Jodi Simpson several times and once been introduced to her husband.
She had heard of the rumours about Stanton but struggled to believe
any of them, he seemed to be a pussy cat, especially in the
presence of his wife.

Graham Harper
took meadow to the parade ring to meet jockey Nathan Knight for the
Toorak Handicap and Stanton was pleased, the stream of people
stopped and the area cleared. It left Ross with Celtic Storm and
Jessica with Flaxmead in relative peace. The float was set up in
the far north eastern corner of the park next to a single row of
trees on the fence line, on the other side of the trees and fence
was Station and Kambrook Road intersection. The roaring crowd could
be heard as Flushing Meadow ran down Carronade in the Toorak
Handicap during the last two hundred metres of the race by three
lengths.

Winston, Wilson
and Bartholomew were busy with an endless stream of media and
business meetings and directly the Toorak Handicap finished Wilson
mad a rare appearance with someone other than Bartholomew at the
float. An American sports journalist wanted pictures of Flaxmead
for spreads in American magazines. The owner of America's fastest
horse was laying down the gauntlet for a one on one showdown with
Flaxmead. The story was selling newspapers in the US. Wilson and
Bartholomew had already spoken with the American horse owner while
in the US recently stating they could arrange the race, conditions
being one race was in the US and the other at Flemington in
Australia. Since the offer had been made they had heard nothing.
The American journalist embarrassed by the silence, was unaware an
offer had already been made, and sensed a front page story in the
US that would force the American horse owner to accept the
conditions. The American snapped away disappointed that Anna and
Dylan were not present to add to the aura, he was impressed by the
float and Wilson took him around the blind side parked against the
trees pointing out the features of the truck and explaining the
plan for the appearance of Anna and Dylan at the Melbourne Cup the
only meeting that was permitted to affect their schooling. As they
walked around the front of the truck and to the blind side beneath
the trees they caught a glimpse of someone scuffle under the float
in an attempt to avoid detection.

Wilson shouted
to Stanton. "John, around here!" Stanton chatting with Ross and Bob
in the lull of interest by onlookers flew around to the blind side
of the truck, Bob filled Stanton's place. Wilson pointed. "Under
the truck."

Stanton could
see the fresh scuff marks where someone had crawled under the
trucks underside. "Out or I'll drag you out!" There was no sign of
activity, Stanton waited a few seconds. He put his right hand under
his jacket in the middle of his belt at the base of his back. "I'm
drawing my weapon in five, four, three."

A child's leg
appeared from beneath the truck directly next to where Stanton
stood. A young boy no older than ten climbed to his feet brushing
himself clean, looking at Stanton. "What are you doing here," asked
Stanton.

The boy looked
terrified and stuttered. "I I I I'm looking for some of that horses
poo."

Stanton sensed
the boy's terror and knelt beside him so his face was level with
his. "Which horse poo boy?"

"The best horse
in the world." The journalist took pictures and Wilson got closer
to listen in.

"Flaxmead."

"Yeah, that's
his name. I seen a picture of him on the net, he's black with white
front socks and a diamond in the middle of his head."

Stanton smiled
at him. "What are you gonna do with this poo."

"Sell it on
ebay."

Stanton, Wilson
and the journalist laughed. "I see, how much you reckon you'll get
for it."

"I was gonna
start the bidding at two hundred bucks a chunk."

"Where's you're
mum and dad?"

"My mum's home
in Parramatta, my dads dead," the boy looked at the ground.

"What's your
name?"

"David."

"How'd you get
in here boy?"

"My friend
helped me up the fence and I grabbed a branch, got in the tree and
then climbed down. I was gonna poke the poo in large chunks through
the fence to him."

"You saw the
horses name on the truck?"

"No, I saw Anna
and Dylan's picture on the truck, they're all over the net. I tried
to ring them about a deal on poo but I can't get their number."

"Okay."

"You gonna call
the cops?"

"For what,
there's no law against being a budding entrepreneur."

"Exactly what I
thought," said Wilson. "One mans poo is another mans gold, and one
mans floor can be another mans ceiling."

"If security
finds me they'll call the cops."

"I am security
here, successful people rarely follow rules but they are generally
straight up with people they deal with. You've been straight up
with me, you've earned yourself a look at Flaxmead."

"Wow, where is
he?"

Stanton stood
up, a member of the security staff arrived summoned by a concerned
onlooker. "Something wrong here?" he asked. "Someone's climbed the
fence and attacked a horse I hear."

Stanton looked
sternly at him. "Yeah there is something you can help with, where's
your mate David." the boy pointed to a lad on the other side of the
road outside the fence. "Go and get that lad and bring him to
me."

"I can't do
that, the boy would need a ticket and I can't leave the grounds
unless instructed. If this lad has jumped the fence I should take
him to security control and they'll hand him over to the
police."

"You could do
that or take him to security while we summon a steward to find out
why my little mate David here has been detained," said Stanton.

"You know him?"
asked the security guard.

"I do now, if
he hadn't jumped the fence we'd never have found someone who could
sell horse shit. Bending rules can sometimes be the only way.
Before he jumped the fence he had an idea, and knew no one. Now he
knows everyone and we're listening."

"I want to talk
to anyone who can sell horse shit," added Wilson.

"As for small
print and instructions, I know you're just doing you're job but you
contravened several procedures when you approached us. We can
discuss them with the management or you can go and get that lad for
us," stated Stanton.

"Who are you?"
asked the guard.

"John
Stanton."

"From Newcastle
in New South Wales?"

"Yes."

"Sorry Mr
Stanton I'm not sure what you look like."

"Best news I've
had for years."

"I read your
books as part to my training."

"Well you
better go read em again, after you fetch the lad."

"No worries,
done." the guard beckoned towards the gate to the lad on the other
side of the road and David put his thumbs up to him at the same
time.

"Now come round
the corner here David, there's someone wants to meet you," said
Stanton. He led David around the front of the float.

"Wow." The lad
stood like a statue in admiration when he saw Flaxmead only a few
metres away from him. "How much is he worth?"

Wilson put his
hand on the boys shoulder standing next to him. "In money a
fortune, in matters of the heart he is worth more than you could
ever imagine."

David looked up
at Wilson. "I don't know what you mean. I'd sell him and get loads
of money, my mums car needs fixing."

"And a lot of
money and fixed car you would have my boy. In time you're heart
would suffer like mine. Money is a tool boy, I hope meeting
Flaxmead will make you happy, for money will not." Wilson looked
down at the boy patting him on the shoulder. "A massive bank
account will not lift your heart for long, but Flaxmead will grip
your heart forever. Go and touch him, you will never forget
it."

Flaxmead became
unsettled. "He's upset he might hurt me," commented David.

"Hey little
fella, he wants' you to come to him," said Jessica as she struggled
to settle him.

Stanton knelt
beside him again, "Things aren't always as they seem, go on," as
Stanton eased the lad forward with his hand on his shoulder.

David went up
to Flaxmead and he settled lowering his head, David touched his
neck and patted him. He ran his hand down his flank and put his
head against his chest, he could hear the giants beating heart. His
fear left him. He went back to his head and looked in his eye. The
monster grunted and nudged him with the side of his head.


"Congratulations, you're now officially a lifetime friend of this
horse," said Jessica. Stanton whispered a few words in Jessica's
ear. She handed David a grooming comb full of Flaxmead's hair.
"Here, see how much this is worth on ebay."

The boy patted
Flaxmead one more time and walked back to Wilson with Stanton. He
clutched the comb tightly in his hands. His friend arrived with the
guard. Jessica and Ross started to prepare Flaxmead and Celtic
Storm for the main event, the group one weight for age Yalumba
Stakes.

"I'll take them
to the gates," said the guard.

"No," replied
Stanton looking at Wilson. "Let the boys see the horses run."

"Absolutely,"
replied Wilson. He looked at the two boys. "You're about to see
something I witnessed far too late in life. Come with me."

The guard threw
his hands in the air and left. The entire crowd manned the railings
and stands in anticipation. Lorraine mounted Flaxmead and Rosewood
mounted Celtic Storm. They headed for the starting gates with
Flaxmead putting on a show, but Lorraine noticed something
different. He pranced around Celtic Storm and confronted any horse
and rider that came anywhere near her, including mounted stewards.
To the punter it was applauded as the usual pre race show, the
storm before the storm everyone came to see. But Lorraine felt the
intense passion Flaxmead was throwing at Celtic Storm, he wasn't
intimidating her, he was protecting her. Celtic Storm was one of
the first horses in the gate for the two thousand metre event
loading quickly, the gates in earshot of the stand on the western
side of the course. Way out of character Flaxmead went into his
gate directly after Celtic Storm, they had drawn four and five with
Flaxmead on the outside. He stood there motionless and Lorraine
tried to work out what he was up to, she held the reins tight
hunched forwards ready for him to break out fast. They came under
the starter and she was right, he flew out and in the first two
hundred forced the pack wide away from the rail as Celtic Storm
starting well beat the two runners inside of her to take the lead.
At the first turn with the main pack dropping back to chase the
rail unable to hold Flaxmead the thunderbolt headed for the rail
and took off past Celtic Storm on the outside and the crowd went
mad. By turn two Flaxmead had seven lengths on Celtic Storm both of
them pulling away from the field, he rounded the final turn and got
on with it Lorraine glided along on his back he hardly knew she was
there. She gave the reins a little tug to steady him down but he
tossed his head and ran on. He beat his previous record for two
thousand at Caulfield by a smidgen with better track conditions,
with Celtic Storm twelve lengths back holding twelve lengths on the
rest of the field. The American sports journalist in tow with
Wilson was flabbergasted by the pairs run, he vanished with a story
of the fastest horse on the planet, no risk.

Stanton was
busier than a cat trying to bury excrement in a marble staircase.
After weigh in and parade time, the float was awash with media and
onlookers. Wilson took the awe struck boys to the taxi rank pre
paying the driver to take them home. He handed David his card, on
the back he wrote a short message to his mother. The card listed
every Shangri La contact including Winston.

Wilson left
them with a parting word. "Anyone who has the gumption to salvage
horse shit and sell it I have time for. When you finish school ring
one of the contacts on this card and we'll give you a job," Wilson
slammed the door and waved to the boys as they left. Touched by the
thundering hooves of a champion, with smiling faces they shared
inspection of the horse comb all the way home. The decision was to
never part with it, the boys lives were changed forever.

Renoir was
mustered to study the team loading Flaxmead into the float, the
assassin wanted him familiar with Lorraine Wills. Among onlookers
lining the float park fence he raised binoculars to his eyes and
studied the petit female's features. Flaxmead reared up screaming
at the top of his lungs with the call nicknamed the cry of the
banshee. Onlookers wooed at his display but Renoir detested it,
happy with a look at Lorraine he ditched his plans to swot up on
other members of the team and mingled with the crowd. When Renoir
was clear Flaxmead settled down.

The team headed
home, Stanton wasted no time in suggesting modifications to the
float and some habits. A state of the art surveillance system on
each corner of the truck, Alternate positioning of the float in the
parking areas with clear ground all around the truck and work area,
a lesson courtesy of a ten year old boy. He was pleased he had made
the trip, it had taught him just how much danger the horses and the
team were in. He made these perceptions not from ten year old boys
or poor parking tactics, but by studying the faces of onlookers
within the industry. Clearly identifiable by all area passes
hanging around their necks, he read the loathing and deceit in
their eyes. They had the money and position to try anything to stop
the cup going to the valley. His tactics next trip would be far
from hiding among the team, next time everyone would know he was
there. Graham commented he had no idea who to have put a
surveillance system in the float at such short notice. Stanton made
one phone call at two in the morning and told Graham someone would
be at his place at midday no questions asked. With Ross able to
drive the float as well, sharing the load with Graham and Bob,
enough rest was had by all to keep fatigue at bay, except Stanton
he just kept going, he didn't want to miss anything.


 CHAPTER FORTY
SEVEN

Midweek Stanton
visited Shangri La, he had seen Winston a few times at Caulfield
for a few seconds as he worked tirelessly for the wine industry. He
came to the float with gentlemen in top hats and ladies in flowing
gowns and hats. They looked like a duck in a chock yard once past
the fence that separated the paddock from the car park. The
conversation with Winston was relegated to hello and goodbye, so
much to say and no time to say it in. He burbled up the hill along
the access road to Shangri La, Winston heard him coming, saw the
red Mustang roll to a stop outside his window and walked out to
meet him, he notice the registration plate and walked up the path
to get a better look as Stanton climbed form his vehicle. He wasn't
seeing things, the white lettering stood out clearly on the red
background FLAXY1.

"Why didn't I
think of that," was the first thing Winston said.

"Jodi came up
with it, she has suddenly decided the vehicle should never leave
our possession. I had to have a vanity mirror put in the sun visor
of the passenger seat."

"Really."

"Yes really. I
was about to buckle and give it to someone else but I suggested it
and this happened."

"Mm, the lord
works in mysterious ways."

"Very."

"She told you
why?"

"No, for some
reason she seemed to feel she made a mistake, admitted it."

"Good
lord."

"Yeah, went and
picked the plates up herself and supervised the fitting. She might
get a bit upset when she opens the boot."

"Why?"

"Two hundred
litre fuel tank."

"Two hundred
litres, is that legal?"

"The extra
capacity is separated in a network of small tanks to stop the
weight shifting. Not one thing on this car is legal, that's why it
works so well."

"Ha ha I
see."

"Jump in the
passenger seat, I'll show you something." Stanton placed a small
satellite dish the size of a tea cup saucer with a magnetic base on
the roof of his car, it started to move round by itself. They both
climbed in and closed the doors. Stanton pushed a button in above
the middle of the front windscreen and a computer keyboard and
screen dropped down hinged to the roof. They both had to lean
towards the middle of the vehicle to see the screen properly a
little awkward. Stanton turned the computer on and the screen lit
up. He punched in some data and in a flash they could see a four
way live picture of Harpers property.

"Where the hell
is that coming from?" asked Winston.

"The
surveillance system fitted to the float."

"Well that's
incredible."

"Not really,
pretty standard technology. The computer it communicates with is
what is sending these images by satellite. What's really handy is
the face and vehicle registration identification software. It picks
up a new face and through face matching technology can identify
people of risk with any kind of civil, military or political
background right around the world."

"Would it
identify me?"

"It could but
the filter is set for the bad guys. Otherwise to much information,
the registration plate matching will bring up the owner of the
vehicle. Any information can be found if you think someone is
acting suspiciously. By just removing the filter block on anyone's
face, most countries around the world have picture driver's
licences."

"Good grief,
how many people have this?"

"British,
French, American military intelligence, and secret services. Some
civil police forces but their use is limited. The Russians and
Chinese have it to some degree."

"Where does it
operate from?"

"Where no one
will ever find it, stealth is health in the realm of intelligence
gathering and monitoring. All I'd say is when everyone else's stops
working mine will probably still work."

"Why all
this.?"

"When you head
off on Friday morning Flaxy one here with Jodi in the passenger's
seat will be running blocker or ghost or whatever you want to call
it. Now, I'll just punch in this rego number of the vehicle seen in
the Blue Mountains." Stanton punched in the numbers and letters.
The screen instantly lit up with information on the vehicles owner.
"There, you were right, a known member of the Sydney underworld.
Rick O'Brien, worked for a bloke called Jib Habib, he just started
operations for himself. Now I can't find anything out about him
before he became an Australian citizen other than he's probably
French. There was also a sighting of this vehicle near Harpers a
while back right here in the valley."

"What do you
mean operations for himself?"

"Standover
tactics, debt collecting, drug distribution, money laundering,
assault, murder. The real problem is if I have to dig deep chances
are this bloke is x military or secret service, apparently Habib is
scared of him, if this is true he'd be very dangerous."

"All this is
concerning me, I'd feel better if I was none the wiser."

"That's why
I've told you, your team and horses are in one peace because of how
you managed things. I know you've had offers to stable the horses
at Flemington, forget it, this O'Brien has been seen with Theo
Delores. You know him?"

"How did you
find this out?"

"It's not
important, few minutes on a computer. Do you know him?"

"I know of him,
Graham knows him. I've seen him around, I've never spoken to
him."

Stanton
hesitated for a few seconds rubbing his mouth with his hand. "This
Delores could be trying to recover some debts or he could be into
something far more sinister. I'd try to find Taggart he'd know, but
we don't have time. If this O'Brien surfaces again I can get a
picture and run him through the system, see what I can find."

Winston shook
his head. "I thought we might have some problems but this is
surprising. All we wanted to do is win the Melbourne Cup."

"Yeah, so do a
lot of others and you're well on the way. Someone doesn't like the
idea. Stick with what you're doing."

"Its getting
difficult, Wilson, Bartholomew and I have so much to do with the
widening market."

"Graham tells
me you're pulling up for a few weeks after the cup. Id stick with
it until then."

"With you
helping I can fly backwards and forwards on the day with Wilson and
Bartholomew, Gail Flametower wants to come, she's found someone to
tend her horses for the day."

"Good, she can
look after Jodi while the races are on."

"That should
work okay."

"I ask you tell
no one about the rest, I had to let someone in the team know in
case something happened. As you're not in the float I'll have to
give a special phone to one of the team, I'd say Ross."

"They already
have phones."

"Not like this
one, this can't be traced it works on a satellite network."

"Is this all
really necessary, we can always go to the police."

"They'll come
and clean the mess up, they can't do much more till something
happens, to late then. Besides, go to them and everyone will know
and can see what you're up to. These things happen in a flash, as
fast as a bullet or worse something you can't see. Hindsight is
futile. With blokes like this O'Brien around what you suspected was
right but worse."

"I find this
hard to believe, fixed establishments with generally always use the
law or rules to get what they want."

"I agree with
you totally, who said someone wasn't up to something there as
well."

"To think this
was to find Rose and get two kids a dream."

"Without that,
Flaxmead would have been in trouble a long time ago, the lord works
in mysterious ways, dodgy people don't. They are predictable and
preventable."

"Fair enough,
Thanks for telling me all this."

"I'll go and
see Ross and give him this phone, is he down at the stables."

"Yes, not sure what he and Jessica are up to, they generally run
the horses in the open paddock around this time."

"I'll find
them, clue Ross up on the phone. Then pick them up when they enter
the freeway from Freemans Waterhole." Winston nodded s they climbed
out. "See you at Caulfield, my wife is spoilt and demanding so if
you're looking after her and Gail Flametower you'll be busy."

Winston laughed
as he walked towards his office, "No doubt."

The Greedy
Piggy Creek Coal management at this very time were meeting to
discuss the productivity spikes with new Janeiro Coffee CEO Marcus
Makemore from the UK. The meeting was at the Greedy Piggy Creek
operations Makemore had never seen it before and wished to become
familiar with the Australian arm of global operations. Direct from
marketing talks in China as he drove towards Greedy Piggy Creek
through the viticulture, dairies, horse studs and tourist stops, he
had problems conceiving why someone had put a coal mine and power
station in the middle of it. He scanned the fields and hills hoping
to get a glimpse of this phenomenon they called Flaxmead nestled in
the back of his mind. He didn't have much time and after a tour of
operations the meeting convened in the mine office complex was
direct and to the point.

"Now we come
the productivity spikes on average of some twelve percent. I've
read the report from Keith Richardson and Rutland Girdwood and
agree the spikes are related to the race days to which a local
horse called Flaxmead runs. This was tabled in London last week and
the fact that other countries operations experience a similar spike
related to sport activities, things such as the success of the
soccer team in Brazil. This spike in the hunter valley has helped
magnify the fact as it is ongoing, especially of the last few
weeks. There must be a distinct air of ownership of this Flaxmead
by the public of the hunter not dissimilar to the ownership of the
Brazilian soccer team by the entire country. Would I be right
Keith," asked Makemore.

Keith glanced
around the tables faces with a smile before answering. "Well a good
way to test that out would be to go to any local pub. Sit in the
corner on a bar stool making negative comments about Flaxmead and
see how long you retained consciousness."

Makemore a man
of good humour had a good laugh. "I tend to avoid field
experimentation especially along the lines of your suggestion.
However you have made your point."

"Shame really
I'd like to see that," added Rutland.

Makemore
continued to laugh out loud. "Its nice to see an operation where
moral is high. I'm told this horse has a blanket following here in
the valley."

"We are talking
with people we never dreamed of negotiating with. If that horse
brings the Melbourne cup back here it will sit on everyone's mantle
piece," said Keith.

"We are doing
as well as we could ever expect here. Expansion is currently futile
for several reasons. The rail line is overloaded, the loading port
is also working at full capacity, until we can access if these
things can be expanded, supporting current plans for the next two
years is where we sit. Any requests on supporting the activities of
this horse should be endorsed."

"The gas plans
shelved or postponed," asked Rutland.

"Cancelled,"
replied Makemore. "The push to gas fracking here is still present
but we have no intention of becoming involved. We open cut and
underground mine coal our core business in this region."

"What do you
think of the proposals tabled regarding expanding and streamlining
operations here?" asked Rutland.

"I haven't had
sufficient time to digest the stuff. I noticed the names Wilson
Hornswaddle and Bartholomew Fothrington. Anything involving this
pair would require deep study, they make some people back in London
very nervous."

"Were getting
on with them fine, can I suggest we handle this," asked Keith.

"I find the
board in London acts on facts and figures, they rarely take
suggestions but I'll mention it. I have just come from China, some
of the things there I find alarming. I went though an entire new
city of high rise apartments and shops near a mining operation that
we are assisting with planning. Among the thousands of new
apartments and hundreds of shops there is no one, like a ghost
town. The expansion of their industries and armed forces is
astonishing, the iron and coal the west sell them can be seen
everywhere. Where this growth and expansion is leading is
questionable. The next people to inherit the earth will come up
with a sustainable means of elector magnetic power, and the Chinese
are leaders in this field. We are so tied up in supplying things
that may come back and haunt us. The era of cheap oil is over, all
these things affect planning. We are about to launch a new push for
sustainable energy and this year will establish our own scientific
operation from here in Newcastle. It's now a serious feasible
growth industry and could value add our core business of coal,
steel and alloy into the coming decades. I was going to handle this
myself but due to recent developments with horses feel that Keith
would be better suited to announce and manage this. I have all the
information with me and will pass it on for Keith to act on
immediately. This may involve delegation of management tasks and
the forming of a new position on the team when it gets to big. How
do you feel about this Keith?" asked Makemore.

"I think any
one of the team would be only to pleased to work on that," replied
Keith.

"I have a
question," said Makemore. "How do I get a ticket to the Melbourne
cup?"

"Thunderbolt,"
replied Rutland.

"I've been told
of this on the way here, a social network of everyone to attend the
races run by this horse Flaxmead they call the hunter valley
thunderbolt," replied Makemore.

"Yes over fifty
thousand members, thirty thousand expected to attend the cup
meeting," added Rutland.

"Good lord,
amazing. If this horse makes the cup I want the entire valley
operation shut down while the race is on," stated Makemore.

"Won't happen,"
replied Keith.

"Why," asked
Makemore.

"Because the
workforce won't come at it, we made a deal and they won't let us or
the horse down. Could be the biggest day of production ever seen in
the valley," added Keith."

"Interesting,"
replied Makemore. "Make the suggestion to them anyway, for a twelve
percent spike I'd kiss all their arses, however I prefer to support
this far more hygienic method of appreciation."

The room was
filled with laughter. "Rutland is Kerry Snow on today?" asked
Keith.

"No I don't
think he is, he's on this weekend," replied Rutland.

"Can you have
his shifts covered by another OCE and send him to me," asked Keith.
"He will be busy organising our people in the Thunderbolt network
until the weekend of the Melbourne Cup is over."

"No worries,"
said Rutland.

At the same
time the assassin was organising a few things for the cup. The
Yalumba Stakes meeting at Caulfield had netted more income from
white powder than race winnings for the first time and Mr Delores
found it rather intoxicating. On short notice Renoir came up with a
plan to oust the middle man and boost profits by fifty percent and
the assassin was all ears. With sudden access to mountains of money
Renoir made some new friends overseas, not only that, the
international exchange of horses in the assassins enterprise gave
endless opportunities. Renoir had almost forgotten he was a wanted
man and arranged for a South American trip as part of a horse
transfer within the assassins organisation. Renoir would miss the
Caulfield cup weekend but be back in time to do some transactions
at the Cox Plate meeting. Orders for white powder came in thick and
fast, the assassin gave the okay and financed the venture, Renoir
headed to the US disguised as a strapper trading horses for
Delores. Renoir calculated he could safely hide ten kilo of pure
cocaine virtually undetectable amongst the operations hardware. The
assassin was rubbing his hands together, with finances in good
order he was able to spend most of his time on a cup day plan to
stop the untouchables. However the Caulfield cup was upon him and
tied up with the delicate direct approach required to handle things
outside the law, he had dropped the ball in the stables. The
untouchables were about to again run amuck at Caulfield.

The float
rumbled onto the F3 freeway at Freeman's Waterhole, tailed by a
vehicle full of media, they suddenly noticed a dull roar behind
them. "Jesus Christ John Stanton's up our arse!" stated one of the
journalists in the back of the Tarago mini bus. "Jodi's with him
and from the hand signal I think she means go away."

"It's a free
country, I'm sure Stanton appreciates that," stated the journo
driver. There was an incredible roar as Stanton engaged his
supercharger, passed the Tarago, diving in behind the float with a
clear message.

"I think we
should head for the airport, this is not good," replied journo
one.

"It took us
ages to work out what they do, we've come this far I'm sticking
with it," added the journo two.

"Break it off
or Jodi will get our arses kicked," stressed journo one.

The Tarago
dropped back a few car lengths sticking with the tail for ten
minutes until from behind they heard the siren of a police patrol
car. Journo one looked behind. "It's the Cadiche man." The police
pursuit car drew along side them and Cadiche's female partner Kay
gave a hand gesture to pull over. "I told ya, look at Stanton's
rego plate, FLAXY1, I think he might be trying to tell us
something."

Journo two
driving began to pull over muttering under his breath.
"Bugger."

Ross watched
with interest from within the cab of the float. He decided to see
what the fuss was all about and test his satellite phone. He
followed Stanton's instructions on using it and Jodi responded.
"Jodi, what the hell was all that about lassie."

"Media Ross,
nothing serious," replied Jodi.

"We've tended
to embrace the media, bit of a heavy response maybe."

"John wants it
known we're here, part of the tactics no harm done. I know those
idiots in five more minutes we'll have more respect from the lot of
them."

"Yeah, I bet.
Talk to you soon."

Stanton and
Jodi stayed in a motel in Wallan at the Hidden Valley stopover,
connected to the float surveillance system with a lap top through
satellite connection. Stanton used the motion detection to trigger
an alarm to wake him but the first alarm was the team preparing to
run the horses in the early light. Jodi got her first glimpse of
the cloak and dagger her husband had been rapped up in all his
life. The show rolled into Caulfield with no further incidents.

The Caulfield
Cup, group one open handicap held during the Melbourne spring race
carnival. Run over two thousand four hundred metres it is a most
important lead up race to the Melbourne Cup. A win in the Caulfield
Cup by Flaxmead would guarantee that the next time he graced
Flemington it would be to contest the Melbourne Cup. Flaxmead had
been drawn along with Celtic Storm for the Caulfield premier event.
Although Celtic Storm had been nominated for other races the only
draw placing the mare was the Caulfield Cup. Flushing Meadow made
the draw for a support group one event. This is not how Harper
would have liked things to fall, but the scene was set, again the
opportunity to win three races escaped them. Of the eighteen
runners in the Caulfield Cup Flaxmead drew gate seven and Celtic
storm two. Stanton's Mustang sat ominously shinning in the spring
sun parked along side the float, those in the know knew what it was
others by its registration plate assumed it was a toy of success.
The media kept their distance but more journalists were given
access to Ross and Graham than normal by formal request rather than
attempting to hustle in. Jodi was busy being part the scene,
occasionally bringing new friends and old acquaintances for a look
at Flaxmead but far too busy to hang around. She wore her red dress
and diamond necklace set for the third time, Stanton was still
puzzled, she generally never wore anything twice even if she
thought she may have worn it but couldn't remember. Gail Flametower
graced the float with Winston spoke briefly with Jessica then was
gone; Stanton found riding shotgun on the float was pretty
boring.

Meadow was lead
to the paddock by Graham mounted by Nathan Knight and piloted to
another group one win.

Then came the
main event the Caulfield Cup, Flaxmead and Celtic Storm led to the
paddock by Jessica and Ross Lorraine Wills and Brent Rosewood
mounted up. Attendance was another record; it would be next year
records would be hard to come by. Lorraine found Flaxmead to
display identical behaviour as the previous meeting, go near Celtic
Storm at your own peril. The two thousand four hundred starting
gate is not far before the winning post on the grandstand straight
at Caulfield, Flaxmead loved it, he put on the show of the century
strutting, prancing and rearing up around his stable mate. He made
sure he she was in the gate then loaded himself into gate seven,
Lorraine could never work out how he knew which gate to go into. He
again stood perfectly still as if in pure concentration for the
gate to open. Caulfield fell deadly silent except for the race
caller announcing under the starter. When the gates crashed open
the crowd could be heard on Saint Kilda beach, and the thunderbolt
struck. Celtic storm took the rail from gate two, Flaxmead got the
drop on the entire field just ahead of Celtic Storm and closed to
the rail next to Celtic Storm holding the horses from gate one,
three, four, five and six in the pocket. Once the pair was clear of
the boxed pack on the rail after turn one Flaxmead turned on the
outside pack leaving Celtic Storm to hold the lead, the leading
horse of the pack outside the pocket was Brazen Heart and Flaxmead
dropped back several lengths to hold position alongside at the end
of the back straight just before turn two. Celtic Storm held six
lengths on the pack on the rail and five to Flaxmead now well wide
of the rail, Brazen hearts jockey dropped back to take a place in
the pocket towards the rail unable to shake the thunderbolt and it
was all over. Flaxmead kicked passed Celtic Storm on the outside of
turn two left his stable mate in a commanding lead on the pack and
blasted away into the history books. Flaxmead thundered on to the
screams of the crowd rounding turn three with eight lengths on
Celtic Storm, Lorraine began to weep tears of joy "Flaxy you've
done it your there," she laughed as she cried so Flaxmead picked it
up a bit to celebrate. He held the rail crossing the line and began
to pace down, he waited for his stable mate then they both turned
to trot to the winners circle. Flaxmead had another record, the two
thousand four hundred at Caulfield, but not by as bigger margins as
expected, his pack herding antics to protect his stable mate cost
him.

The pair
stopped in the middle of the track in front of the Grandstand the
race caller struggled to be heard above the crowd. "And there they
are ladies and gentlemen, the untouchables. Its not that there are
poor challengers to the Harper trio, the fields this year are as
good as, or even better than they have ever been. Its not if
Flaxmead will win the Melbourne Cup, its down to can anything stop
him. They say he must have the Jorrocks gene. A horse from the
hunter valley in the mid eighteen hundreds that walked and carried
his owner's equipment from one meeting to another often two hundred
kilometres then raced. That horse had a career of one hundred and
thirteen starts undefeated for most them. If Jorrocks had been able
to make it to the Melbourne Cup who knows, now it's down to the
horse they call the thunderbolt. We are graced with the presence of
the greatest race horse in the world and don't we know it."

The horses made
their way to the winners ring, Brazen Heart held out for third
against a tight pack that included Carronade some ten lengths short
of Celtic Storm, weights were correct. Sanda Warrior was absent
again running in Queensland taking a major group one in near record
time.

Stanton
listening to the crowd roar in the float park up area chatted with
Graham. Bob Fields was attending duties with Jessica and Ross.
Stanton learnt of next week's dilemma, The Cox Plate at Moonee
Valley, Graham explained he had some thinking to do before he ran
Flaxmead. The wolves were at the door and keeping up the pressure
would assure good runs for the trio at the cup, but how would they
all handle the travelling. As Stanton pushed him not to buckle to
stabling offers in Melbourne he noticed someone displaying all the
signs of a spy. Alone, hanging around looking uninterested,
studying things out the corner of his eye. Dressed in the standard
dark casual gear including mirror sun glasses of the kind
identifying the mob, complete with finger rings.

At short notice
we can sometimes do things without considering the entire picture,
Renoir jetting to the US was now indebted to the assassin. Renoir
planned to act as requested by the assassin on his return, he had
sent a newly acquired offsider to gather more information. Idris
Nasih a Lebanese refuge had found it easy to adapt to Sydney
underworld life coming from the streets of Beirut. He, as Renoir
had just done, had stepped out of the Sydney underworld umbrella
for the first time at the request of Renoir to better his career
path. Encouraged by Renoir's success he had attended the Caulfield
Cup following Renoir's instructions, in Australia for two years he
had no idea who Stanton was. As Flaxmead and Celtic Storm held the
attention of the gathered, Nasih thought he'd make the most of the
relative solitude, so did Stanton.

"Hang of a sec
Graham, I'm gonna have a yarn with this bloke over here by the
fence," said Stanton.

Graham was
grooming Flushing Meadow as they had been chatting. "No
worries."

Stanton walked
to the fence line between the paddock and float park, he followed
the fence with his back to it, towards the gateway between the two
areas. The official tending the gate was not there, Stanton assumed
it to be associated with the action in the winners circle. Nasih
saw him coming and leant with his back on the fence just inside the
gateway, he threw away half smoked cigarette and lit another. His
mirror glasses covered his eyes standing out on his dark olive
complexion. He gave the impression he was looking directly ahead
but his eyes strained in their sockets to study Stanton's approach.
As Stanton stood next to him he reached inside his jacket with his
right hand, in a flash Stanton pulled a pistol from his trouser
belt holster in the middle of his back and held it beside his leg.
Nasih slowly pulled his hand from his inside jacket pocket holding
a gold cigarette case, he flipped the lid and held it towards
Stanton. He spoke broken English. "Cigarette?"

Stanton
holstered his weapon. "No thanks, don't smoke. Looking for
someone?"

"No." Nasih
looked for a cover, he pointed at Stanton's Mustang. "Your
car?"

"Yes."

"Nice car, I
like. American Mustang."

"Yes. You like
horses?"

Nasih pouted.
"No."

"Your mob what
are doing here?"

Nasih stuck
with his cover. "Car, I see car, I like car. Horse race, no good,
noise. Mob, no understand."

"Bullshit. Have
a look at the car and go, we get a bit edgy about who hangs around
the horses. That horse over there is Flushing Meadow, one of the
fastest horses around."

Nasih pouted
tipping his head to one side. "I look car, I go." He walked over to
the float and walked around Stanton's car. Stanton shadowed him,
Nasih notice the camouflaged surveillance system on the corners of
the float and realised he had been duped. He looked sternly at
Stanton, he felt Stanton's overbearing presence. "You smart. Who
you?"

"Stanton, John
Stanton."

"You need care,
maybe accident for you."

Stanton
chuckled. "Yeah, I've seen plenty of accidents. You're right, you
never know when one may come your way. I'll keep that in mind."

"I go. You have
big trouble now."

Stanton walked
up to Nasih, took off his glasses and looked right in his eyes. He
whispered aggressively. "You'll be back in Lebanon or dead within
the next two weeks unless you buck your ideas up. You're in a
foreign land without friends or family, correct me if I'm wrong.
You let that affect the people of this country and I'll kill you
where you stand." he slowly put Nasih's glasses back on.

Nasih took a
couple of steps back. "I remember, soon you die."

"No worries,
line up with the rest of em."

Nasih walked
away frowning and vanished into the crowd. Stanton returned to
Graham working on Flushing Meadow. "You know that bloke?" asked
Graham.

"I do now."

"He looks a bit
dodgy."

"He's from a
foreign land with starkly different views. Unfortunately I think
you're right, I have no idea how to help him."

"Look out here
they come." Jessica came through the gate leading Flaxmead followed
by a hoard of hangers on. "We better get ready to boogie back
home."

Stanton
struggled to keep well wishers at bay as the team loaded up. Jodi
came and picked up her overnight case, she informed Stanton she was
travelling back with Wilson, Bartholomew, Winston and Gail after
the night's gala festivities in the eccentric senior's plane. They
were scheduled to touch down at Williamtown Newcastle at three in
the morning. Stanton jumped at the idea as she would not be seen
leaving with him and possibly become a target of newly found
enemies.

The trip back
to the valley was without event. Stanton occasionally powered past
the float to stop and have a short knap, he didn't have the luxury
afforded by travelling with the team in a cosy mobile stable
complex. He tailed the float until it turned off McDonalds road in
Pokolbin to access Shangri La from the rear entrance.

The Winston
clan dropped Jodi off after he had been home for only a few
minutes. Stanton spoke to them briefly in the street outside his
mansion as they headed to Shangri La late, held over in Melbourne
with festivities and celebrations. Jodi was a wreck and went
straight to bed, and the rest of them showed the ravishes of
alcohol inebriation and sleep deprivation. Elderslie drove the
vehicle having paced himself with responsibility in mind.

Stanton also
didn't feel too bad catching enough rest to keep him going.
Jessica, Lorraine, Bob, Ross, and Graham headed off for normal
duties after unloading at Shangri La hardly the worst for wear.
Stanton become to realise the venerable were not the protected road
warriors and horses, but the drunk and weary sales team. He
accessed the confines of his cellar den and loaded the facial
features of Idris Nasih into the security system linking the face
definition to top priority alarm. He searched the world data bases
at his disposal and found no history beyond Idris Nasih residing in
Australia. His profile was small time street offences and
misdemeanours in the Kings Cross area. He stated the meticulous
task of cleaning FLAXY1 wearing the grime and bugs spatter of two
thousand kilometres of interstate travel. He did beneath the bonnet
first, locking the bonnet down after he had finished, he didn't
want Jodi to inadvertently stumble on a long time secret.


 CHAPTER FORTY
EIGHT

Mid week
amongst the vines on a showery spring evening, the colours of the
rainbow occasionally captured in dripping raindrops as the sun
peeked out from behind the dark clouds. Anna and Dylan walked
between the vines followed by three unbridled horses toward the
open paddock beneath the broken back range. They had just been told
Flaxmead was to run in the Melbourne Cup and discussed seating
arrangements for the trip to Flemington. The stark contrast of
reality was reflected in the black clouds in the sky, broken up by
periods of stunning sunlight, the sun shone upon them and the rain
from the dark clouds had not touched their skin.

"Maybe the
front seat in the truck," said Anna.

"Dad says we
can't go in the truck it takes all night," replied Dylan.

They walked in
a straight line between vines choosing a different row each time
they ventured out to avoid eroding the ground between the vines, a
new generation of conservationists practised what had been
preached. Dylan led the line followed by Anna, Flaxmead, Celtic
Strom and Meadow. Flaxmead following Anna nudged her in the back
with his nose a couple of times to hasten the pace far to subdued
for the champ. "Stop it flaxy, we only got two legs and the
ground's slippery." Flaxmead grunted his disapproval and tossed his
head in the air. "What about the horse car Dylan, that would be
fun."

"Oh yeah, lets
get Jessica to ask Mr Stanton. That lady with the really long hair
that goes with him is really bossy."

"That's Jodi
his wife Dylan, der, she's allowed to be."

"If I marry
Glenda Bronson in my class will she turn like that, yuk."

"I hope so then
you'll suffer like I have as your sister."

There was
silence for a while, squawking parrots squabbled in nearby gum
trees carried on the wind. "I don't like Glenda Bronson anymore,"
replied Dylan.

"Chicken."

They reached
the open gate to the run paddock below the broken back range and
the untouchables thundered off Flaxmead leading the pack doing both
things he loved best, being a child's pet and running fast with
other horses. Anna and Dylan both swept water left by the rain from
the top of the gate strainer post, made of iron bark gum the posts
had been there for over a century. They sat and watched the antics
of the thundering trio. "Having babies really hurts doesn't it?"
asked Dylan.

"Mum told me a
bit about it, I read a book in the school library sounded really
scary."

"That Mr
Stanton should give that Jodi lady a baby that'll shut her up."

"Don't be mean
she's a lovely lady."

"How do you
give girls babies, I think it's when you get married in the church
something happens and you get a baby. If Mr Stanton just takes her
in the church she might get really scared and shut up?"

"Deeeer, aunty
Jennifer has two babies, she's not married. She abuses
everybody."

"Oh Yeah."

"I'd like to go
in the horse car FLAXY1, and stay with Flaxy in the car park at the
race track. We can see a lot of the other horses there. Mr Stanton
says it's really boring. Then Flaxy goes out and runs around with
Celtic Storm and Meadow, everyone screams at the top of their
voice, and then he comes back. Everyone takes pictures of them and
we come home."

"They run
around together everyday here."

"Der, they
don't get the Melbourne cup here."

"Oh Yeah."

"How long will
it take for Flaxy to win the race?"

"I think three
minutes."

"What! He runs
around here flat out all day."

"Mr Stanton
told me it was different, he said it was the monkey in people that
had fun, and the gorilla in people that fought wars."

"What does he
mean?"

Anna shook her
head. "I don't know, he went to a different school than us."

"What school
did he go to, Cessnock?"

"No, he said
the school of the fallen."

"Where's
that."

Anna giggled.
"You ask the same questions I did. He said in a far away land in
the corner of a field, there is a school that is forever the sun
rise."

"Did he tell
you which field?"

"No he gave me
a hug and tickled me. I could tell he didn't want me to know where
it was."

"Yeah, the
horse car with Mr Stanton, that'll be rad." Dylan jumped from the
post pretending he had a steering wheel in his hand and ran around
as if to steer the horse car. "Brrrrmmmmm!"

"Hey Dylan, I
think I know what Mr Stanton means about gorillas!"

He roared past
Anna. "Stick it in your eye Anna!"

Clifford
Barking could see the back running paddock of Shangri La from the
top of the hill in the back vine paddock at Loudbark. He was
inspecting the vines with Bob Fields. He stopped and watched them
folding his arms and smiling. Bob was on his knees inspecting
plants giving a running commentary but Clifford stopped listening.
"He's going to win it you know, bloody amazing," said Cliff.

Bob stopped
talking and stood up looking to see what had caught Cliff's eye.
Flaxmead reared up and the call of the Banshee resonated way down
the valley on the wind. "Oh, yes. It's getting close. To tell you
the truth Cliff my stomachs churning and I sometimes feel sick with
fear."

Cliff nodded
slowly. "Mm. The whole damn valley, I'm glad it's on Flaxmead's
shoulders and not mine."

"I try not to
think about it, I've been lying awake at night remembering every
bad thing that happened to me, I can't shake it. The only time I
feel any better is when we get on with it and win. Its becoming
like a drug I need to go on."

"I know what
you mean, I lost my horse in a fire, never got to run. Put me off
for the rest of my life but this is bringing it back."

"I didn't know
you lost a race horse in a fire."

"No. Never been
able to speak of it but I look down there and find myself smiling.
I think I'm getting over it."

"Good,
everything's set for the cup, you're going with Winston and the
eccentrics, should be quite an experience."

"Yes. We no
longer struggle to stay afloat. God knows where we're heading next,
Wilson and Bartholomew are determined to maintain quality. They
have an idea on a dry season crop in the tropics, not only grapes
but tropical fruit wines."

"They seem to
put their head where you wouldn't risk a finger."

"That red
Mustang that's been hanging around Shangri La, would that be John
Stanton?"

"Yes."

"They call him
the vigilante."

"My wife calls
me all kinds of things, meeting Stanton, I have reservations about
that opinion, as much as I do my wife's."

Clifford
laughed. "How did he get involved?"

"Winston knew
him, something to do with finding Winston's daughter."

"So what's he
like, your the first person I've come across who has spoken to
him."

"He's a friend
of mine, the children love him. He has a terribly demanding wife
but he seems to love it and she basks in his attention, she's a
journalist. A lot of the leading press we got in the early stages
was due to her."

"I have a
political friend in Canberra, he let it slip one night not long ago
at party that anyone who harmed Stanton would have the weight of
the whole world come down on their shoulders."

"He's the only
man that ever walked up to Flaxmead and Flaxy never batted an
eyelid. Walked around the back of him patting him all the way,
Flaxy didn't object until he walked away. Stanton turned around
said he was sorry he had to go and Flaxy shut up."

"No fear, they
say Stanton's scared of nothing."

"Maybe that's
why he's so good at spotting it. He can smell a rat half a k away.
That won't get this crop prediction finished Cliff."

"No, now you
were saying the light prune is showing signs of being a good move,
the weather is with us so far as well. With the ongoing damp warm
seasons the increased botrytis affected crop could be big next
year. That'll please Wilson and Bartholomew."

Little Lindy
Cumberland had become completely reclusive, torn between her family
and her passion she continued to wear her wrist plaster
unnecessarily to cover her plight. She hid in her room, she watched
re runs of Flaxmead's victories on youtube, she touched pictures of
the horse on her screen gently with her fingertips. She often cried
balancing the battle inside herself by watching a video of the fall
that killed her brother. In front of her parents she masked the
symptoms well, she began the downward spiral of depression.

Graham Harper
was in his office at his home stable. Flaxmead and Celtic Storm had
both been draw for the Cox Plate and Flushing Meadow a support
group one run. Again Harper was puzzled, he had nominated for other
events on the program but again the numbers fell outside of his
hopes of three individual runs. He was tempted to pick up the phone
but resisted the urge to inquire. He thought about it and it came
to him that three wins on Melbourne Cup day would be a dream but it
was actually in sight. If Flaxmead won the Cox Plate it made no
difference to Celtic Storm if she made the Melbourne Cup or not,
discussions with Ross favoured the three race path for the trio as
well. Ross had shelved the goal of a Melbourne Cup for Celtic Storm
as he felt Flaxmead was part of his family anyway, if Flaxmead
failed for some reason there was always next year. Harper stuck
with the draw and Flaxmead and Celtic Storm would both run the Cox
Plate.

Renoir was
basking in glory, ten kilos of pure cocaine touched down in Sydney,
the new horse quarantine facility at the airport was an easy target
for the lawless. The staff was so focused on disease courtesy of
the recent equine influenza disaster and a brown paper bag
containing a hundred thousand dollars. Ten kilo of cocaine left the
airport without detection. The assassin was impressed but other
news boiled his blood. He found himself again throwing newspapers
around his Toorak mansion in the presence of Creighton, one of the
only people in life whose shoulder he could cry on. "I have two
runners in the Melbourne Cup Sanda Warrior and Carronade, I need
another two runners and the flaming nuisances from the hunter
valley draw one a five in the Plate. I've tried everything,
diplomacy, bribery, even begged." He paced around ripped the paper
in two and threw it at the wall, kicked a chair over. "I tell you
right now that float you built will never make the cup meeting nor
will a couple of other favoured runners Sanda Warrior has it in the
bag."

Creighton
pulled a chair out from the table he was sitting at in the games
room, the patio glass doors were open leading out to the pool they
had been swimming and playing pool. "Finished Theo, sit down."
Delores sat next to his friend and calmed. "I was asked to tell you
this, no one else wanted to do it, you should be told."

"What!"

"Last time the
float came out of the valley we had a journo spy tagging
along."

The assassin
became interested. "Oh, somebody's thinking straight, who is it ill
give him a job."

"They didn't
get far. The float had a blocker."

"Blocker, what
ya on about."

"Ghost, someone
riding shotgun, an escort vehicle."

"So."

"A bloke called
John Stanton, name ring a bell."

"Bloke
Taggart's scared off."

"Yes."

"Renoir can
take care of him, he's scared of no one. This Stanton will probably
crap himself when he meets Renoir."

Creighton leant
forward getting closer to make a point. "I'm on first names with
the federal sports and recreation minister, he's not scared of him
he's petrified and so am I."

"Probably knows
something that'll cost him his job."

"This journo
and his mates were pounced on by a part aboriginal police officer
they call the Cadiche man ten minutes after Stanton gave them the
heave ho. Two of em got found with drugs and one with a firearm. We
lost the contact and they lost their jobs. You take this on and
you're on your own."

"Relax Nev,
your paranoid. I've got it all worked out, couple more loose ends
before cup day and everything's apples mate. This Stanton or
whatever his name is."

Creighton
interjected. "They call him the vigilante."

"Sounds
bizarre, why doesn't someone call the cops?"

"Someone does,
yeah him. Let me elaborate on what the word vigilante means I
looked it up to make sure I understood. A vigilante is someone who
illegally punishes someone for actual or perceived offenses, or
participates in a group which metes out extralegal punishment to
such a person. Often the victims are criminals in the legal sense;
however a vigilante may follow a different definition of criminal
than the local law. That sounds awfully like he'd be looking for
us!"

"You're getting
all stirred up. Just a coincidence, your journo mates. If they had
drugs and guns cops might have been tagging them and found a good
time to pounce. Kick this paranoia man, have a line. Check this
stuff out just in from South America, it'll blow your socks
off."

"Get into this
and Stanton may blow my arse off."

Delores stood
up and walked to the glass doors looking over the pool. "You
disappoint me Nev. This Stanton may be what you say he is, but he
doesn't control the horse racing industry in this country or any
other. You're all right, you have five runners in the cup, stop
carrying on like a little girl or leave. I want that cup and can
see it my trophy cabinet now."

Joel Renoir
alias Rick O'Brien meet with Idris Nasih busy with the distribution
of their share of the import. Hasih said nothing to Renoir about
his blunder with Stanton, he knew it would affect his standing with
Renoir and life was improving and he wanted to keep it that way.
They worked on distribution deals during the Moonee Valley Cox
Plate race meeting, the organised bedlam surrounding the
thunderbolt at race meetings gave opportune times to deal with
people while the populous was focused elsewhere. They planned to
maximise advantage of this.

The Cox Plate
did have a goal for Flaxmead, he had not run at Moonee Valley and a
time record was up for grabs. The group one weight for age race run
over a distance of two thousand and forty metres is one of the
major races on the Australian race calendar and often referred to
as 'the race where legends are made.'

The fastest the
distance had been covered at the course was two minutes one point
five seconds, Harper calculated Flaxmead could break the two minute
barrier and so did the bookmakers, Flaxmead was paying a dollar and
four cents for the win. The record breaking margin however was
harder to predict, and Kerry Snow with allocated time from Greedy
Piggy Creek Coal organised a punt through the Thunderbolt network.
Kerry with the weight of Thunderbolt behind him convinced the TAB
to run a wager for correct winning margin, it took off, bringing
attention to the fact the thunderbolt could run under two minutes
in the race. On the day this increased crowd levels to the race to
record levels, generally a purists affair the plate was about to be
overrun by the people. First run in nineteen twenty two from humble
begging's worth a mere thousand pounds, the race was now worth
three million dollars.

All attempts
made to sway stewards and officials through Hans Reichmann failed,
the assassin abandoned his plans of bending official's opinions.
Jarrod Carpenter from Flemington had stuck by his guns and
questions were being asked but Reichmann could not be found. The
assassin was left with using official lines of opposition based on
facts to stop the untouchables; this he felt was ready to go on cup
day. To make sure Flaxmead had no jockey on cup day, the assassin
chased up having every female jockey in the country on stitched up
with a ride. The assassin showed no respect for dignity, conning a
women's lobby group promoting female health into letting him use
their name. Through his network he encouraged stables and trainers
throughout Australia to use all female jockeys available on the day
and wear the women's lobby groups coloured arm band riding to bring
attention to the cause. It worked, but it was time consuming,
coupled with organising his indirect cocaine income the
untouchables were on their way to Moonee Valley unchecked.

He turned
Renoir loose to organise the demise of Lorraine Wills the night
before the day of the Melbourne Cup. Renoir busy with the
distribution of commercial quantities of white powder delegated an
attractive male escort from within his contacts in Kings Cross to
befriend Lorraine at the Cox Plate meeting. He would offer to wine
and dine the jockey the night before the Melbourne Cup planning a
harmless but effective incapacity to ride the following day.

Stanton
concerned about incidents experienced last week, tagged the float
from Shangri La with Jodi. Winston had made a host of appointments
to see people at the plate meeting along with Wilson and
Bartholomew. They jetted to Melbourne the same time the float
departed staying at the Quest on McPherson Street, directly
opposite the Moonee Valley grandstand complex. The push by the US
and UK to have Flaxmead run overseas was on the agenda along with
promoting valley wine enterprises, time had always been short. Gail
Flametower opted to travel in the float, shocked at finding an old
friend on her doorstep to help with horses, she was picked up on he
way through Freemans Waterhole, she kept her old friend out of
sight. The trip to Moonee Valley was without incident apart from
overzealous fans and punters leaning on car horns and shouting from
the roadside, except for one thing. Jodi decided she would drive
FLAXY1 along the open stretch of the Hume highway from Hidden
Valley. What Jodi wants Jodi gets and she wrestled the thousand
horsepower monster down the motorway behind the float with
Stanton's guidance. Every few kilometres Stanton would power past
the float heading up the roadway ahead then drop back behind, like
husband like wife Jodi decided this was a good idea learning the
ropes of surveillance and protection. Jodi's own car was the latest
Honda accord a lovely ladies car, she had never experienced
anything like the Boss Mustang before. The roadway was clear and
she indicated changed lanes to pass the float, Stanton suggested
she change down a gear to stop the engine lugging. She didn't
really know what he meant but complied by changing down a gear
using the simple heavily modified sequential gearbox. Just as she
got passed the float on the outside lane she put her foot on the
accelerator to the floor and pushed the gear lever forwards, the
clutch was not necessary only used to stop or set the vehicle in
motion. During the course of teaching Jodi the ropes of the missile
he was sure he had covered everything and was impressed on how his
wife boldly wrestled with the crimson toy. He had overlooked
pending disaster, Jodi had long strong fingernails. As she pushed
the gear lever forwards her nail caught the lip of the red
supercharger clutch engaging button just below the hand knob on the
front of the lever, and the supercharger whistled into action. With
her foot planted to the floor intoxicated with the throbbing V8,
the engine found another four hundred horsepower sending them
rocketing up the freeway reaching two hundred kilometres an hour.
Stanton pushed the switch back down shutting the blower off
instantly dropping four hundred horsepower as Jodi slowed the
vehicle down pulling back into the left lane, it was early and the
road was clear.

Jodi asked a
question. "Did the red button do that?"

"Yes, leave it
alone love."

"I gotta get me
one of them on my car."

"Jodi, love.
This vehicle and yours has sufficient power to propel them down the
roadway without the red button."

Jodi looked
around the dash. "Wow, there's a lot of buttons in this car that
mine doesn't have, you want for I should push any more
buttons."

"No!"

Stanton had
convinced the team to tighten float arrival times, the float had
been sitting around for some hours before the race just to make
sure they were ready vulnerable to unwanted attention. It was
agreed that it be cut to two hours before the first of the trio's
race. Winston had made forward arrangements for the float at Moonee
Valley with the usual flurry of letters as they had not attended
the circuit before. Gate passes did not include a pass for
Stanton's Mustang although the paper work clearly identified the
vehicle as support for the float, it was assumed by the team that
the float pass would cover it. Stanton pulled up at the gate in
front of the float.

"Your pass
please," asked the gate guard.

"This is the
pass for the float behind me, I think it includes this
vehicle."

The guard
inspected the pass. "I'm sorry sir, the float can enter but you'll
have to find alternate parking arrangements."

"Stay in the
car Jodi," said Stanton as he stepped out of the car and beckoned
Graham, he climbed from the float and Ross from the passenger's
side. "Ross take the wheel of the float and close the door!" Ross
followed Stanton's advice and Graham joined Stanton.

"What's going
on?" asked Graham.

"Could be a
clerical oversight or an attempt to split us up."

"What."

They won't let
FLAXY1 in, no pass."

Graham spoke to
the gate guard who double checked the paperwork. "There must be
some kind of mistake, we need this vehicle with the float belongs
its part of the team."

"I'm, sorry
sir. This car has no pass," reiterated the guard.

"Well that's
incredible," commented Harper.

Stanton leant
close to Graham's ear lowering his voice. "If it was intent the
perpetrators know exactly where we are and know were pre occupied.
Roll it out of here just in case. Slowly circle the backstreets
I'll see what's going on. I'll use the satellite phone." Without
hesitation Graham walked briskly back to the float and mounted the
passenger's seat, within seconds the float reversed and pulled back
out on to McPherson street taking the first street to the left Darn
street then first right McNae street. A steward attending to course
duties in the float park familiar with the vehicles had noted their
arrival with relief and became concerned when the float pulled
away, he made a short brisk walk to the gate and beckoning Stanton
to stop as he began to reverse into the street.

The Steward
spoke with the gate guard. "Why are they leaving?"

"The red
Mustang has no gate pass," replied the guard.

"Don't be
ridiculous, that's the horse Flaxmead and its team."

"I asked them
to wait but they seemed concerned about something and opted to
leave."

The steward
tapped on Stanton's tinted driver's window, "I'm sorry about this,
I apologise!"

Stanton opened
his window fully with a buzz from the electric drive motor. The
steward bent towards the open window to talk above the barking
engine, Stanton grabbed the tag hanging around the man's neck and
read his ID. "David Whelan, course steward. Okay, the float doesn't
go in there without this support vehicle."

"Look just
drive in I'll fix it up. We were hoping on a race meeting not a
riot." replied Whelan.

An alarm could
be heard in Stanton's vehicle, Renoirs number plate had been picked
up by the surveillance system passing the float, he and Idris Nasih
were surprised to see the untouchables slowly cruising the back
streets they were taking to avoid detection by adversaries and the
police. They pulled up, climbed out of Renoir's car and studied the
truck as it ambled past, people walking along the street clapped
and waved to the truck. The attention put Renoir off so, concerned
about his million dollar cargo, they climbed back in and went on
their way. Idris Nasih nearly spoke of his previous observations
but Renoir seemed agitated and focused on what lay ahead so he
remained silent.

Stanton
reversed closing his window shouting to the steward. "Too late!" He
engaged his supercharger and left in a cloud of smoke following the
floats path, he caught them at the end of McNae Street the float
having to negotiate speed humps with great care. Stanton pulled in
front of the float, Graham got out and walked to the driver's side
window, and Stanton dropped the computer screen from the roof and
put the satellite dish from the glove compartment on the roof.

Jodi was
surprised. "What an earth is that John?"

"It's a
satellite communication system love."

"Where did you
get it from and how long has it been in this car.?"

Stanton studied
the screen punching keys as he watched, Graham looked on from the
window with a inquisitive look on his face. Jodi moved over next to
her husband so she could see the screen. "You've been told enough
for one day love, now two alarms in this street four minutes ago."
A picture of a number plate and another of a face were delivered by
the surveillance system. "That's the vehicle that was seen in the
Blues Mountains and that's a bloke who was in nosing around last
week, bingo," said Stanton.

Jodi looked
daggers at Stanton. "John you have a lot of explaining to do, you
promised me you'd stopped all this."

Stanton mumbled
as he punched keys. "Yes love, now we have another bloke standing
next to this Idris Nasih thanks for reminding me computer, better
memory than me this thing. Now lets blow up the blokes face next to
him, put it into the data base and we have," Information flashed to
the screen, Stanton face froze like stone.

Jodi put her
hand over her mouth. "Oh my god, John turn it off." She opened the
passenger side door and stood up outside the car her hands over her
face and starting sobbing. Stanton climbed out of his seat raced
around and held her. Graham was puzzled, he climbed into the
driver's seat to look at the computer screen but Stanton beat him
to it and shut it down. He went back to Jodi Graham walked round to
them on the footpath.

"There's
something seriously wrong here that's obvious, can I help."

Stanton grasped
for direction as he held Jodi sobbing her heart out. Stanton gently
put her back in the driver's seat and closed the door. "Follow me
into the float park, they should be more obliging this time. Get
the three horses out and start parading them, draw all the
attention you can. Call Winston. Tell him you need him doing all
the media interviews he can in the parade area soon as possible.
Keep the horses in the public eye all the time. Get Gail to take
Jodi to the members stand and stay with her all the time, don't let
her out of sight. If any men talk to them I want to know straight
away."

"What's going
on John?" asked Graham.

"Nothing is any
different, just Jodi is bit upset. Come-on lets go."

They were
drawing a crowd, Stanton pulled away with the float in tow. The
gate staff saw the float returning and cleared the area. Stanton
held Jodi's hand as they rumbled to a stop. "We can't be sure love,
I'm shocked as well, we need to keep our heads and sort this out.
Go with Gail if anyone approaches you call immediately. As soon as
I know I'll come and see you."

Jodi pulled
herself together and got out of the car, Gail meet her as she stood
up and Stanton spoke to Gail leaning across the seats. "Can you
keep her company Gail, she felt a bit sick but now she's okay." The
pair walked off towards the grandstand complex. The team went to
work and Stanton paced up and down along side his car parked
directly to the right of the float, visible to the road but not to
the racecourse.

Steward David
Whelan found Stanton. "Thanks goodness we got over that, we feared
you had left, there are twenty plus thousand people here from the
hunter valley. There would have been a riot. We have disciplined
the guard."

Stanton stoped
pacing looking at Whelan. "For what?"

"He knew who
you were and still questioned a minor paperwork error."

Stanton looked
furious, he leaned in his car and picked up paperwork from the
centre consol, he handed it to Whelan. "Six letters all with
replies, stating clearly this car being included for a pass. Where
is it?"

Whelan looked
at the paperwork. "That is a bit odd, you think someone would have
picked that up."

"Where's the
guard?" asked Stanton.

"He's been
stood down and replaced."

"For what,
being a victim of circumstances. Find out who processed that
paperwork and you may find the problem. Send me the guard here,
anyone who knows what was in that float and did what he did is a
brave man. I could do with one here."

"I'm not sure
if."

"Now!" demanded
Stanton. Whelan nodded and walked briskly away.

Stanton went to
ask Bob to take his place as secure point course side of the float
towards the access gate, but he was already doing it and the horses
were drawing the crowd as they were led to the parade ring. Stanton
returned to his car placed the satellite dish on the roof and
closed the doors. He opened the computer compartment and linked up.
He passed the picture of what he thought to be Renoir to Louise
Legrande a friend in the French Secret Service and British MI6
operative Bruce Hurst. He included current Australian
identification information of Rick O'Brien, in less than twenty
minutes Rick O'Brien had been identified as Joel Renoir x French
Secret Service operative, wanted by French authorities for leaking
information leading to the death of several government operatives
in Libya many years ago. One of them was John and Jodi Stanton's
son Bradley. Stanton did something he had never done before, he
called Chinese underworld figure Wu Farr, asked direct questions
and got answers. Stanton went and asked Jodi to hold face, the
Melbourne Cup was going to be a little more interesting than they
anticipated. There was a knock on the drives window, the gate guard
had been found and asked to report to Stanton. Stanton shut down
his computer and locked his car.

"Thanks for
coming back er, I don't know your name," said Stanton as he shook
the burly young mans hand.

"Tom," he
replied.

"You know who I
am don't you?"

"Yes I do Mr
Stanton. I read your books during training with the army a few
years back."


"Singleton?"

"Puckapunyal
sir."

"Anyone with an
eye for detail I can currently use." He took Tom around the float
in view of Bob Fields standing point. "Can you stand point near
this bloke stay conspicuous, the fellas called Bob back him up if
he has problems?"

"No
worries?"

"There's a
couple of dodgy blokes around so stay on your toes."

"Done."

Stanton took a
walk through the gate, past the parade paddock and amid the roar of
the crowd.

Nathan night
had just won another group one race on Flushing Meadow, his wide
unmistakable smile bore the contrast of the opposite side of the
fence amid the record crowd of over eighty thousand. Graham and the
team were so busy the gate access problems were for now forgotten.
Jodi and Gail gradually rose from the doldrums Gail none the wiser,
joining Winston, Wilson and Bartholomew dealing with the never
ending barrage of questions in the paddock. The media were informed
that the owners of Flaxmead Anna and Dylan would be attending the
cup to see their horse run. At last amongst the lawyers, doctors,
entrepreneurs, scientists, philanthropists, artists and this year
coal miners, winery workers and labourers came the main event, The
Cox Plate.

Flaxmead and
Celtic Storm both carried fifty nine kilo in the weight for age
confrontation, Celtic Storm drew gate one and Flaxmead gate five.
As Lorraine prepared to mount Flaxmead she had been talking to an
impeccably groomed handsome man, she seldom met short men of such
glamour and etiquette. He charmed her to the point of agreeing to
dine with him the night before the Melbourne Cup; he claimed to be
a regular race goer infatuated with her talent of driving the
thunderbolt to victory. Lorraine was taken and gave the well
dressed handsome figure her contact number, she explained she was
busy but would take his calls. She melted as he kissed her hand
across the rail as they parted.

Brent Rosewood
mounted Celtic Storm and the show began, Flaxmead followed the mare
onto the turf, the two thousand four hundred metre start was a
dream for come true for Flaxmead at Moonee Valley. From where the
horses accessed the track in the south eastern corner they had to
turn left and warm up along the front of the grandstand to the
northern end of the grandstand straight. Flaxmead ran along side in
front of, and behind Celtic depending on where other horses were in
relation to her. Lorraine knew exactly what he was up to and
wondered if Celtic Strom felt like she just had in the parade and
mounting paddock, courted by an admirer.

Sanda Warrior
was not running in the plate but the Creighton horse Wolf Sheppard
resurfaced along with Blunderbuss from the Prendergast stable with
a final effort to qualify more runners in the cup. An unknown
quantity from New Zealand made the draw for its first run in
Australia, undefeated white mare Won-Tolla undefeated in seven
group one starts in New Zealand over to try for the Melbourne Cup.
This horse had drawn nine and attracted a flurry of betting paying
one dollar sixty, an opportunity compared to one dollar four cents
for Flaxmead and one dollar and fifteen for Celtic Storm. Kerry
Snow and the punters of Thunderbolt were not swayed and the money
was on the under two minute winning margin, the correct time would
net punters a small fortune. The further under the two minute
barrier, the higher the payout, if Flaxmead failed the bookies
would make a fortune. Flaxmead was relatively well behaved
returning to his old tricks of loading last swayed by Celtic Storms
refusal to gate early.

They came under
the starter and Celtic Storm broke well with Flaxmead , he closed
to the rail from gate five easily jumping ahead of gates two, three
and four to run along side Celtic Storm holding the lead between
them pulling away from the pack. Won-Tolla started poorly and was
held in the pocket mid pack crossing to the rail to early and held
by the steady pace of horses from Delores stable. The first
straight was passed the grandstand and the crowd could be heard at
Flemington, with the vocal support Flaxmead could just feel Celtic
on his left and after the first turn past the grandstand he took
off like a rocket. Lorraine shook her head, "What are you doing
were a mile from home," she mumbled. She tried a tug on the reins
and was rewarded with a grunt of disapproval and a head toss. She
bunkered down behind his ears and the champ thundered on, with a
thousand to go along the back straight he crossed the line was well
under the track record for the mark. He held pace around turn three
to turn four and as he entered the final straight the crowd sensed
he'd done it and went mad. He straightened up and Lorraine shook
her head ad laughed. "I don't know flaxy, I'll never work you out,
who cares your the bloody best," she mumbled. He picked it up for
the last five hundred and had a further go in the last hundred,
bookies could be heard cursing all over the country as he crossed
the line under two minutes.

Then the race
caller pre occupied by the record breaking run made an interesting
call. "And in second place only just, with a scorching last five
hundred is Won-Tolla fifteen lengths back from the champ and a nose
in front of Celtic Storm. Blocked in the mid field pocket for
fifteen hundred metres the jockey pulled the horse back to last
crossed the field wide and made a run catching Celtic Storm at a
cracking pace. What if this horse had got lose earlier, what a run
by the milky mare. I don't think Celtic Storm jockey Brent Rosewood
noticed Won-Tolla making the run wide and shut Celtic Storm down
just before the line but what a run she lost hardly any ground to
the thunderbolt as he crossed the line. But we can't take it away
from the thunderbolt what an incredible lead up to the Melbourne
Cup this horse has had. A string of wins, unbelievable records,
officially recognised as the best horse in the world and as they
run down and return to the winners circle, strutting along next to
his stable mate, they have become an inseparable pair."

Stanton had
walked through the complex scanning the crowd, he stood in view of
the members lounge and watched a steady flow of outrageously
dressed females and impeccably groomed men go in and out. During
the Cox Plate the pedestrian traffic dwindled to a trickle. The
crowd could be heard roaring as the race began and Stanton was
rewarded for his diligence, Idris Nasih appeared from the member's
area with two dark suited heavyweights. He followed the trio out of
the grandstand complex to the northern car parks. They stopped at
the Nissan Skyline GT owned by Renoir. The car park was deserted as
Flaxmead drew all the attention the crowd continuing to roar as the
race began. From the shadow of the north-western most end of the
grandstand complex motionless against the wall, Stanton watched
Nasih open the boot of the Nissan and transfer a spare wheel with
assistance of one of the heavyweights to the vehicle next door, a
silver Mercedes salon. The heavyweight men in suits, obviously keen
gym enthusiasts judging by there build, kept a diligent eye out
scanning the entire car park area while the wheel was transferred.
The boot of both vehicles was closed and Nasih was given a brief
case from taken from the back seat of the Mercedes by one of the
heavyweights. He opened it on the boot of Renoir's car, he fumbled
through the contents closed the lid. He shook the heavyweight's
hands and put the brief case in the boot of Renoir's car. The trio
headed back to the grandstand complex laughing and joking.

Once the trio
disappeared inside Stanton walked to Renoirs car, he made note of
the silver Mercedes registration plate, and pulled what looked like
a mobile phone from his inside jacket pocket. He pointed the device
at Renoirs car and pushed the activation button, the device
searched thousands of remote key codes a second and in a few
seconds Renoirs car's lights flashed and the security system
beeped. Stanton opened the boot, the case had not been locked and
he quickly inspected the contents. Wads of hundred dollar bills,
lots of them. He returned the case and closed the boot, then
accessed the boot of the Mercedes using the same device. He
identified the spare wheel, it was from a late BMW. He tried to
pick the wheel up, it was notably heavier than it should be by
several kilo. He closed the boot and returned to the complex, he
again waited in view of the members lounge doors. Then he got his
first view of Renoir in the flesh. In a group that included Nasih,
he had never seen the other two men with them. They laughed and
joked for a while outside the doors then Renoir and Nasih went
their separate ways. Stanton tailed the two casually dressed men to
the winners circle, they pulled a top hated overdressed man to one
side and spoke quietly in his ear, the man smiled, nodded and
returned to his group. Stanton managed to catch Jodi's attention in
the winners circle, she appeared to have brightened up.

"John what are
you doing out here, who's looking after Graham and Meadow?" asked
Jodi.

"It's okay
there in good hands one of them Bob's. That man over there with the
grey suit and long top hat, who is he."

"The one in the
group directly opposite?"

"Yes."

"Theo Delores,
one of Australia's leading owner trainers."

"Really."

Jodi giggled,
"They call him the smiling assassin, the advice is not to buy a car
from him."

"Okay, come
back to the car with the team I'd like you with me on the way home
love."

Jodi strained a
smile. "Do you know yet?"

"Ill tell you
on the way home love." Stanton squeezed her hand and headed to his
car. He cranked up his computer system, linked up to satellites and
in twenty minutes knew who owned the silver Mercedes and that Theo
Delores owned a BMW. Coupled with the information from Wu Farr, he
had more lottery numbers up than he could handle. The problem was
in this situation how did you go about cashing them.


CHAPTER FORTY
NINE

Nine days and
Flaxmead would run the Melbourne Cup, a race worth six million
dollars, now the richest in the world, but to some not as valuable
as the cup itself. Harper at last had a horse in three of the ten
events on the day, all that was left was the barrier draws.

Kerry Snow was
in the middle of coordinating the movement of over thirty thousand
people through Thunderbolt, from the hunter valley to Flemington
racecourse for the first Tuesday in November, all to see a horse
run for three minutes. He encountered the odd problem, for some car
pooling worked but for others it didn't. Some wanted to fly and
stay in motels others go on a coach arriving on the morning, and
some stay for a few days. The only thing everyone agreed on is that
they wanted to be there. His primary look into big business opened
his eyes, the first day he spent hours attempting to appease
individuals from all walks of life with near zero success. The next
morning after Okaying it with Keith Richardson, he booked every
charter coach he could find, every available plane seat along with
every available train ticket using Janeiro Coffee channels. At
least now all the transport available would be in control of
Thunderbolt to service the valley attendance. Once the information
filtered down the system the available transport was snapped up by
the multitude of compatriot industry connections in the valley. He
rang entities individually informing them of how to access the pool
of transport and accommodation facilities, things slowly thinned
out. When nearly on top of this he struck the next problem.
Thunderbolt membership was free but the badges sold like hot cakes,
tens of thousands had been sold, the local supplier wanted to know
what to do with all the money. Kerry found a local accountant part
of the Thunderbolt network and services were offered free to tackle
the problem. His phones never stopped ringing, he had never been in
so deep just to help people out, and reminisced on the relatively
simple mayhem of the open cut mine. He battled on time was
short.

Anna and Dylan
at last planned their trip to Flemington, mid week they played with
the equine trio and they asked Jessica to rally Mr Stanton for a
seat in the horse car. She took them straight to their father over
from Loudbark waiting to take the children home at nightfall
knowing that it wouldn't happen through the secret squirrel club.
He was chatting with Wilson and Bartholomew in the stable living
quarter's kitchen. Jessica fronted the pair but they said nothing.
"Well, come on I'm not the one you need talk to," said Jessica.

Bob looked
puzzled. "What's this all about," he asked as Anna and Dylan stood
in front on him looking at the floor.

Anna looked up.
"Em, we wanted to go to the Melbourne Cup in the horse car with Mt
Stanton."

"Oh I see, and
have you asked Mr Stanton about this," enquired Bob.

Anna looked
back at the floor. "No."

"Why not?"

"We don't know
how?"

"Ever thought
of phoning him, I think heed love to hear from you even if you
can't go in the car."

"I don't know
his number."

Wilson and
Bartholomew smiled at each other. "This is an absolutely spiffing
idea Anna and Dylan have Bob. We've been told to expect a bumpy
ride, not everyone is as happy as us about Flaxmead running the
cup. They could go down in the car and come back in the plane with
us. That's and experience of a lifetime for them."

Bob Fields
activated his phone and pressed a few buttons. He listened until he
could hear the call tone and handed the phone to Anna. "Here, ask
Mr Stanton yourself."

Stanton pulled
his phone from his belt and saw Bob Fields name answering the phone
immediate. "Hello Bob."

"Ah Mr
Stanton," stuttered Anna.

"Anna, is
everything all right."

"Yes, dad gave
me the phone so I could ask you something."

"Go ahead love,
I'm listening."

"Dylan and I
would like to go to the Melbourne Cup in the horse car with you and
Jodi?"

Stanton nearly
fell over, he had been racking his brain on how to cover this very
thing. He didn't put the children out of Renoir's sites. "Jodi and
I would love to have you come love, tell your dad I will be there
on Monday morning when the float leaves and you can come with us
following your dad."

"Thank you Mr
Stanton."

"Bye love."

"Good bye Mr
Stanton." Anna turned of the phone and gave it back to her father.
"He'll pick us up Monday morning when the float leaves."

"That was hard
wasn't it?" smiled their father.

Stanton yelled
out to Jodi from the garage he was polishing FLAXY1. "Jodi!"

She popped her
head around the garage access door at the top of the steps. "No
need to shout love I'm right here."

"Oh, I didn't
know that, brush up your childminding skills."

"What on earth
for?"

"Anna and Dylan
will be coming to Flemington with us."

She came to the
bottom of the steps looking concerned. "John, is that wise. You've
told me nothing about Renoir."

"You know I
can't tell you anything love."

"The man help
kill our son John I think I should be told what you are doing about
it."

Stanton pulled
hear close hugging her for a while then looked her in the face.
"I've been looking for that man for god knows how many years.
Information he has can save countless lives. You know I can't tell
you any more than that love."

"Can I expect
to see Hurst and Legrande at Flemington?" Stanton stood his ground
and said nothing. "It's a horse race John not a god damn
battlefield."

Stanton
continued to hold his wife and look in her face. "Only the dead
have seen the end of war. We must preserve in peace what was won in
war. It's obvious I can't do this alone love, I had to ask for
help. I can't focus on the team and go after Renoir."

Jodi fought
back tears and shook her head. "At least you have your priorities
right, did you ask the children to come with us."

"No Anna called
me and asked to go with us just now on her father's phone."

"Things have
changed John, I'm not scared just sad it comes to haunt us. Well
never be free of it."

"If its not me
it'd be Cadiche, Anthony, Robert."

"Thank god
they're not keen on horse racing John."

"They will have
to be told."

"Well make it
after it happens."

"I haven't
planned anything different but eventually they must be told."

Jodi put her
head against Stanton's chest looking to one side holding him
tighter. "Thank god we have those children with us, if anything
happened to them Id never forgive myself."

"Won't get any
better than this love, first time we're doing something like this
together."

Anna and Dylan
were very excited the time had come for the real thing and they
were far from alone. The Greedy Piggy Creek management met to
decide who would go not who would stay the day of the cup. The
meeting was in the mine board room, casual but pointed, being there
had become a must. The room was spotlessly clean but smelt of coal
dust and inkjet printers. "I think I should attend because I've
driven this thing as positive from the very beginning and need to
present our future vision to the gathered, no one will be in the
valley to talk to next Tuesday except the ground staff," stated
Keith.

Rutland raised
his eyebrows, "You've driven it, I was the one who walked out on
Crookborn."

"Yeah but I was
just getting up when you beat me to it," replied Keith.

"Get real,"
Rutland leant back in his seat and gestured with his hands. "It's
obvious I should go I started the whole thing." John Gifford and
Wesley Cleland started chuckling at the pair.

"Perhaps we
should go to Markus Makemore for an independent decision," replied
Keith.

Wesley broke
from his chuckling. "Won't make any difference,"

"Why," replied
Keith and Rutland in unison directing there gaze his way.

"Because
there's not a plane, coach or train seat available, everything is
booked. If anyone's going to go you'll have to drive and that's
three days."

They looked
blank with wide eyes. "You're joking," said Rutland.

"No, if I was
joking you'd be laughing and you're not but I am," replied
Wesley.

"I thought it
was arranged through Thunderbolt," stated Keith.

"No one said
anything to Kerry, his ears are working fine but his mental
telepathy is poor," he folded his arms. "So if you're driving the
traffic jam should start Monday morning.'

"We can't spend
three days away, surely Kerry can fix something," said Keith.

"No chance,
he's still looking for more seats and accommodation but its all
gone. Set to be the biggest crowd in the history of the race," said
Wesley.

"I'm going to
see if I can fix something but just in case get some big screens in
here at the crib huts and one in the muster area for the race when
it's on."

"Forget it,
every big screen available in the country has been snapped up and
most people can listen on the radio or watch on their mobile phone.
I got a plane ticket ok and accommodation," said Wesley.

Keith and
Rutland looked at each other with long faces then back at Wesley.
"What makes you so different in the eyes of Kerry snow," asked
Keith.

"Probably the
fact that I asked him," replied Wesley.

"But he usually
puts seats aside for us in case we want to go, or he has in the
past," said Keith.

"Yeah but he's
been busy with all this Thunderbolt stuff since you gave him the
task and he needed every available seat," replied Wesley.

Keith rubbed
his chin pouted and had a think. "I got an idea." He activated his
mobile phone and put it to his ear, they waited watching with
interest. "Wilson, its Keith Richardson."

"Ahh Keith,
getting close now my good man," replied Wilson.

"Yes, look
without beating around the bush I have a bit of a problem with
transport to Flemington on cup day. Any chance you could help out
at all?"

"Mmm, you're
the second one today with similar problem, just hang on a touch."
Wilson put his finger over the mouthpiece of his phone. "I have
Keith from GPC on the phone here Bartholomew, can't get transport
to Flemington. Can we help him out, would be a good man to have on
hand bearing in mind what could be discussed on the day. Every man
and his dog will be there, good lord I'm speaking the local
lingo."

"We're going
down on Sunday," replied Bartholomew. "We could send the plane back
for Tuesday morning as discussed, was going to pick up Clifford and
his family but still room for a few more."

"Why not I'll
offer it to him, ten in the morning at Williamtown'" asked
Wilson.

"Yes, stick
with that. Five hours before the race should be ample time,"
replied Bartholomew.

Wilson took his
finger from the mouthpiece of his mobile. "Yes Keith, ten o'clock
from Williamtown on the day aboard our plane if that's any good to
you."

"Lock it in for
me please Wilson that is perfect," replied Keith.

"Its not
returning until Wednesday morning, if we win we thought we'd hang
around and really rub it in," said Wilson.

"That's fine,
what a great idea. I'll be looking forward to this."

"No problem,"
replied Wilson. "Must go, see you then."

"Thank you,"
Keith hung up. He looked at the rest of the team smiling. "Being
taken down in the eccentric's plane, on the day."

"What! Does
that include me," asked Rutland.

"No, someone
has to hold the fort."

"How'd you
swing that?" pouted Rutland.

Keith nodded
with a wider smile. "You have to have influence when you're in my
position you know." His face transformed to a concerned frown as he
changed the subject. "Now," he quickly looked around and dropped
his voice. "What's this I hear about a sighting of the Barking and
Romford Toad?"

Anna and Dylan
had renewed interest from school friends but had been tainted by
rejection. They were conveniently polite but distant. They were
whisked away for the weekend by their mother and taken to Shangri
La. Was not every weekend you walked the path to a dream. Bob
Fields and Graham Harper changed nothing in the lead up to the cup,
they remained as busy as they could be Bob spending time at
Loudbark working and Graham attending to medial chores around the
stables. The float was moved to Shangri La on the Saturday; the
media swamped Graham and Bob's residence but were reluctant to push
the point at Shangri La. People ambled in and out all day tasting
wine oblivious to the fact Flaxmead and the thundering trio were
but a few hundred metres away. The float became a tourist
attraction when parked at Shangri La, explained to the masses by
staff as being on a publicity drive for the cup. However there may
have been another reason the media were distant at Shangri La,
parked in light scrub on the hillside directly below the sheer
faces of the Broken Back Range was a black Hummer. From its
position it overlooked the rear entrance and dirt access road.
Behind the wheel, a part aboriginal police officer on leave for the
duration of the Melbourne Cup. Just inside the main gate of the
front access drive, a portentous red Ford Mustang between rows of
rose gardens.

From
observations, the uneducated would believe that nothing was
happening. Three horses wandered along behind two children among
vines toward the open paddock below the range. The two children
argued about all kinds of things, which side of the horse car would
they sit, all important in the mind of a child, the horses
occasionally grunted and tossed their heads around deeply involved
in the conversation, but mostly they just ran around flat out. Far
from the feelings of Jessica, Ross and Graham, they did everything
three times and then again keeping busy saying nothing, the stables
looked like a new pin along with the float. Bob Fields gave himself
so much to do at Loudbark he struggled to remember his own
instructions, when really their nerves stood on a knife edge.

It was Sunday
morning, Winston Blake, Wilson Hornswaddle and Bartholomew
Fothrington took one last look at things from the Shangri La car
park before venturing off to take the initial thrust to Flemington
for the Melbourne Cup. They to had fallen quiet, speaking only when
really necessary. "Well the time had come gentlemen," said
Winston.

"Yes," said
Wilson. "Let's get on with it." They all climbed into the Bentley
and Elderslie drove sedately down the driveway toward the main
road. They stopped at Stanton's car nestled in the rose bushes.
Stanton got out, stretched and walked to the waiting Bentley.

Winston lowered
his rear window. "You're a dedicated man John."

"I can be here
and make sure things are okay or get my arse kicked all round the
pool at home, what would you do."

The Bentley was
full or raucous laughter. "Understood John, what do you think our
chances are?"

"Winning the
race, better than eighty percent."

"Good odds
coming from a realist," replied Winston.

"Don't get me
wrong gentlemen, we have to get there first," added Stanton.

Wilson sitting
next to Winston leant over to the window. "We have a few unexpected
visitors rolling up from far and wide John, should be interesting.
Few rumours from the grapevine what."

"Keep it to
yourselves, the walls have ears," added Stanton.

"Don't worry
about a thing, you get him there and those kids have won," said
Wilson.

"I would rather
attempt something great and fail, than do nothing at all and
succeed," replied Stanton.

"Where did you
get that from John," asked Winston.

"From years of
being without my family, I said it to myself every day. Was
eventually my wife that made the mistake that brought us back
together," said Stanton.

"You spent
years trying to jump back into the fire John," asked Wilson.

Stanton had a
chuckle. "Jodi would like to be the person she puts over but she
fails because she isn't the person she puts over. Things are
sometimes not as they seem,"

"Your damn
right there John," said Wilson. "We're right on schedule, let's get
on with it." Stanton watched the sedate limousine amble onto the
road and power off towards the airport.

This Sunday Bob
and Graham were saddled with a decision they found harder than most
they had encountered. Anna and Dylan's pet dog Pipa, with Anna
since she was a baby had become gravely ill. The blue heeler unable
to walk and occasionally whimpering in pain would have to be helped
into the solace of the eternal sleep. Bobs wife Marie and Graham's
wife Liz were staying home during the cup and demanded a decision
on Pipa be made before their families headed to the cup. They
couldn't watch the poor canine member of the family suffer anymore
and were concerned it would get worse while Graham was away and
unable to do anything. They had all put it off many times because
they loved him but now their love was causing Pipa immense pain.
Anna and Dylan were spoken to by their father and after an involved
consultation a decision was made and they left Shangri La for their
home with Graham. They passed Stanton by the gate stretching his
legs amongst the vines and stopped to inform him of their journeys
purpose. "A nation can be judged by the way it treats its animals,"
said Stanton.

"You think of
that John," asked Bob.

"No, Mohandas
Ghandi."

"The Indian
civil rights leader from the forties," said Bob.

"You are well
informed," replied Stanton.

"You run into
his sayings every now and then, I found out about him on the net,"
replied Bob.

"Information,
it can be the death of dynasty," said Stanton.

"Pipa has to go
to sleep Mr Stanton, I'm going to hold her, as she sleeps," said
Anna looking saddened to the lowest.

"You're courage
will be rewarded ten fold Anna, Your dog has never failed you, now
you will be there when she needs you most," replied Stanton.

"I feel sick Mr
Stanton," added Anna.

"A brave man
gave me a poem a long time ago, I don't know if he wrote it or
found it. At times like this it helps. Do not stand at my grave and
weep, I am not there I do but sleep, I am a thousand winds that
blow, I am a diamond glint on snow, I am the sunlight of ripened
grain, I am the gentle autumn rain, I an the soft star-shine at
night, then you awake in the morning light. Although I am at rest,
I am the sunset in the west. I am not there I do not die. So heed
these words that here I say, I am the love that will guide your
way."

"You always
have a way of putting things John, thanks for that," said Bob.

Anna cracked
half a smile. "Can you write that down for me please Mr Stanton
that's lovely, I still feel sick though."

"Today you may
fall, tomorrow you will rise. To rise you must first feel the
hallow of defeat and loss. Today you lose a much loved friend,
tomorrow another may lift you beyond the stars," quoted
Stanton.

Bob looked
puzzled. "You were once the leader of scared people."

"What makes you
say that Bob," asked Stanton.

"Because I'm
not scared when you're around," Bob replied.

"We all use
different things for comfort, I had a teddy bear when I was a kid,"
replied Stanton.

"Have you ever
felt fear John," asked Bob.

"Fear has its
use but cowardice has none, go help your little friend Anna.
Although you are scared you are no coward, from the depth of
despair you will rise. The rewards of courage have forged the
world. You have the freedom to feel the sad loss a reward of
courage from the past," added Stanton.

The clan ambled
down the road with a wave and a smile in no rush to confront the
pending task. Pipa passed peacefully into the night and sleeps
beneath the giant gums of Greedy Piggy Creek.

Monday morning
the untouchables were loaded for transport to the Melbourne Cup.
The only member of the team missing was Lorraine Wells already at
Flemington for spring carnival rides and to meet an admirer. Anna
and Dylan waited by Stanton's car in the breaking light next to the
float, their faces still carved with the despair of loss. They had
overnight bags with them but they had to be stowed in the float as
FLAXY1 had no room in the boot. Jodi had been informed of the
children's misfortune the previous day and was saddened herself.
Anna and Dylan surfaced a little more as they discussed seating
arrangements in the horse car. Dylan wanted to ride in the front
first but Stanton insisted Anna ride in the front, he pushed the
respect aspect that should be shown to what he referred to as
ladies to Dylan. Dylan insisted that his sister was not a lady, but
Stanton mentioned that being a caterpillar did not stop it from
turning into a beautiful butterfly.

As the float
made its way through Cessnock to the freeway well wishers lined the
kerbs and roadside. Gail Flametower was picked up at Freemans
Waterhole, Graham was shocked to find a second passenger wishing to
attend with the team, the person was permitted to join them. The
crowds grew through Sydney and along the Hume highway. Comfort
stops concerned Stanton and he stayed in satellite phone contact
whilst they were held up. Coach loads of punters were everywhere
sounding horns and waving, Stanton expected problems but not until
tonight, what kind of problems he didn't know but he remained open
minded.

The float
drifted off the highway on schedule and pulled up in the Hidden
Valley cul-de-sac, Jessica, Ross and Gail ran the horses and night
feel without incident. Anna and Dylan were tucked up in bed of a
motel directly next to Jodi and Stanton's room. The children had a
bad night, Pipa made their hearts ache. In the early light Anna
quietly whispered Pipas fate in Flaxmead's ear. The horse
recognised Pipas name if nothing else and muzzled Anna under the
arm. The horses ran along the golf course boundary as always
returning to the floats and all hell was let loose, a police car
siren whaling rolled up in the cul-de-sac, a four wheel drive ute
raced to the fence on the golf course side of the northern
boundary, a man leapt from the drivers seat leaving his door open,
and climbed the fence yelling abuse at the team as he approached.
"What the hell do you think you're doing, look at the damage to the
grounds! Horses are not permitted in the golf course grounds!"

A police
sergeant leaving the lights of his police car flashing and his door
open confronted the team at the rear of the float. "I'm sergeant
Sparrow from the local constabulary, who is in charge here?"
Jessica tried to control Flaxmead the police sergeant had got to
close. He reared up and let fly with the cry of the banshee. The
sergeant drew back. "That thing is dangerous."

Graham and Bob
fronted the officer down the driver's side of the float. "Sorry, he
gets a bit edgy with people he doesn't know. We've been here
several times never had any problems.

The man from
the ute in the golf course grounds strutted into the conversation.
"What the hell do you think you are doing, you seen the damage to
the edge of my grounds," he turned to the police officer. "I want
these people charged for damaging the course grounds." His
conversation began to be drowned out by the growing roar of a v
eight engine, a red mustang drifted sideways into the cul-de-sac.
It went round and round in circles the front wheel brakes locked on
in a deafening roar up wind of the float no more than twenty metres
away adjacent to the police car. The float was engulfed in smoke,
the roar just suddenly stopped. The four argues coughed in the
airborne pollutant, their eyes watered from the haze.

As it cleared
Stanton was standing no more than three metres away, he had a
distinct look of displeasure and held a pistol in his hand just
behind his leg. "Who the hell are you and what do you want!"

"I should be
the one asking the questions," said the police sergeant. "Are these
your horses?"

"No, one of
them belongs to the two children in my car, they're taking it to
Flemington to race in the Melbourne cup," barked Stanton.

The police
sergeant slowly looked up at the side of the float as did the ute
driver. The sergeant read out loud. "Flaxmead the hunter valley
thunderbolt, good god."

The ute driver
held his jaw open looking flabbergasted. "These horses are the
untouchables?"

"Yes, never
mind about that, who told you they were here?" barked Stanton.

"I got a call
about half an hour ago from someone," replied the ute driver.

"Who?"

"I don't know,
he never gave his name, just told me then hung up."

"Was it on your
mobile?"

"Yes."

"Can you see if
the caller's number is in your phone please?"

The ute driver
fumbled with his phone then read out a mobile number to Stanton.
Stanton replaced his pistol out of sight then put the number in his
phone but didn't call it, he turned and walked towards his car. The
police sergeant spoke to Stanton. "I need to ask you some
questions, there's the issue of the damaged golf course."

"You've got
systems with you use them, I don't have time to muck around,"
replied Stanton as he walked to his car.

The police
sergeant turned to the ute driver. "You'll have to make a statement
of complaint for me to proceed."

"Are you
kidding, Flaxmead's hoof marks on our golf course the morning
before he ran the Melbourne Cup. I'm going to cordon the area off.
It'll be worth a fortune. People will come from all over the world
to play the course and see where he ran." The police sergeant
folded his arms with his eyebrows raised as he listened.

Stanton joined
Jodi given strict instructions to hold the children in the car. He
let them out to go to the flying trio being walked around on the
grassy verge. As soon as they were out of sight he dropped his
computer from the roof and cranked it up. In a couple of minutes he
had the name of the caller, Idris Nasih. To some degree he was
comforted that the marauding villain had felt comfortable enough to
use his phone with such gay abandon, had he been suspicious of
being traced he would have used a pay phone. He then rang the
number thought his satellite system to trace its location, the
phone rang, a mobile tower in Flemington Melbourne picked it up, he
shut down before the phone could be answered. He quickly climbed
from his car to return to the team, the police sergeant alighted
from his vehicle at the same time a few metres away. "Your John
Stanton why didn't you tell me. I got that information from the
radio there is absolutely nothing in the system about you or your
car."

"Government
filling systems you can't trust them, probably a paperwork era,"
Stanton spoke as he walked past toward the float.

"All this for
nothing," said the sergeant.

Stanton stopped
and turned to speak, "Hardly, the phone number was valuable; I'll
thank your friend."

"He's gone,
busy turning the clean up team he's mustered into a fencing team,"
chuckled the sergeant.

"Fair enough,
if it had been some poor kid running their horse he would have done
em, what a hero. Remember there's no signs here, bit like me
expecting you to know all about what's going on with no evidence to
go by. There are not even any street names up around here," said
Stanton as he walked away.

"That's a good
point," mumbled the sergeant as he eyeballed the landscape. The
police car left the scene.

The team had a
meeting then headed for Flemington, Anna and Dylan were drawn by
all the excitement. Stanton had just been putting the children in
the car at the motel when he received a call from Jessica. They
suddenly became super alert as they headed for the hallowed turf of
Flemington, it was the first Tuesday in November. The roads were
busy to say the least, coaches ambled along the main route to
Flemington most were from the hunter valley region of New South
Wales. The fully laden means of public transport displayed an
easily recognisable sign in the front windows to distinguish the
creed, Thunderbolt.

Jodi had
freaked out. "Can we dispense with using the red button with the
children in the car John," she enquired as they pulled onto the
Hume highway behind the float.

"They probably
didn't even know any difference, did you guys," replied
Stanton.

"What red
button?" asked Anna.

Stanton dropped
back behind the float a hundred metres, flicked the supercharger on
and roared up behind the float switching it back off before anyone
could drop in between them. Anna and Dylan shot back in their seats
with wide eyes. "That red button," said Stanton.

"Wow, bring on
the horse car red button," said Anna.

"Right on,"
added Dylan.

"John act your
age," snapped Jodi.

"I am," replied
Stanton. "Ageing is inevitable, growing up is optional."

Anna and Dylan
rolled their lips in smiling and shrugging their shoulders. "Where
do you get these horse cars Mr Stanton," asked Dylan.

"From a horse
car shop," replied Stanton smiling at Jodi who had been squinting
daggers his way for some time.

"John," barked
Jodi.

"How about a
raspberry blowing competition," suggested Stanton.

"Demonstrating
red buttons, doing smoky wheelies, conducting raspberry
competitions, I'm sure Bob and Marie do not want their children
returned as juvenile delinquents John," added Jodi.

"Just broaden
their horizons a bit love," suggested Stanton.

"Mum and dad
won't let us do raspberries, but we do them in secret," said
Dylan.

"Well let's
hear how good you are," asked Stanton.

Dylan looked at
Anna, she giggled under her breath and nodded. Dylan let fly with a
conservative raspberry. "How's that Mr Stanton."

"Pretty good
but I'm sure you can do better than that, Jodi will be referee and
decide who does the best raspberry," stated Stanton.

"Don't you
include me in this disgusting display of bohemian depravity,"
replied Jodi looking out the window as the scenery flashed by, she
had turned her head as she was trying not to giggle.

"I'll start
then," said Stanton. He let fly with a sheet flapping raspberry fit
for the Olympics.

"Wow," said
Anna and Dylan in unison.

"Wow, that's
awesome," said Anna. "Ill never beat that."

"Have a go,"
said Stanton. Anna blew as hard as she could. By the time they
reached the outskirts of Melbourne, Jodi had been declared the
winner of the raspberry blowing competition. Pipa was no longer
just buried by the creek in their garden but had been forever
etched into their hearts as raucous laughter every time the sun
rose in the morning.


 CHAPTER FIFTY

The preceding
forty eight hours Wilson and Bartholomew had been busy arranging
for certain people to attend the festivities of the first Tuesday
in November at Flemington. Kalika Palmer ran from the buys office
of her father's horse training operation at Winston's home property
in Flax Bourton, dawn to dusk they lived the place, nowhere else
existed. "Dad! Dad!" she shouted as she ran from grounds to stable,
her father appeared from a stable in the complex pitch fork in hand
upon hearing her.

"Here darling!"
he shouted. She heard his cry and raced into the stable complex
panting for breath handing her father a printout from the computer.
Her father read it aloud. 'Dear Roger and Kalika, leave for
Heathrow London immediately. First class tickets and agenda waiting
at Qantas airways. No ifs, ands, or buts, jockey Johnny Watts on
his way to look after operation,' he hesitated slightly then looked
at Kalika. 'Flaxmead running in Melbourne Cup in forty eight hours
time, fondest regards Wilson Hornswaddle and Bartholomew
Fothrington.' Roger swallowed and tears welled in his eyes. "Blimey
he did it. I've never left the country in me life love, never
wanted to, I keep our passports up to date just in case. Get your
things ready, as soon as Johnny gets here we're away."

Two drunken
Irishmen staggered from a pub in Kildare Ireland, it was early on a
Saturday morning, and they were met by some burly minder types from
England. "Which one of you geezers is William McPherson," grunted
one of them.

"That be me,"
said McPherson as the pair arm in arm fell to the ground.

"You remember a
man called Winston Blake?" asked the minder.

"I do, I'll
remember the man for the rest of my life."

The minder
touched the other drunk with his foot. "You remember blokes called
Wilson Hornswaddle and Bartholomew Fothrington?"

"I do," the
pair stood and leant on each other. "I remember those fellas, they
knew of a horse."

"Flaxmead,"
asked the minder.

The pair could
just see in the poor light of the pubs doorway, the cool Irish
meadow air and the name of a horse brought a smile to their faces.
"You're a big nasty looking fella, cockney and all. How would you
know about such a horse?"

"Never mind,
one more question. Do you remember a fire in Australia?"

The Irishman
looked down and hesitated looking sad swaying from side to side, he
stank of fine Irish whisky. "I do, there was nothing I could do,
the horse ran into the flames and perished. A sadder day I have not
seen."

The minder
looked at his burly accomplice. "This is the geezer, they said no
one else would know that," he looked back at the Irishman. "Well
take you past your home, pack and get your passport, your going to
Australia."

The Irishman
looked back up puzzled. "Why?"

"Mr McPherson
you remember a horse you sold to a geezer called Winston
Blake."

"I do, although
a while back I remember well."

"I was told to
let you know in four days time its running in a race called the
Melbourne Cup."

McPherson held
his friends shoulders and looked in his face. "Patrick, did you
hear that. The little black fella that loved the kiddies, he made
the Melbourne Cup man. That Blake fella was right."

"Bless my
cotton socks," replied Patrick. "The son of the burnt horse in the
greatest race in the land, his father didn't get a chance you
know."

"Go with them
Patrick, if those fellas want you there they must have a good
reason."

"Why would they
want me in Australia?" asked Patrick.

"Our
instructions are to get you to Flemington racecourse this Tuesday
morning Australian time and make sure nothing happens to you,"
replied the minder.

"Go on Patrick,
I'll cover for you," said McPherson.

"One more thing
Mr McPherson," added the minder. "No one is to know he's gone until
after the race has been run."

McPherson
pouted and nodded. "Ill do that for them, no questions asked. God
speed Patrick, I'll be watching the race knowing you're right there
man," said McPherson. Patrick staggered toward the minders, they
assisted him toward their car. "He doesn't mind a warm drink on a
cold night ya know!" shouted McPherson swaying backward and
forwards.

The minders
chuckled under their breath as they helped Patrick into the car.
"We shall return," said the minder as he climbed in the car and it
silently left.

"How did those
fellas know where to find us," mumbled McPherson. He staggered off
towards home and family singing at the top of his voice. "I've been
a wild rover for many a year, and I spent all my money on whiskey
and beer, and now I'm returning with gold in great store, and I
never will play the wild rover no more!"

The Flaxmead
story virtually untold in the UK and Ireland suddenly hit the front
pages of British Newspapers. In a few hours no seats were available
on Australian bound flights and media news and talkback shows had a
hit on their hands. Prime time television gathered up all they
could on Flaxmead showing his commanding race wins and record
breaking runs. Little footage was available of the two young owners
of the steed; the heart-warming story of two children following a
dream hit a chord with the UK public. The main question asked was
why had this story not been mentioned to any magnitude before,
relegated to four line licks in the sports pages and stable
rumours. Now proven to have been trained near Bristol before going
to Australia, why did this record breaking steed end up on top of
the pile in Australia and not run in the UK. Scottish stayer Celtic
Storm was found to be a stable mate well known in the UK and as the
story grew over just hours wars and financial crisis hardly branded
a mention. Flaxmead began to be linked to runs at Ascots Gold Cup
and Epsom's Coronation Cup in the near future but could not be
verified. The questions mounted and British tabloid controllers
were relegated to damage control. The enemies of Wilson Hornswaddle
and Bartholomew Fothrington were unavailable for comment; they
cancelled their planned attendances at the Melbourne Cup. A phone
consensus conducted by commercial radio and television networks
found a staggering amount of people would like to see the race live
even though it would be three in the morning UK time. In Australia
the Melbourne Cup was known as the race that stopped the nation, in
the UK it would soon be known as the race that woke a nation.

The preceding
forty eight hours had Stanton bringing people in from far and wide
unbeknown to the team or anyone else. After a series of satellite
communications British MI6 operative Bruce Hurst winged into
Melbourne aboard an international British Airways flight. He
retrieved a buried steel box from scrub land by means of following
a GPS setting sent in code by Stanton. He checked the weapons from
the stash and studied the latest picture of Renoir. He carefully
studied Flemington race course plan memorising its layout and race
day timetables. He prepared his all areas neck pass identifying him
as press.

Within the same
hour an Air France passenger jumbo from Paris delivered French
Secret Service agent Louise Legrande to Melbourne. She retrieved
her steel box, prepared herself and her weapons. She lay on the bed
of her hotel room looking at the latest picture of Renoir and
waited for the morning. She fiddled with the all areas pass around
her neck identifying her as a press agent for a top European
fashion magazine.

Stanton
received verifying codes the packages had been picked up just
before the float left Shangri La. Joel Renoir alias Rick O'Brien
enjoying relative freedom and oblivious to international visitors,
was now firmly in the sights of government agencies. The question
was, would Stanton let Renoir live to tell his tales.


 CHAPTER FIFTY ONE

"Are we there
yet," asked Dylan.

"Yes, this is
Epsom road just on the right here is the racecourse," replied
Stanton.

"Is this where
they run the Melbourne Cup," asked Anna.

"I sincerely
hope so," replied Jodi.

Anna peered out
the window at the hallowed turf as they passed the chute course
extension, the cup runners would start mid way along the chute.
Stanton had done some study on the layout and schedule for the cup
and knew the point from which the race would start. "Flaxmead will
run from just up there," he pointed towards the chute through the
shrubs and buildings as they ambled along. "Now remember, you stay
at the float with your dad and only leave if I'm with you."

"Yes Mr
Stanton," replied Anna. She thought for a while watching the
activity beyond the fence as the course came to life. It was a fine
spring morning and Stanton drove with the windows down, they could
smell the fresh cut grass and blooming flowers as the different
scents wafted through the car. "Why must you be with us all the
time Mr Stanton."

"They say there
will be two hundred and fifty thousand people here today, don't
know where they will all stand, it's easy to get lost Anna. If I
loose you how will I explain it to your dad and mum."

"Oh, that's a
lot of people. Yes my dad and mum would be really angry, not with
you but me for getting lost," replied Anna.

"People will
want to talk to you especially the press, you talk to no one unless
your father is there okay."

"Okay Mr
Stanton," said Dylan.

Jodi had
dressed Anna and Dylan up in clothes supplied for the day by their
mother. They detested them and insisted they wear there normal
jeans, denim shirt and riding boots, they also insisted they be
able to wear their Akubra hats. Jodi obliged the children and
dressed in similar clothes herself. She tried her elaborate dress
and hat but felt out of place alongside the children and her
husband who always dressed casually. With everyone happy and
dressed down for the float park Stanton powered past the float just
before they turned into the course from Smithfield road. Chief
Steward Jarrod Carpenter was on hand to make sure the Stanton's car
and the float passed thorough without incident, he then scurried
off to attend to pressing matters.

They ambled
along the route Stanton had checked out many times on line and
passed landmarks such as the Quest to their right and the vast
stable complex to their left. Anna closed her eyes occasionally and
savoured the many different scents wafting through the car. From
freshly cut grass, expensive perfume, the distinct scent of horses
and occasional cigar smoke. Stanton felt the tension, prying eyes
and in some cases frowns lined the edges of the stable complex.
They rounded the end of the chute and headed along its northern
edge, Stanton checked to see he was closely tagged by the float at
all times. He made a little ground and by the three thousand two
hundred metre start marker along the chute showed Anna and Dylan
exactly where Flaxmead would start his run. Stanton pulled right
into the float parking area and pointed out the vast grandstand
complex, and mounting paddock to the west, the children watched in
awe taking in everything Stanton said. They pulled up exactly where
Winston had suggested, the float ground to a halt and the team went
to work. Jodi took charge of the children and Stanton took up point
as the horses were unloaded. The place was a hive of activity, the
media wanted access to Anna and Dylan but Stanton knew a press
conference had been scheduled and denied any requests. Freelance
journalist Lee Hayford had followed the progress of Flaxmead and
written of the children from day one, but Stanton trusted no one
only allowing her to call some basic questions out to them as they
alighted from the car with Jodi which was far more than he did for
the rest pushing the line back to a spot he was comfortable
with.

Then the
problems started, Winston had just arrived in the members lounge
area with Wilson and Bartholomew when he got a call from a
distraught Lorraine Wills. She was in a hotel in Melbourne and
could not leave the toilet, she had acute diarrhoea. The handsome
young man she had been with the night before had gone before she
woke, a doctor had just diagnosed she had been given something
causing her symptoms, she also had a fever. She was to be taken to
the hospital and admitted as she was severely dehydrated and could
not ride.

Winston race to
the float passing Stanton and gave Graham the news. Stanton could
see something was wrong, he called Bob over to take his place and
joined the conversation by the float between Graham and Winston.
"What's going on?" asked Stanton as he walked up beside them.

Graham had a
look of grave concern and held his chin with his arms folded. "We
have no Jockey John, someone got to her."

"Damn, get
another one," replied Stanton.

"Today every
female jockey in the country has a ride, first time it's ever
happened in the history of racing in this country," said Winston.
"Lorraine was nobbled, Someone's put two and two together and come
up with the answer. We should have covered this," added
Winston.

"It's done;
forget it, the little Sheila in Scone, Lindy. Is she available?"
asked Stanton.

"She hasn't
ridden since her fall, her parents would object and the race starts
in six hours John," replied Graham.

"You never
covered this because she was always there, all you needed was
grounds to act. There's plenty of time, anyone got any other
ideas," asked Stanton.

Graham and
Winston looked at each other, a binding contrast, Winston in top
hat and tails, Graham in riding pants and Akubra. They studied each
other in despair.

Graham looked
at Stanton. "How John?"

"Come over to
the car, I need you to point her house out on an earth map,"
Stanton walked towards his car only meters away.

"I can give you
her address," said Graham.

"Helicopters
don't navigate to address they use coordinates." Graham and Winston
followed Stanton to his car and watched as his satellite system was
cranked up, Graham showed Stanton the Cumberland's property on an
earth map and Stanton noted the coordinates. He powered up his
satellite phone and rang his son Anthony in Hawks nest near
Newcastle. Anthony was in his seafront second floor study working
on a legal case for his law practice, his fathers satellite phone
rang and it only meant one thing, problems. He answered it
immediately. "Dad."

"Anthony, I
want you to go to Rutherford airport, get the chopper and go to
these coordinates." Anthony scribbled numbers on a piece of paper.
"Pick up a girl called Lindy Cumberland, tell her Flaxmead needs
her at Flemington he has no jockey. Take her to Sydney airport get
her on a plane to Melbourne."

Winston
interrupted. "The Jets in Newcastle at Williamtown, picking up some
people to attend the race here today."

"Get it to wait
for her, contact the pilot. Tell them to wait or if it's taken off
to return for another two passengers. Don't mention any names, the
walls have ears." Winston walked away from the car activating his
phone. "Head to Williamtown and board the Shangri La jet it's on
the tarmac there, come with her and I'll have a chopper ready at
Melbourne airport for you to drop her in here. Call when you take
off from Melbourne, if you don't hear from me nothings changed."
Anthony quickly told his wife his father had called and headed for
Rutherford airfield.

As Kerry Snow
and a contingent of the Greedy Piggy Creek mob shuffled though the
main gate they could only feel the atmosphere of history in the
making. His clan had decided to dress formally, when in Rome do as
the Romans. He felt a bit overdressed in his top hat and tails but
once amongst the crowd in some places he felt underdressed. Never
had he experienced such extravagance, organisation and dominance.
This was Melbourne Cup day and more than he expected, wherever they
went they struck people from the hunter valley and hundreds wearing
Thunderbolt badges he didn't know. They passed wine tasting,
extravagant food demonstrations, the sights sounds and smells of
the cup kept him wide eyed, and then they came across the mandatory
fashion parades. Every woman he saw seemed to have a glass of
champagne, many blokes he past had obviously had several glasses of
champagne but the atmosphere was open and friendly. He and his
friend stopped next to a fashion parade catwalk, they had never
witnessed such a thing and watched with interest. An overly well
spoken attractive lady dressed in an extravagant flowing robe and
lace hat gave a commentary on the garments being displayed by the
models as they strutted up and down the carpeted catwalk. Kerry's
friend peering over his shoulder at the show whispered in his ear.
"These are the scrawniest Sheila's I've ever seen Kerry, they could
do with a few decent feeds mate."

"I was thinking
the same thing mate, they'd have to run around in the shower to get
wet."

"Maybe their
trying to save money on the amount of fabric they use to make the
dresses, or maybe the catwalk wont hold a decent size Sheila or
something."

"Yeah, gives me
the creeps, my missus didn't want to come. She said things would be
a bit on the bullshit side."

"You're missus
is spoilt mate, nothing impresses her unless she did it."

"I need answers
to life, not commentary and questions mate."

"Mate she's
right though, I haven't seen a horse or a jockey yet."

"Let's head for
the paddock, got to be a horse there." Kerry led the way through
the bustling crowd and there at last were some horses in the parade
paddock, he pulled out his race guide and studied the runners when
he was tapped on the shoulder.

"Mr Snow, Kerry
Snow?" asked Winston noticing him on the way past.

"Yes," replied
Kerry as he shook Winston's hand.

"Winston Blake,
I manage a few things for Graham Harper. I've seen you around a few
times and thought Id just stop and say thanks for helping out with
all the support for Flaxmead. I recognised you from the picture on
the Thunderbolt website."

"Je's I didn't
think anyone noticed in all this mayhem," replied Kerry.

"Anything we
can do for you please feel free to ask," said Winston.

Kerry had a
think. "Could I see Flaxmead?"

"Absolutely,
he's just the other side of the paddock here, follow me."

Kerry and his
friend followed Winston and were permitted though the float park
gate and then past Stanton. They stood no more than ten metres from
the untouchables sheltered under an awning that pulled out from the
side of the float.

"Hello mister,
you're the man from the creek," said Anna approching Kerry from
beside Flaxmead.

"How are you
love, you told me Flaxmead would win the Melbourne Cup."

"Do you believe
me now Mr."

"Yes love, I'll
be taking a lot more notice of what you say in the future,"
chuckled Kerry.

"Come and see
him mister," added Anna. Kerry walked to within three metres of the
champ, Flaxmead grunted and shook his head. "He hasn't tried to
kill you yet so he remembers your smell from the creek mister."

Kerry looked in
wonder at the incredible form of the thunderbolt. His fingers
tingled and the hair stood up on the back of his neck, he swallowed
hard and felt privileged to stand next to the untouchables. "We've
had some great things come out of the valley love, but never a god
before," said Kerry as he looked down at Anna next to him. "I like
your outfit Anna, and Dylan's, very valley."

"You look a bit
poncy mister," added Dylan.

Kerry lifted
one eyebrow and Jessica, Ross and Graham chuckled as they went
about their chores. "Thanks for that mate, I gotta go." Kerry and
his friend bid them farewell and with a final glance of confidence
and arrogance from the champ they left.

No sooner Kerry
left Winston was approached by Steward Jarrod Carpenter, a protest
had been lodged by someone regarding Flaxmead and an immediate
meeting was to be convened to hear the protest. Winston rang Wilson
as he walked to the steward's office adjacent to the paddock area
and conveyed problems to Stanton on the way past him. Winston sat
down in the small office waiting. Stanton put Bob on point and gave
the responsibility of the children to Jodi and Gail Flametower. A
short smiling old man held Flaxmead's halter while Jessica worked
on him, Stanton smiled and nodded at him as he left the area.
Stanton entered the Stewards office, "Can I help you Mr Stanton,"
asked Carpenter.

"He's with me,"
said Winston."

"Oh, I see.
These things are generally taken care of by the trainer in this
case Graham Harper," said Carpenter sitting behind his desk with
two other stewards' one either side of him. They shuffled and
studied papers.

The smell in
the room brought memories of officialdom to Stanton and he became
agitated. "Graham is busy, should he be required I'll get him. I am
responsible for security around the horse Flaxmead, if this meeting
is about him then I'm in the right place."

The stewards
looked awkwardly at each other. "Okay," said Carpenter.

The door opened
and in walked Theo Delores and Neville Creighton, they closed the
door behind them.

Meanwhile in
Scone the Cumberland family were startled by a circling helicopter,
Glen and Susan rushed to the yard backing onto the open paddocks of
their property and Lindy peered from the window of her darkened
bedroom. The Bell Ranger chopper touched gently down fifty yards
from their back door and after the engine was shut down the
towering well dressed form of Anthony Stanton approached them. "Mr
and Mrs Cumberland?" he asked.

"Yes," replied
Glen.

"I'm Anthony
Stanton, John Stanton's son."

Susan put her
palms on her checks. "Oh my god has something happened to
someone."

"No everyone's
fine Mrs Cumberland, I need to talk to Lindy."

Glen frowned.
"The buggers got to Lorraine."

"I think so Mr
Cumberland, we don't have much time. If we don't get Lindy to
Flemington Flaxmead won't run the Melbourne Cup."

Susan put her
face in her hands and started crying. "Oh no," she looked at her
husband tears streaming down her checks. "What do we do Glen?"

"Well if
anything can get her out of her room, this will. Come with me
Anthony," said Glen. He held Susan still sobbing as they walked to
the house, he left Susan in the kitchen and walked to Lindys door.
He hesitated then opened it up. "Lindy, there's a man here to see
you." She had been watching the live telecast of the cup on
television and looked up at Anthony as he filled the doorway.

"Miss
Cumberland, I've been sent to take you to Flemington. I was told to
say Flaxmead needs you."

Lindys father
walked around Anthony and looked at his daughter. "They got to
Lorraine."

Lindy jumped to
her feet. "What, is she okay?"

"Let's go find
out," smiled her father.

She hugged her
father and looked him in the face. "Get my saddle and I'll get my
clothes."

"We need to
make Williamtown quick as we can. The Shangri La jet will take us
to Melbourne then I'll take a chopper from the airport to
Flemington," explained Anthony.

"Do we have
enough time? asked Glen.

"My dad would
say we have plenty of time, Id say we have minutes to spare."

The stewards
meeting began and Delores looked menacingly at Stanton, Stanton
glared back and the assassin felt the demeaning presence of
Stanton's aura.

"Who is this
man and why is he here," asked Delores.

"I'm John
Stanton responsible for the security of the horses in Graham
Harpers stable, any questions."

The assassin
cracked smile mode. "Oh, so you're John Stanton, heard allot about
you Mr Stanton."

"Don't try and
sell me any cars Mr Delores I'm not in the market." The assassins
check flickered with a nervous twitch.

Carpenter
interrupted. "Winston, Mr Delores and Mr Creighton have."

Creighton
interrupted. "I'm not sure about this Theo, I got some things to
attend to." He put his top hat back on and opened the door.

"Nev we agreed
on this," insisted Delores.

"Let him go,"
said Stanton. "Rats quite often desert sinking ships." Creighton
closed the door behind him and the assassin steadied himself with
half a smile.

Carpenter
continued. "Our attention has been brought to the fact that the
bloodline of Flaxmead may be in question and therefore his
documentation a forgery. The horse that is stated as sire cannot be
verified, and is probably incorrect according to information
suppled by Mr Delores. If this is the case, Flaxmead would be
stripped of his registration and disqualified from all future and
passed events."

Stanton became
short tempered. "So all the bullshit the horse had to go through to
get his paperwork is void. Just because somebody doesn't want the
horse running in the cup, could spoil there party. Winston and
Graham are at fault, no comeback on the people who are responsible
for checking all these things out prior to the issuing of
authority. No one rule of management, I am responsible for
everything. Where are the people who signed his papers, they must
have checked this out."

Carpenter
replied. "The rules state clearly that a horse cannot be stopped
from running if the matter can be dealt with after the meeting with
the accent of time on everyone's side. We all agree this comes
under that stipulation, however if there has been misappropriation
of bloodline to have the horse registered this is a serious matter
but requires detailed investigation."

Winston stood
up. "And with that gentleman I think I can allay any fears of
misappropriation or any other foul dead. I can tell you a lot more
about Flaxmead than anyone."

"I'm keen to
hear this," smiled Delores as he sat down on one of the chairs
around the room's wall.

"I was the one
who brought Flaxmead to Australia, I bought the horse as a foal in
Ireland. He was sired back here in the hunter valley and
transferred when a fire decimated the stable complex his dame was
stabled at prior to his birth."

"There I told
you, exactly the information I have," interrupted Delores.

"Please Theo,
let him finish," asked Carpenter.

"My intention
was indeed to have the horse run at the Melbourne Cup but for an
alternate goal. My daughter went missing in Australia years ago and
I believe she is still alive. I hoped the race would bring my
daughter out of the woodwork should I get sufficient media
coverage."

The assassin
butted in. "This bloke should sell cars he's a natural."

Stanton looked
daggers at Delores. "Shut up, well deal with you shortly."

"Are you
threatening me," said the assassin.

"Absolutely, do
you own a BMW," asked Stanton.

"Yes, what an
earth has that have to do with it?" asked the assassin.

"You may want
to sit there and think about explaining why you've had four spare
wheels delivered for it over the last two months."

"How do you
know that," asked Delores.

Stanton looked
at Winston as the assassin lost his smile. "Continue Winston."

"I was baffled
by the same things when I studied Flaxmead's bloodline and DNA
matching showed the horse on the certification was indeed his sire.
But the question still remained if someone had actually seen this
happen. Then astute friends travelling around Ireland found the
very man that was present when the fire struck in the valley, just
excuse me." Winston opened the door. "Wilson could you bring him in
please." Wilson shuffled in the door with an Irishman in tow, he
was flanked by two burly Brits, Wilson asked them to remain outside
as the room was getting crowded.

The Irishman
appeared tired and looked pale. "My name is Patrick O'Hara and I'm
from Kildare, Ireland. I'm sorry gentlemen but I'm not feeling so
well, I've had a long journey and I don't remember most of it."

"Do you know of
a horse called Flaxmead," asked Winston.

"I do," replied
the Irishman.

"What can you
tell us about him," asked Winston.

"Other that
what's obvious I saw his sire burnt to death. There was a bushfire
in the hunter valley, I worked there for a stud. I couldn't get to
the dame to keep them apart the fence had broken and there were
three stallions. It was the horse that perished that got to
her."

Carpenter
looked relieved. "Can you tell me the horse's name that got to the
mare."

"I, I can. I'll
remember it till I die." Patrick lowered his head. "It was Loudbark
he belonged to a fella called Clifford Barking, he was devastated
his horse never got to run and so was I."

"Loudbark is
the listed sire," said Carpenter. He looked at the steward to his
right. "Go and find Creighton have him come here immediately, if he
fails to comply call the police. Mr O'Hara thanks for clearing this
up, Loudbark never got to run but if it's any consolation his
offspring will run here today. Clifford Barking has put a lot of
time and money into this race meeting can someone find him and
bring him here. Mr Blake, well arrange a press conference directly
after the race, I'm sure they'll be keen to hear about your
daughter. Mr Delores we will be launching an investigation into
this matter, there was an incident this morning in Hidden Valley
that could be linked to you. We believe your attempts to stop the
horse Flaxmead from running here today are outside of the accepted
guidelines of sportsmanship, this will be put in the hands of the
police."

"Could you hold
off on that please," interrupted Stanton. He walked over to the
assassin. "You've stepped over the line, someone's put it out
you're an ear. Some of the worst members of the mob are here today,
none of them would stop two kids horse from running a race. They
used to call you the chameleon, smiling camouflage won't help you
now. Ring NASA see if they have a spare seat on the next space
shuttle, couldn't happen to a nicer bloke." Stanton walked to the
door. "Excuse me gentlemen I have to attend to something." He
closed the door behind him.

"This protest
is defeated, the meeting is adjourned. Now we have some horse races
to run. Roy Taggart and Jimmy Cottons names are in the files, a
bill of sale to Fields children for one hundred dollars signed by
Cotton from Taggart's Riverside Stables," said Carpenter. "Not of
any consequence but strange."

"Flaxmead
belongs to Anna and Dylan Fields, he's their dearest pet. I signed
the paperwork myself," replied Winston.

Carpenter
nodded. "Mm, agreed but Taggart and Cotton are not the most
respected members of the horse racing fraternity. They must have
been involved somehow."

"Your
perceptions of Mr Cotton are poor, if not for Jimmy Cotton Flaxmead
would be pet food. However my knowledge of Mr Taggart is as you
suggest," added Winston.

"Cotton's been
held to ransom by our high flying mate over here, another feather
in his hat," said Stanton. "Picking on old men who love horses, the
list of heroism grows."

The room
emptied, Wilson gave Patrick back to his minders on the lawns
outside. "Thank you very much Patrick, would you like a job here my
good man," asked Wilson.

"No thanks sir,
I have a load lifted from my shoulders being here to see Flaxmead
run. It should be I that thank you sir. I love being home."

"When you get
home you will find a notable increase in your bank account, you
have been paid for your time. Spend it wisely my friend," said
Wilson.

"Is it you at
the pub every Friday for two hours?"

"Yes we must
own up to that."

"Could you pull
the rug on that it's killing Bill McPherson and I."

Wilson laughed.
"I can do that." They shook hands and the Irishman flanked by his
burly friends melted into the crowd to watch some horse races.

Flushing Meadow
was prepared for her group one event the first of the trio to run,
the attention was on the paddock as the horses paraded and Knight
mounted the mare and won the first of the trio's fixtures. He also
won the competition for the biggest smile worn by a jockey at the
wining post.

Celtic Storm
was next and Brent Rosewood had a ride prior to her event. Whilst
the biggest crowd in the history of Flemington flurried around the
action Stanton waited patiently for his planned meeting with Hurst,
he leant on the rail by the paddock looking like part of the
scenery. Hurst suddenly leant beside him in top hat and tails, they
spoke softly and did not make eye contact.

"How are you
John?"

"Good to see
you again Bruce."

"Have you found
him?"

"Louise is all
over him like a rash, don't kill him John."

Stanton blew
out a heavy sigh and looked at the ground. "I want to talk to him
before you take him away."

"Promise."

"He's to
valuable Bruce. We can find some damn big holes with what he knows
no doubt. The car where I thought it would be."

"Spot on, only
place in the car park the surveillance cameras can't see. Louise
has got them eating out of her hand, she's dressed to kill. They
think there about to score a top model. What shall we do with this
Nasih gentleman?"

"Ditch him at
the airport when you board, he might come in handy later."

"I'll buzz your
pager when we have him in the car park ready to leave."

"Careful Bruce,
you know what he's capable of."

"We have a
little something for him, he'll be as quiet as a mouse. Latest
potion from intelligence, things aren't much different John but
they have become a bit easier in some areas."

"Id rather
drain the life from him with my bare hands."

"Who wouldn't,
but let's drain all the information we can first. I'm going back to
monitor Louise, catch you in the car park." Hurst nonchalantly
walked away into the crowd.

Celtic Storm
caused a stir as Rosewood mounted up and she thundered to a tight
win in a group one event. The untouchables were poised for their
first clean sweep, but one slight setback was still apparent,
Flaxmead had no Jockey. Stanton resisted contacting his son knowing
he would call if there was a problem, he kept himself busy double
checking his Melbourne airport helicopter contact. The chopper was
there ready to go. He shutdown his computer and climbed from his
car, he saw the old man holding Flaxmead's halter talking to
Jessica. He smiled and approached him. "Jimmy."

"Ah John."

"Go for a walk
mate."

"Their probably
looking for me."

"I think they
may have bigger fish to fry Jimmy, no law against loving
horses."

Jessica touched
his arm. "Go on Jimmy, go watch him run." Jimmy cut a smile his
toothless mouth made for a wide grin. He walked off towards the
paddock and grandstand brushing down his ageing suit with his
hands. "Will he be alright Mr Stanton, my dad hid him in the hunter
since he saved Flaxmead."

"Things get
around Jessica, hell be fine," replied Stanton. Stanton followed
the frail ageing horse man at a distance. Carpenter was in the
parade paddock and noticed Jimmy walking past.

"Jimmy!" cried
Carpenter. There was an uneasy silence as a few looked on.
Carpenter went out of his way to get to Jimmy, he shook his hand.
"Great to see you here Jimmy, can I have a drink with you
later."

Jimmy went from
stern concern to grinning joy in less than a second. "Mate, I'd
love that. I've got some things I need to tell ya."

"I wont be
listening Jimmy, Id just like to hear about your winning cup rides
mate."

Jimmy was
chocked up. "Thanks mate, I'll see you in the lounge." Jimmy went
to walk away but Carpenter handed him a neck pass.

"Take this
Jimmy, it's an all areas pass." Jimmy took it slowly turned and
walked towards the grandstand unable to answer. Stanton walked back
to the float.

Jack
Prendergast had secured a window seat in the members lounge, he
didn't want to miss anything. Geoff Leroy had just sat down at the
table when Jack noticed Creighton arguing with officials at the
bar. "Nev's having a bit of trouble by the looks Geoff," said
Jack.

"Mate I just
heard Nev and Theo are under investigation. They tried to stop
Flaxmead running in the cup, and listen to his mate. They reckon
Jimmy Cotton's here, came with Graham Harpers team. Do you believe
that mate, been at Randal Flametower's place in the valley they
reckon."

"Yeah, I'd
believe Jimmy was here," replied Jack as he stood up.

"Really,"
replied Geoff.

"He just walked
in the door, Jimmy!" Prendergast shouted across the room to Cotton
standing at the door shaking hands with people. He heard
Prendergast call and looked around, he waved his hand at
Prendergast excused himself from the group he was talking to and
made his way to Prendergast. They shook hands with a firm grip and
sat down. "Where you been Jimmy," asked Jack.

"In the valley,
it's nice to know you have friends that'll always offer a bowl of
soup. Even an old stalwart like me can hide but I can't run
anymore, I come to do some explaining."

I hear no one
wants to listen Jimmy, if not for you we wouldn't see what we
waited to see all our lives. You somehow saved the black monster,
I've been talking to Gail Jimmy, you saw him run didn't ya mate,"
said Jack.

"I didn't have
to see him run Jack, It was love at first sight mate. I could feel
his power my whole body tingled. Then when he ran and Jessica got
into trouble I got a bit carried away."

"Forget it
Jimmy, he's here. Nothing can stop him now mate."

"You got three
runners in the cup Jack, you have a chance."

"If one runs
second to the thunderbolt Id be very happy mate, but I wouldn't
want to see him beaten. I'm old and sick Jimmy, he's given me
something I've wanted to see all my life. Somewhere out there was a
horse like Flaxmead, I just wanted to see it, didn't matter if it
belonged to me or not. Geoff here has three runners as well; we're
up for second place as the mark."

"That's why I'm
here mate, if he wins this race I've seen everything I ever wanted
to see."

Jack
Prendergast looked out the window at the massive crowd in the
spring sunshine. "You and everybody else mate, biggest crowd in the
history of Australian racing. A quarter of a million people just to
watch one horse run for three minutes, unreal."

"Would ya be
anywhere else Jack."

"No Jimmy I
would not, want a beer mate,"

"Does a one
legged duck swim in circles," there was raucous laughter and the
conversation continued.

Stanton had
waited years to find Renoir, his face showed a thousand emotions as
his pager buzzed in his pocket. He turned the buzzer off walked
from the paddock railing to Jodi with the children by the float.
There were wall to wall people and Bob had some assistance from
ground security staff. Bob said hello as he passed and Stanton just
managed a smile and nod. He blandly asked Gail Flametower to watch
the children and asked Jodi to follow him; he passed Bob, and
pushed through the crowd toward the far western car park behind the
grandstand adjacent to fisher parade holding Jodi's hand tightly
pulling her along behind him. They passed several security check
points and eventually reached the edge of the car park by the north
western corner of the grandstand. The car park was relatively quiet
in comparison to the mayhem inside, the odd group of people
standing around laughing and joking. Stanton stoped and held both
Jodi's hands, "Renoir is just over there in the corner, under the
trees by the road. Bruce and Louise have him, I want you to stop me
from killing him."

"If there was a
man I ever wanted you to kill it's him," replied Jodi with a face
etched in sadness.

"Maybe some
other time, he never struck the blow but set the scene. The
information he has can save thousands of lives. He may even know
who actually killed our boy."

"You won't hurt
him John Stanton you've changed, even when they finish with him you
won't do it."

"I'm glad you
think so, come on." They made their way across the tarmac to
beneath the trees and there against the fence was Renoir.

Louise greeted
Stanton with a hug. "Monsieur Stanton, we have him."

"Better make it
short John we're lifting off shortly," added Bruce Hurst.

Stanton walked
right up to Renoirs face. "Can he hear me alright?" asked
Stanton.

"Oh yes, he'll
do anything you ask him. Wonder drug makes things a bit of a bore
really John," added Bruce.

"Will he
remember what I say?"

"Yes he
will."

"The only way
you will live is to keep talking, as soon as you stop talking with
valuable information I can get at you. I'm John Stanton and you
leaked information that led to the death of my son."

"I know who you
are," muttered Renoir with a pale blank look. "I'm sorry."

"Fear holds no
face in the sorrow of ones own conscience. From my own experience I
believe you."

He took a
couple of steps back and Jodi walked up to Renoir, she stood
looking in his eyes for a few seconds with a look of anger then
slapped his face. She stepped back beside her husband. Amid the
noise and amplified commentary the cry of a horse echoed through
the grandstand and out to the car park, it had come to be known as
the cry of the Banshee.

"What shall we
do with all this cocaine John, several kilo in a case they were
carrying," asked Hurst.

Stanton looked
at Idris Nasih standing along side Renoir. "They have any keys with
them."

"Yes several,"
replied Bruce.

"Any of them
BMW?"

"Yes how did
you know?"

"Give them and
the case to Mr Nasih here. Put it back in Delores car, make sure
Delores handles it before you do."

"I can't do
that he...."

"Would you
rather go with them!" snapped Stanton. Nasih picked up the case and
took the keys. "You have half an hour so get to it, you work for me
now. I have different rules, stuff up and you'll be back in Lebanon
tomorrow afternoon." Nasih scurried off towards the grandstand.

"There's no
goodbyes John," said Hurst as they bundled Renoir into their
car.

"No." Stanton
turned still holding Jodi's hand and made a b line for the mounting
paddock. He made sure the car cleared the gate before putting on a
hurry up.

Jodi returned
to the children and Stanton leaned waiting against his car. Graham
came to him. "John, we have an hour, maybe I should scratch
him."

"An hour is
forever Graham, just stand here a wait for two minutes to get a
handle on it."

Carpenter is
asking questions, Lorraine didn't front for two other rides. We
have to tell him mate or well have a riot on our hands." The last
part of Graham's conversation was drowned by the sound of a
helicopter swooping past directly overhead. It turned hard stirring
the horses pitching to land just east of the float hard stand on
the grassy area next to the dams.

Carpenter
joined Graham and Stanton. "That chopper can't land their, keep an
eye on it we don't want any problems this close," he stressed.

"We have a
jockey change for Flaxmead, someone got to Lorraine Wills. Lindy
Cumberland's in that chopper, we just flew her here from Scone in
New South Wales," said Graham.

Carpenters face
lit up like Luna Park. "I gotta get this to commentary; we've gone
from having a riot to having a party. Get her ready for weigh in
I'll fix up," he darted off toward the grandstand complex.

The chopper
engine whirred to a standstill, the passenger door opened and for
the first time Lindy Cumberland assisted by her father and mother
set foot on Flemington racecourse, the teen looked like a child
being helped to the ground. Lee Hayford recognised Lindy straight
away, she mumbled to herself. "Oh my god she could only be here for
one thing." She grabbed her phone and rang the Humbug media group
press desk. "Lindy Cumberland will ride Flaxmead in the cup," she
shouted.

"Lorraine Wills
is still down to ride Flaxmead I just checked," was the reply.

"Ill sell it to
someone else then," she hung up and rang the ABC live sports
program live from Flemington, the program announce accepted her
call. "Lindy Cumberland will ride Flaxmead in the cup, I'm looking
at her walking towards the untouchables float from a helicopter
that just landed. Lorraine Wills hasn't been seen here all
day."

The sports talk
host thought a few seconds. "I'll buy it Lee." He went straight to
the mic interrupting guest commentators. "Just in if I could from a
reliable source listeners. We will soon see a jockey change for cup
favourite Flaxmead, the thunderbolt is rumoured to be piloted by
little Lindy Cumberland from Scone in NSW. She has just been seen
inn the vicinity of the untouchables float. Just remember you heard
it first here."

There was a
mass wave of people towards the paddock and float park up areas to
catch a glimpse of the jockey. Someone approached Jack Prendergast,
interrupted his yarns with Jimmy Cotton, leant down and whispered
in his ear. Jack wore a look of glee rose to his feet. "Excuse me
Jimmy, just want a have a yarn with someone." He walked to the end
of the long bar where Creighton and Delores were arguing with each
other. He interrupted the pair. "How are you Theo, just thought Id
be the first to tell you, Flaxmead has a jockey change for the cup.
Little Lindy Cumberland, checkmate, your out of moves, couldn't
happen to a nicer bloke." He turned and walked away.

Creighton
caught him grabbing his arm. "I'll come and have a beer with ya
Jack, it wasn't me mate."

Prendergast
pulled his arm free. "Stay where you are Nev, I don't want me day
stuffed up, could be my last. So far it's been wine and roses. The
assassin's accomplice sounds a bit long but we'll have an
abbreviation by the end of the meet no doubt." He walked back
towards his window table.

"Jack I just
wa... Sorry Jack!" Creighton returned to argue with the
assassin.

The course
commentator made an announcement. "And eh, just to hand. A jockey
change for cup favourite Flaxmead, Lorraine Wills withdrawn due to
illness. I think I'm reading this right. Flaxmead will be ridden by
Scone pocket rocket little Lindy Cumberland and I wonder how she's
feeling at the moment they just whizzed her in here in a
helicopter." The crowd erupted into vocal cheer.

Little Lindy
Cumberland wasn't feeling too good at all, she was around the back
of the float throwing up. Her parents tended to her but she was
terrified. They cleaned her up and took her inside the float living
quarters to change. Graham, Stanton and Ross discussed answers
standing next to the horses. "Get Gail to talk to her, she's good
at this kind of stuff," suggested Graham.

Stanton shook
his head. "No time, she should be just about on top of Delores in
the members bar by now, someone told her what was going on and
where he was."

As Gail
Flametower strutted through the tight crowd in the lounge towards
Delores the entire place fell silent as she progressed. She stood
in front of Delores with a look of dire obsession about her task.
"You absolute pig!" she shouted. She slapped him around the face
turned and walked out the entire lounge rose to its feet and
clapped as she left.

Wilson
Hornswaddle and Bartholomew Fothrington held the window area of the
eastern most end of the lounge with Winston, from their vantage
point they had been able to see most of what had aspired. "Quite a
show Bartholomew don't you think," said Wilson.

"Absolutely,
and we haven't even got to the main event what."

"Jack
Prendergast stood up and looked around, then sat back down. "You
seen Jimmy, he's been missing ever since we got the word on Lindy
Cumberland.

Cotton tapped
Graham on the shoulder as he discussed things with Ross and
Stanton. "Lindy would be feeling a bit crook, can I see her
please."

"Jimmy," said
Graham. "Now that's good idea," he knocked on the door of the float
and Glen answered the door.

"Jimmy, you
better come in mate," said Glen. Jimmy clambered up the steps and
into the truck. There was Lindy neat as a pin in Harpers triple
blue colours sitting on a lower bunk in tears.

He looked at
her and smiled. "Could you leave us please," asked Jimmy.

Glen and Susan
left the truck closing the door behind them. "Hello Mr Cotton."

"They call me
Jimmy," he sat next to her on the bunk.

"What's it like
to win the Melbourne cup Mr Cotton."

"Well you'll
know shortly. I never really thought about it till it was over.
This was always the worst time. How many times have you been
sick?"

Lindy looked
up, "You were sick?"

"Oh yes, every
time. Never told anyone but."

"If a champion
like you is sick what hope is there for me."

"If you don't
get on that horse and win what hope is there for me. I will die a
broken man. All you have to do is get on the horse, that's the
hardest bit. After that you're not alone, and you're assistant is
not rated the best in the world for nothing. He could run under
three minutes."

"That's
impossible."

"Is it,
everything he's done was thought impossible."

"Nasty people
have been after him, they got Lorraine."

"It's all over
love bar the shouting. They lost as badly as they'll loose the
race. Mr Stanton's outside, he's going to escort you to the scales
and then the mounting paddock. Do you think he'd let anything
happen to you or Flaxmead."

She began to
tie her buttock length hair back. "I still feel sick."

"It won't pass
till you mount up."

"Do you have
any race advice for me?"

"Yeah, I've
seen every run he's made on video. Hang on and don't stop laughing
and hope to god everybody stays out of his way. You don't drive
Flaxmead, he has a race mind of his own."

At last Lindy
cracked a smile. "I've done my weights, it's not fair."

"Heaviest
weight ever carried by a horse in the cup. Was to be expected,
won't worry him."

"I haven't
ridden since I feel Mr Cotton."

"I haven't
ridden a push bike for years, give me one and I'll be off and see
if you can catch me." Lindy laughed. "Were ready love, I see the
signs."

Jimmy opened
the door and to wide vocal support and applause Lindy appeared to
the crowds for the first time.

Carpenter had
found Clifford Barking in a wine tent pulled him to one side and
asked some questions. He introduced himself and short of time got
strait to the point. "You had a horse called Loudbark."

Clifford looked
away. "Yes, l find it hard to..."

"I understand,
did you know Loudbark was Flaxmead's sire."

"Are you
absolutely sure."

"I have eye
witness verification."

Clifford looked
stunned. "Good god."

"I hear you
have historical data on Loudbark's bloodline back to the eighteen
thirties."

"Yes my family
diaries from the winery list who and where the horses they owned
came from."

"Does it
mention Henry Bailey?"

"How do you
know this, my great great grandfathers personal diary mentions a
horse listed in Loudbark's bloodline as being sired by Jorroks
before he was gelded."

"Bring me the
diary and I'll list the information for verification."

"Things from
that far back seem sketchy, Jorrocks wasn't broken till he was
Flaxmead's age now four, just ran around paddocks flat out. He
didn't race till he was eight. The rumour was it was because no one
could catch him, they didn't have a horse that could run him
down."

"Sounds
familiar. I'm going to banter this around."

"We've done it
before when we had Loudbark but the powers to be laughed at us.
Poor bugger never even got a run before he died, he was just
two."

"They showed
you documents that proved the diary entries by your family were
wrong."

"No they didn't
even want to see them, said they sounded like forgeries trying to
bolster a bit of attention."

"I'll throw the
story so far to the race caller. The diaries must be valuable so if
you can bring them to us well check it out. If anyone claims your
looking for attention Id have to have a laugh myself."

"Fair enough,
Loudbark's boy running in the cup, I cant believe it. I can't
believe no one in the team told me."

"There's a good
reason for that, it's the post race press conference you want to
hear. You'll see what I mean. I gotta get going its time for the
main event."

"Thanks very
much for that, I'll be all ears."

A burly suited
man with a shaven head accompanied by a casually dressed man,
flanked by several civil police officers walked through the
member's lounge, avoiding people best they could heading for
Delores. The casually dressed man was in fact Trevor Plod of the
New South Wales police force attending the cup meet with the rest
of the hunter valley. Good o'l Trev had been anonymously been feed
some information, upon following the leads found a commercial
amount of cocaine in a BMW owned by Delores. The lounge again fell
silent as the wave of civil law keepers surrounded the assassin.
The head shaven plain clothes officer produced his id to Delores.
"Chief inspector Reginald Wilberforce, narcotics division. Theo
Delores you are under arrest for the position and distribution of
commercial amounts of the drug cocaine. You do not have to say
anything, but whatever you do say will be taken down and may be
used in evidence against you."

Creighton stood
well to one side as Delores was handcuffed and lead towards the
door looking pale and expressionless. The lounge again broke into
applause, the assassin turned toward them as he was leaving and
bowed with a smile. A gentleman standing in a group adjacent to the
door shouted at Delores. "I don't know about the rest of them but
I'm clapping for the police mate, don't happen very often but in
this case I think it's warranted!" The lounge broke into deafening
laughter.

Prendergast was
in tears by the time he finished laughing, he spoke to Leroy still
chuckling. "I can see the court case defence now Geoff, he had his
teddy stolen as a child."


 CHAPTER FIFTY TWO

The race was
close and the paddock crowds began to turn over quicker as people
jostled for race view positions. Flemington racecourse was put on
the national heritage list in two thousand and six, the Melbourne
Cup stopped the entire nation and was about to wake a second. Jodi,
Susan and Gail jostled Anna and Dylan through the crowd to a spot
opposite the winning post on the rail. They joined esteemed guest
Kalika Palmer from the UK, Roger Palmer had been taken to the
paddock by Winston to see Flaxmead. The entire area had been
secured by Thunderbolt in prior arrangement with Blake to make sure
the children were where they wanted to be. Everyone was in the
area, as Anna and Dylan passed people from the valley they heard
similar lines. 'If only I had known that things would have been
different.' And more than once. 'We have to talk about this before
we allow something stupid to happen like that again.' Anna and
Dylan were oblivious to the comments and wide range of people
Flaxmead had brought together, they had just come to see their pet
horse run. The widest range of occupations and levels of income
ever gathered in one spot before in open conversation. They all
agreed on one thing, Flaxmead would win the cup. The conversations
of common ground grew as debate expanded to politics and the future
of the valley. What if Flaxmead failed?

The team had
been so busy and stressed they only just got to evaluate race
tactics, but who could convey race strategy to the thunderbolt,
listening wasn't one of his major skills. The cup had twenty
runners and Flaxmead was given the biggest weight in the history of
the event sixty eight kilos. Harper was outraged, he bottled it up
and odds on the favourite went up from paying a dollar four to a
dollar six, he still remained the most backed horse in the history
of the cup.

Something else
was wrong, Flaxmead was flat, he mopped around the parade paddock
way of his usual self. Ross Hildebrand had a hunch, it was the
first time Celtic Storm had not been in the parade ring with him
for many races. He had noticed this could be Flaxmead's weak spot
months before. He had drawn barrier twenty, the initial straight
run from the gates in the starting chute before turn one was eight
hundred metres so it was not considered a problem. Other barrier
draws when closely studied changed the team's opinion of this.
Sanda Warrior had drawn nineteen, New Zealand stayer, white mare
Won-Tolla who lost little ground to Flaxmead once loose in the Cox
Plate drew eighteen. Her New Zealand stable mate Roman Rage from a
string of wins in Japan in seventeen, Prendergast Blunderbuss drew
sixteen and his champion all rounder Brazen Heart drew fifteen.
Without going any further it was suggested this bunch could hold
Flaxmead wide on a bad day and tip things upside down. Ross
introduced Roger and Graham, they allowed the horse whisperer into
the parade paddock and Flaxmead was pulled up and went to Palmer
straight away.

Jessica was awe
struck as the man with a wide cockney accent held Flaxmead's head
to his chest, ran his hands all over his flanks and held him check
to check. Roger had a brief conversation with Jessica, she found
out who he was. She was devastated to hear the only time Roger had
seen Flaxmead in a similar mood was after the only time he saw him
beaten. He patted the horse then returned to Ross and Graham.

"He wont run
well like this, seems his heart broken for some reason," said
Roger.

"I knew it,"
cursed Ross. "I saw this way back, what a fool." it was time to
mount and Lindy Cumberland appeared with Stanton in close tow.
Flaxmead caught site of her and immediately reared up causing a
hell of a scene. She walked straight up to him and he calmed, he
lowered his head and she hugged him.

"Is that the
Jockey," asked Roger.

"Yes," Replied
Graham.

"It's a little
girl, no hang on it's a Barbie doll. Her saddle weighs more than
she does," he remarked with a look of fear.

"She's sixteen.
That's no ordinary wee girl, they call her the pocket rocket. Lindy
Cumberland, she'll have you on your back foot in an argument I can
tell ya." said Ross. "I've seen that wee lassie operate, don't
underestimate her, Flaxmead will meet his match if he plays
up."

"I hope ya
right governor," replied Roger. "If that horse wins a race at the
moment it'll be a miracle."

"We need
someone to talk to Lindy," said Ross.

"Hang back,"
said Graham. "Someone already is." John Stanton smiled at Lindy as
he helped her into the saddle with his hands cupped.

"I feel sick Mr
Stanton," she whispered down to him from the towering giant.

"You have more
courage than I could muster. You have the world on your shoulders,
I feel sick myself and I'm not sitting where you are." He widened
his smile.

"No one has
more courage than you Mr Stanton."

"Sorry love but
I can't agree with you. Promise me you won't give up out there. I
don't mind taking on a few blokes down the pub love, but I'd have a
good think about tackling this lot on the back of that horse, and
I'm not scared of horses."

"I'm scared of
drunks down the pub Mr Stanton."

"Good, we're
both in the right place then. Excuse me I've got to race over to
the bar and sort a few people out." Lindy cracked up laughing,
Jessica giggled, unhooked the lead rein and Lindy steered the
thunderbolt toward the course entry point joining other runners
mustering toward the track.

"Thank you Mr
Stanton, I promise," shouted Lindy as the pair ambled off.

"Something's
wrong Mr Stanton," said Jessica.

Stanton watched
the pair amble away with a big sigh. He looked at the ground then
back at Jessica. "You don't have to tell me that love," he looked
back towards Lindy. "She'll be alright. I've been with her for the
last half hour. I think she's a little cannon, she just needs a
primer." He looked at Jessica again. "I couldn't find one here,
she'll have to find it herself. I wouldn't have let her out there
if I thought she couldn't find it."

"I can't watch
Mr Stanton, I was just told by his original trainer last time he
saw Flaxmead like this he had been beaten," said Jessica.

"Beaten a,
you'll watch, they need us more in the next fifteen minutes than
any other time in their lives, I know you Jessica Flametower. If
you weren't such a strapping young lass you'd jump in her boots
quick smart."

"Mr
Stanton."

Stanton nodded
towards the railing of the paddock. "Those young blokes over their
drunk and dressed like idiots, you think they came to the ring here
to watch a horse. Look at them waving at ya, you're a woman
Jessica, they came to check your arse out. Time you fell in love
with people as well as horses." he slapped her on the behind and
began to walk away.

"Mr Stanton!
How dare you!" The young men at the railing started laughing.
Jessica turned on them. "You filthy minded disgusting pigs."

Stanton turned
around walked backwards laughing. "You going to watch the race now
Jessica?"

Jessica stamped
her foot and yelled. "Yes I am and I hope she thrashes the arse of
all those males out there!"

Stanton
stopped. "The next male to cross Lindy will cop the same treatment;
it could be a bloke or a horse. Let's hope it's a horse, things are
often not as they seem?"

Jessica stamped
both feet and stormed off. Stanton looked at the young men at the
rail. "I got one like that, it's all right most of the time. Go and
have a go, what are you bloke's man or mouse," Some of them fell
over laughing.

Rogers's
cockney accent resonated in a whisper. "Who the hells that geezer,
a psychiatrist or something?"

"No he's a
vigilante, looks after us," replied Ross.

"What, how ya
know that then," pouted Roger.

"You have to
know these things when you're a trainer ya know man," chuckled
Ross. Graham laughed under his breath.

"Hang on I've
been had," claimed Roger. "Well let's go see what happens like, all
that can be done has been done." They walked towards the finishing
post arm around each others shoulders.

Lindy had no
struggle with Flaxmead as she ran the gauntlet past the gathered
crowd. She felt a distinct change in him and began to focus on the
task, well wishers yelled support and adornment. At first she heard
some of the words coming from all directions.

"There he is,
look at that I don't believe it!"

"We're with you
Lindy!"

"Hail the
champ!"

"Make it thirty
lengths Flaxmead!"

"At last we
have the cup!"

"The pocket
rocket oi oi oi!"

But she
gradually heard less and less of it as her frowning face told the
story. Her sick feeling left her as they walked onto the hallowed
turf turned east and broke Flaxmead into a canter but he baulked
trotting along aimlessly. The few runners leading out behind the
pair past them, heading up to the starting gate waiting in the
chute. The three thousand two hundred start is half way along the
chute to the east of the grandstand, the runners start heading to
the west for eight hundred metres along the straight in front of
grandstand before the tight turn one. A perfect scenario for
Flaxmead, he could hear the crowd nearly all the way, but he
trotted along dead in the water.

Lindy had
caught site of Anna and Dylan on the rail just as they entered the
course, she waved as they trotted off, Anna and Dylan were then
taken back to the finishing post to the far western end of the
grandstand straight. The site of Anna and Dylan brought to the
surface why they were there, her heart beat rate skyrocketed and
her eyes filled with rage. A steward mounted on a grey mare trotted
along some metres behind Flaxmead, Lindy suddenly pulled Flaxmead
up and jumped to the ground the steward pulled up startled and was
mesmerised by the spectacle. The crowd fell deadly silent as Lindy
went to the front of Flaxmead dropping his reins, the horse lowered
his head looking at the turf not wanting to make eye contact. Lindy
put her hands on her hips and looked into Flaxmead's eyes. "What
the hell do you think you're doing!" she yelled at the top of her
voice, it echoed around the grandstand overwhelming silence. She
lifted one hand from her hip and pointed towards the float. "I
warned you about that bitch ages ago! You don't think I know what's
going on here!" She kicked the turf up with her boots as she
yelled. "You selfish self centred schmuck!" She wobbled round in a
circle shaking her head backwards and forwards. "Oh my girlfriend's
not running with me I'm a teapot, I'm a teapot!" Flaxmead grunted
still holding his head low giving Lindy the occasional glance then
turned away, Lindy ran to his face. "Don't you turn away from me,
who the hell do you think you are!" Flaxmead threw his head up and
grunted in disapproval. "I came here to ride a warrior and I got a
wimp! You little girl, were not in the playground!" Flaxmead shook
his head and stomped on the ground with his front hooves. Lindy
pointed to the crowd. "Look we're at the bloody Melbourne Cup." She
pointed to the finishing line. "Anna and Dylan are waiting up
there, god Flaxy!" She feel to the ground with her hands over her
face and began to cry. The entire ground held silence dumbfounded
by the spectacle, she wept for a while.

The silence was
broken by the red jacketed mounted steward talking down to her from
the back of his grey mare. "Miss Cumberland, you'll have to mount
your ride we are out of time or return to the paddock."

Lindy took down
her hands and looked up at him, she couldn't see Flaxmead. "Where's
Flaxy?" she mumbled.

"He's standing
by the rail Miss Cumberland, I think he sees it easy for you to
mount him there."

She looked
around getting to her feet and there was Flaxmead standing next to
the inside rail, he reared up and the cry of the Banshee ripped
through the grandstand. She beamed a smile, "Flaxy," she muttered.
She ran to him, her hair came lose and fell down her back, she
climbed onto the rail and jumped on his back. The crowd erupted and
Flaxmead came to life. He strutted sideways, threw his head, reared
up then thundered off towards the starting gate.

Stanton watched
from the top of the float with Bob, they stood watch over Meadow
and Strom, events of the past had not been forgotten. "One live
primer initiated. God that girl reminds me of Jodi when she was
that age," said Stanton. "The shows over now for the race."

Roger Palmer
was astounded as was his daughter Kalika next to him. "That's a
pint size powerhouse, whoever marries that's gonna have a task
like," quipped Roger.

"Dad!" replied
Kalika. Greg and Susan Cumberland standing in the group at the
finishing post broke their fear carved faces and laughed.

"Well well the
pot calling the kettle black," replied Roger to his daughter
looking daggers at him. "More than one woman around here needing to
study geezers instead of horses, you might want to have a chin wag
with that vigilante bloke Kalika." The area filled with
laughter.

"Dad!" the
atmosphere rose to a lighter glory.

The Winston,
Bartholomew and Wilson clan crowded around the windows of the
members lounge high above the action were calm. "We made sure
Lorraine has a television in her room didn't we Winston?" asked
Bartholomew.

"Wilson asked
me the same thing only minutes ago, yes," replied Winston.

"Who knows,
whoever got to Lorraine may have turned the whole thing in our
favour. Hindsight, worth nothing in cases like this, things are as
they are. What I'm wondering is will Flaxmead tow the line or give
us his usual walkover. I think he's awakened a sleeping pint sized
giant. I don't think she's finished with him yet."

"Broadway, the
West End, Hollywood. You couldn't buy a ticket to a live show like
this anywhere on the planet Wilson what," said Bartholomew.

"Absolutely,
and it's not over yet," replied Wilson.

Jack
Prendergast and Jimmy Cotton sat at their window table surrounded
by friends. Looks like the monster may have to do as he's told
today Jimmy," said Jack.

"She's such shy
reserved little thing, an hour ago she was a weeping mess,"
commented Jimmy. "I thought it would be all up to the horse."

"The chips are
down Jimmy, I never seen anything like it. There's no bigger foe
than a women scorned," replied Jack.

"If someone can
learn how to drive that thing he'll be around for a while. If he
doesn't break till the thousand she's done it," commented
Jimmy.

"Mmm, could be
Jimmy could be mate."

Flaxmead
arrived at the starting gate and began to demoralise the remaining
runners that had not loaded into the gates. The starting attendants
kept their distance Lindy again flew into a fit of rage sliding to
the ground from Flaxmead's back. She pulled his nose to hers with
the reins. "Stop it. Get in the gate, hold the pace setter wide and
break when I tell you, break when I tell you, break when I tell
you, go Flaxy go." She waved the reins in front of his eyes. "This
is a steering wheel, when I pull one side or the other like deeer,
you're supposed to go that way. Could you see it your way to
consider other peoples ideas that happen to be around at the time
like me!" Flaxmead groaned and looked away. Lindy pulled his nose
back to hers. "Look at me when I'm talking to you, hold the pace
setter wide then kick when I ask you. At the exit of turn two for
the last thousand if that makes any sense. Your Flaxmead the hunter
valley thunderbolt, I know you've got brains as well as brawn.
Today, right here, right now we're both going to become responsible
adults. Your five soon you can't do it forever." She remembered
Stanton's words. "I am not giving up, especially just because some
bitch got to you! Now break when I tell you go Flaxy go, kick like
you've never kicked before!" Flaxmead nodded his head and grunted.
Lindy looked around for help. "Can someone give me a leg up onto
this towering nut case!?"

A steward
assisted Lindy with cupped hands, she mounted, and Flaxmead shot
into gate twenty himself. Lindy leant over to his ears and
whispered. "Flaxy, I forgot to tell you, you're the champ and I
love you."

An entire
nation stopped and another woke, the crowd was poised at every
vantage point available around the track, the course commentator
handed over to the race caller.


 CHAPTER FIFTY
THREE

"And in goes
the favourite Flaxmead, astonishing scene's here at this year's
cup. If we ever have another lead up year and race day to top this
then I can't wait. Just waiting for Won-Tolla and Sanda Warrior to
go in next to the favourite. The first official record here today
is over two hundred and fifty thousand in attendance, the biggest
crowd ever to attend a race meeting in the country, the opening of
areas previously closed due to unprecedented demand. Perfect
conditions here today the track rated at very good, and were about
to see if history will be made here today."

Lindy
Cumberland slowed her breathing sitting forward behind Flaxmead's
ears ready to jump, her mouth was bone dry, things passed in slow
motion. Flaxmead stood motionless in concentration, his gaze fixed
on the gates ready to react at the slightest movement.

"And they are
all in and we are with the starter." Flemington was again graced
with perfect silence. "And they're away in this years Melbourne
Cup." The crowd roar could be heard clearly at Caulfield. "And it's
the thunderbolt from gate twenty gets the drop his white front
socks easily visible in the sunlight with jockey Lindy Cumberland's
hair streaming out the back of the pairs wake, the Delores runner
Sanda Warrior on his tail next to Won-Tolla the only white horse in
the cup today making for a good landmark to track the field. And as
they cover the first four hundred Flaxmead still holds the lead and
is starting to close to the rail."

Lindy yelled at
Flaxmead and tugged at the right side of his bit. "Stay, let them
in and hold!" Flaxmead responded pushing out a little wider to the
middle of the track.

The race caller
continued running through the fields, suddenly went back to the
leaders. -"And Won-Tolla the new Zealand stayer that chased the
thunderbolt in the Cox Plate has got loose, she's rounded up Sanda
Warrior and takes the lead on the inside against the rail well to
the left of Flaxmead holding steady pace."

Lindy peered
under her arm to see Sanda Warrior right behind her just back to
the left. She tugged the left rein. "Pocket the bugger and hold the
pace, hold the pace!" Flaxmead responded closing towards the rail
to within a metre of Won-Tolla just as they past the winning post
for the first time and into turn one.

The race caller
continued. "Won-Tolla holds the lead by a nose as they enter turn
one, Sanda Warrior tagged on behind followed by the Prendergast
trained Brazen Heart and I remember this horse was the first horse
ever to run second to Flaxmead at their first maiden in Scone and
has the same Jockey Simon Adams on board today. Following Brazen
heart is Roman Rage, Blunderbuss Prendergast well represented at
the front of the field at present. Barons Pride, Laura Lee and
Chimney Sweep black but no where near as black as the thunderbolt
sitting three wide, all Leroy trained mounts well place for when
the fun starts. Royal Rose the British steeplechaser going out wide
behind this three showing she's in the race, everybody looking for
action here today. Centrepiece, Wolf Sheppard and Perfection, a
Leroy trio sitting across the track hugging the rail, Wolf Sheppard
ruled out of a good place when weights were given still sitting in
the middle of the action. Rampage the other British runner has gone
out wide lining up its British counterpart. Mansfield following the
British stayer for some of the action, Mansfield ran last in the
maiden in Scone that found Flaxmead and Brazen Heart and here she
is in the middle of the action also from the hunter valley.
Homeland, Watch the Watch and War Wagon well up under the pack all
staying in touch anyone could break from here. Loosing ground is
Abbots Run, had a big lead up schedule to the cup and looks like it
was to much for him, his odds tell it all paying a hundred dollars
for the win, always seems to be there but dropping right away at
the rear of the field. Finally Labours Pride given two group one
starts she didn't really deserve, her trainer and syndicate will be
disappointed with her showing here today, rumoured a stable mate
was knifed in the back so she could run here today. Very
disappointing for her fans, I can't see her making any ground and
being in the race at all. But back at the pointy end of the field
as they come off the back straight rounding the final wide turn
with a little under fifteen hundred to go Flaxmead sitting rock
solid along side Won-Tolla holding the rail, and the crowd's
getting edgy we could be in for an upset here. Brazen Heart moves
to the outside of Flaxmead and Sanda Warrior moves up on the far
outside, four wide around the turn now. This pack pulling away from
the rest of the field as they bear down on the thousand, neck and
neck stride for stride it's never over till the fat lady sings. And
Flaxmead just holds out Brazen Heart as she pulls up a nose, Brazen
Heart makes a run and Flaxmead goes with her, - twelve hundred to
go and they pull just clear of Won-Tolla and Sanda Warrior slows
going wide. He's broken down and the pack swallows him up and
leaves him standing. Sanda Warrior slows to a walk. And coming up
on the thousand its Brazen Heart with a nose on the thunderbolt,
this could be the upset of the century."

Lindy looked
under her left arm, she saw only one white horse, and they were on
the thousand she tucked in behind Flaxmead's ears. "Right! Break!
Go Flaxy go you're home!" She touched Simon Adams arm and waved, he
patted her on the back as she thundered away, and he wore a big
smile as the black stallion made its run. Lindy laughed and cried
as she hung on to the thundering bullet.

The race caller
got to his feet. "And the pocket rocket's let the monster loose,
Flaxmead draws clear of Brazen Heart and Won-Tolla can't go with
either of them. Look at him go, he crosses the track to the outside
rail out of the turn, ten lengths already. How much as he got in
the tank." The crowd roared as Flaxmead ran along the rail directly
alongside and below them. The deafening roar of the people drove
the champ on. "We talk about the Jorrocks gene, I hear a whisper
the thunderbolt has it. Fifteen lengths ahead now and Brazen Heart
has not given up and puts five lengths on Won-Tolla. I can't hear
much the crowd is deafening but I can see two children waving their
arms in the air on the rail at the wining post its the run of the
century. He's three hundred metres from home, twenty lengths on
Brazen Heart, Flaxmead doesn't even look like slowing up. What an
incredible ride by the pocket rocket and a commanding win by the
thunderbolt. It's all over, the hunter valley thunderbolt carves a
furrow of commanding devastation into the history books. There he
is, the world's number one stayer. The lights will burn long and
bright tonight in the hunter valley."

Flaxmead
screamed at the children as he thundered past, Lindy dropped the
reins, stood up and did a shimmy with her rear end standing in the
stirrups screaming at the sky. "Yes!! You bloody beauty!"

"And Brazen
Heart crosses the line ahead of Won-Tolla, the jockey coasting the
white mare in the last fifty giving up the chase. The three place
getters well ahead of the rest of the field. And the thunderbolt,
by a massive twenty five lengths ahead of Brazen Heart and breaking
the race record by over two seconds. Heading back to the hunter
valley in the hands of schoolchildren Anna and Dylan Fields, will
be the Holy Grail. Flaxmead has won the Melbourne Cup."

The hunt for
Rose could begin.


 CHAPTER FIFTY
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The camp fire
put a golden glow on the gum tree leaves as they rustled in the
night wind, the moving shadows dancing in the light of the flame
set an eerie backdrop to a grazing black stallion as he happily
mowed the lush grass in the Stewarts Brook camp site. Anna got up
walked to her dad sitting on the opposite side of the fire and
hugged him. "Thanks dad, that was the best story I ever heard." She
looked at the colossal silhouette grazing by the gum studied creek.
"Can we have him dad and call him Flaxmead."

Bob fields held
his daughter sitting her on his knee. "Someone must own him, like I
said before the story, we won't leave him alone here. We'll report
him to the RSPCA and make sure someone takes care of him."

"He's the same
as the horse in the story dad."

"I had to get
the idea from somewhere love."

Dylan pitched
in out of the blue. "His names Flaxmead and he's coming home with
us."

Anna and Dylan
looked at each other thorough the flickering light of the fire, a
warm smile griped there faces. "Will we get into trouble for
breaking the lock dad," asked Anna.

"Sometimes it's
okay to break the rules. He's had three lovely days here with us.
We'll never forget them."

"Where an earth
did you get that Bob, Anna's right, it is the best story we ever
heard."

Bob looked up
at the stars and then the horse. "I don't know, it just kept coming
to me in the wind. Maybe Jorroks is still running in the valley
winds and the cries we hear in the night are his." A gust of wind
drove the fire bright, the horse reared up and let out an uncanny
cry and it echoed down the valley.

"Wow, I love
him dad," said Anna.

"He is a bit
infectious, maybe he is a racehorse that can run like the wind.
Come on its late, were up early and pack for home."

George the
cockatiel was sitting on Bob's shoulder, he had been there the
entire three day story. Harold the rat was sitting upright on
Dylan's head eating a piece of mouldy cheese; he occasionally
sniffed the night air and looked around in the flickering light.
Pipa lay at the horse's side, she had not left him since they
arrived. Bob looked around at this family with deep contentment,
the fire he had watched for the last three days now glowed inside
him. They had come to rest and relax, mission accomplished. They
retired to their sleeping bags, the fire died to a dull glow and
the stars beamed down from the clear night sky. A giant black horse
and a small blue dog stood sentry, with the sound of trickling
water as a lullaby they slept.

Bob was awoken
by laughter and a barking dog, he peered outside the tent and Anna
and Dylan were by the creek tree line playing with the horse. Pipa
was teasing the horse and the horse ran around encouraging Pipa,
Bob noticed the horse's incredible agility regardless of his size
and he often affectionately muzzled Pipa catching her out. Marie
stretched to life and watched the show. "How an earth are we going
to part them Bob."

Bob shook his
head and put his clothes on. "I've only just come to that bit, got
any ideas." Marie pouted and shook her head. They got on with
dressing, taking the tent down and packing. They were ready and Bob
was about to decide what to do when through the quiet early morning
air a small open animal float truck rumbled to a halt at the gate.
Two men climbed out, one came through the gate walked to through
the creek ford to the holding pen where the horse had been locked
up. He returned and approached Bob. "Excuse me, that horse, was it
in that pen over the creek."

"Yes it was,"
replied Bob.

"It's dangerous
and apparently killed a man. I have to take it to the abattoir
before it hurts someone else."

Bob looked
dumfounded. "That horse has been playing with my children all
weekend." The man looked at the cavorting trio, he looked
puzzled.

"I've been
instructed to have it destroyed, sorry but I'll get a bridle from
the truck." He began to walk away towards his truck.

Marie objected.
"Bob do something."

"Wait!" said
Bob. "That's the most ridiculous thing I ever heard, go near that
horse and Ill call the police."

"Not much you
can do about it mate," said the man as he turned back around.

Bob strutted to
his vehicle and retrieved a pen and note pad from the glove box.
With a look of anger he walked past the man towards his truck until
he could clearly see the registration plate and name on the door.
He noted them both and walked back toward his vehicle past the man.
"What are you doing mate."

"Something odd
here, I'm going to report this to the police and RSPCA
immediately," replied Bob.

The man ran
around Bob putting up his hands in front of him waving and walking
backwards. "Hang on mate, I'm just doing a favour for a friend. I
don't want any flack."

Bob stopped
with a look of anger. "Who owns this horse?"

"I'll give you
a number to ring, that's all I have. Sort it out with him."

Bob handed the
note pad and pen to the man. "The name Crow is on the side of the
truck I assume that's you. Write the number below your details, if
it's bull I'll still go to the police.

"Keep your hair
on mate," the grubby unshaven man scribbled a number down and
handed it back to Bob. "Its dinkum, I'd rather the story was, I
wasn't here mate if ya know what I mean. The people who have this
number can be counted on one hand."

"If your right
I'll keep my word, I'm the winemaker at Loudbark wines."

"Fair enough,"
replied the man as he walked briskly back to his truck. The two men
climbed back in the vehicle and it roared off down the dirt roadway
in the direction it had come.

Bob spoke to
Marie. "Stay here I'm going to mobile range to sort this out. Don't
say anything to the kids I don't know what's going on."

Bob left the
area and Marie closed the gate behind him. He raced along the dusty
roadway and as he reached the bitumen surface of the main road to
Scone his mobile showed service. He hastily rang the scribbled
number.

A man answered.
"Hello."

"I'm looking
for the owner of a horse, Mr Crow just gave me this number in
regards to a horse we've been with all weekend."

"Where are
you?"

"I have driven
towards Scone from Stewarts Brook until I was in phone range."

"Who are
you?"

"Bob Fields I'm
a winemaker I've been camped with my family at the Stewarts Brook
camping ground."

"What did you
want with me?"

"We have been
looking after a horse, big black stallion with perfect white
markings in a yard near the camping ground all weekend and were
packing to leave. Mr Crow arrived early this morning attempting to
take the horse away. I stopped him and will call the RSPCA and
police if the horse is harmed. He gave me this number and your name
and left."

"The horse is
dangerous don't go near it, it has to be destroyed."

"Dangerous my
children have been looking after the horse all weekend and playing
with it. We broke the lock on the gate. They've been riding around
on his back with a hand made halter. I find your comments
ridiculous I'm calling the police."

"Wait, you say
your children are riding around on his back."

"Yes. Destroy
this horse, my children would love to have a horse like this. The
thought of such an animal being destroyed is ridiculous. Dangerous
please." There was silence for a few moments.

"I can be there
in an hour can you wait."

"Yes, if you're
not here in an hour and a half I'll go into Scone and report it to
the police.'

"I'm on my
way."

The man
arrived, a small old frail man with no teeth. He wore an old black
suit and a flat cap. Upon meeting with the Fields family and
watching the children his face began to beam with contentment. He
wrote out a bill of sale and sold the horse to them for one hundred
dollars. He shook Bob Fields hand rubbed the tops of each of the
children's head with his hand saying nothing just glowing with joy.
He bowed to Marie and climbed back in his car to leave, as the car
began to roll forwards Anna shouted to the man.

"Hey Mr, does
this horse have a name!?" the car stopped abruptly and the man
looked back at them.

"Yes he does
love! He can run like the wind, I've seen him do it and I'll never
forget it!" the car began to roll away. "He's a galloping
thunderbolt, he's safe now. His name's Flaxmead!"
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