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“Pack a bag, Malone. You’re going to Dartmoor,” McGuire said.

These were not the first words I expected to hear on entering the office that late spring morning in the first year after the war. And at first I thought it was another of the old man’s jokes, and that a reference to doing time was imminent.

“What will I be doing? Sewing sacks and breaking rocks?” I said, smiling.

But it seemed he was deadly serious.

“No joke lad, I need you down there as quick as you can manage it.”

The last time I had seen him this keen to send me off on my travels was when a member of the House of Lords made an ass of himself with a prostitute in Blackpool. I had actually rather enjoyed that trip, but the prospect of Dartmoor in the spring did not quite hold the same allure as the golden sands in high summer.

“Why there? There’s nothing but livestock and wind down that way.”

“It seems there may be something else abroad on the moors,” McGuire said.

“That’s a tad melodramatic, boss, if you don’t mind me saying so?”

McGuire held an envelope in his left hand, but he didn’t look at it as he replied.

“Do you remember a story about strange lights on the moors last winter? How the place was in uproar thinking the Huns had invaded?”

I nodded. I hadn’t worked on the story myself, and the junior reporter who had handled it took a fair amount of ribbing from the older hands at the time. The story itself had little meat to put on the bare bones that came out of the Southwest of England. There had been plenty of tension in the country immediately following the war, and some of that tension had manifest itself in stories of nocturnal visitors, lights in the sky, secret landings of German battalions and other, even wilder tales of cattle mutilations and people disappearing from their homes.

“I remember the Home Office pooh-poohing the idea and saying it was all just a case of paranoid hysteria,” I replied. “And there has been nothing since then... has there?”

The look on McGuire’s face told me otherwise.

“The brass put a cease and desist order on us a few months back to prevent us running anything in the paper. But the story is still there. There have been continual reports of strange goings-on up there on the high moors—far too many for us to keep ignoring them. The latest came in just last night; more of the same involving lights in the sky and screams on the moors. The public interest demands that we investigate, and the brass can go hang.” 

He waved the envelope at me. 

“Then we have this. I haven’t opened it yet, but I recognize both the handwriting and the postmark. Go ahead. Tell me there’s no story here.”

I took the envelope from him and turned it over in my hand. It was postmarked Yelverton, Devon, right in the heart of Dartmoor, and had been posted in the morning two days previously. It was addressed to me, and I did indeed recognize the handwriting, and the hectoring tone of the writer. 

*
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Malone,

The bloody idiots are playing with things they don’t understand. We need to stop this before it gets out of hand. Get yourself down here straight away. The people need to know what’s going on, and to do that I’ll need to stir things up and make a bit of a fuss. I’ll meet you in the Gallows Inn – it’s in the centre of Yelverton, and you can’t miss it. 

Hurry man. There’s no time to lose.

*
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It was signed simply, Challenger.

I handed it over to McGuire who read it and raised an eyebrow.

“Well? What are you waiting for?”

Two hours later I was on a train bound for Devon.

It was just like Challenger to send such a terse note. There was not a single hint as to the why of it, just a summons, an order really, and with no thought that I might be too busy with matters of my own. He expected me to jump when he shouted. Then again, he expected everyone to jump when he shouted. For me at least, that was part of his charm. I would not have him any other way.

The Professor had not in truth changed much since our first meeting and our subsequent adventures in the Amazon before the war. The wonders we encountered there, and the terrors we faced together seemed not to have touched him, and he continued to live in much the same larger-than-life manner as he had then. He had wrinkles around the eyes now when he laughed, and some gray at the temples and in his beard, but they only served to give him an air of distinguished statesmanship. His broad shoulders had not yet started to slump, and the voice was as strident and booming as it had ever been. The thought of him down in a small village in Devon kicking up a fuss made me smile. I could well imagine the effort he would need to produce to make any kind of fuss among the normally taciturn populace of that part of the country. But if anyone could manage it, Challenger was the man for the job.

I had not seen him for several months, as he had been off on several of his jaunts and had little time for socializing when he was in that frame of mind.

“I may have a story for you soon,” he had said on our last meeting back in January. But he had been saying that to me for some time. So far nothing had come from any of his investigations, whether it was a search for what he called relict hominids in the forest of Germany or his month spent on a boat on Loch Ness in search of more of the swimming lizards we had seen in the Amazon. In recent years Challenger’s theories had come to seem more and more outlandish to his peers in the Royal Society, and the old man preferred to spend as much time as possible out of town; he managed to keep his temper in check more often that way.

I wondered if the envelope in my inside pocket was the culmination of another such investigation. 

I took the letter out and read it again, but it still told me nothing of the situation into which I was headed. As a reporter, I was used to going on fishing expeditions in search of facts with little to go on beyond gossip and rumor. On this occasion I had even less information at hand than usual. I knew nothing beyond the wild stories that McGuire had reminded me of, and I put little credence in them. However it was obvious from his note that Challenger had stumbled on something and I found excitement rising as the train brought me ever closer to the Moors.

After the stop in Southampton I found I was left alone in the carriage and I took the opportunity to light up a pipe and lose myself in daydreams of what was to come. I fervently hoped there was indeed a story waiting for me at the end of the journey. London life had lost much of its appeal for me, and if truth is told I was starting to relish the thought of some time in the relative wilds of the Southwest. I wanted an adventure, excitement and the big story, the one that would elevate me from being just another reporter into the ranks of those whose words get discussed over breakfast tables the length of the country.

I also found my mind drifting back again to that high plateau in the Amazon, where we had seen great wonders and fought beasts long thought lost in the mists of time. I dozed off, my head full of green forest, blazing sun and sticky sweat. 

I woke to a dull flat sky beyond the carriage window, and a view of what looked like endless rolling hills of stunted gorse and thin grass. 

I had arrived on Dartmoor.

*
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The Gallows Inn in Yelverton proved to be a fine example of an old English coaching inn, looking as if it had stood on the same site for many centuries. The facing was wattle and daub with black timbers against a whitewashed wall, and the interior boasted so much old oak in the furnishings and fittings that it must have consumed a small forest in its building. A fire roared in a grate big enough for me to stand inside if I wished, and ornate mirrors lined the walls above the bar itself. Off to the left was a nook that was labeled as the snug, which I guessed was where the womenfolk were allowed, as there was otherwise no sign of anything feminine in the entire inn. 

I knew the place immediately. This was an establishment where working men came to drink and forget. Hardly any idle chat would be found here outside conversations on the weather and maybe the soccer. Little else would disturb the serious business of getting ale inside you. And as the night wore on, the liquor would get stronger and maybe then and only then would tongues start to loosen. I could see already that my expense account was going to be drained somewhat if I was to get any of these men to talk to me.

As it was already early evening there was a flurry of activity in the bar as workmen quenched their thirst from their day’s labor. I expected Challenger to be there ahead of me, holding forth on one of his many opinions, but the bar was far too quiet for that. I guessed he was about his business of kicking up a fuss, and so I busied myself for the next few hours in taking a room and having a wash and shave. The room itself was scarcely wider than my outstretched arms, and the bed so soft that I sank almost to the floor when I sat on it. There was no hot water, and a chill wind whistled through a gap in the window frame. The view was of a brick outhouse and more of the thin stunted gorse beneath a slate-gray sky. Yet despite these circumstances, I started to feel excitement growing. My reporter’s senses were twitching. There was a story here to ferret out, and I was now itching to get started.

By the time I returned to the bar, night had fallen outside and the inn was considerably quieter than it had been previously, giving me a chance to talk to the innkeeper. 

“It’s a bit early in the year for any visitors,” I said. As an opening gambit I often found it useful in rural communities, and besides, talking about the weather down here at this time of year tended to consist of a boring repetition of different words for fog and drizzle.

“That it is, sir,” he said. He motioned to one of the ale pumps, and I nodded in agreement, lighting up what would prove to be the first of many cigarettes that night.

As the innkeeper poured my ale I asked after Challenger.

“There has been at least one visitor I know of,” I said. “I wonder if you could tell me where I could find Professor Challenger?”

“Who wants to know?” he said, and I saw that he was immediately on the defensive. Challenger made both friends and enemies quickly, and I guessed the inn keeper had become one of the former. 

“I’m a friend of the Professor’s,” I said. “He asked me to meet him here.”

The man relaxed fractionally. I still didn’t have his full trust, but I could work on that. 

“He did say that he’d sent a letter to London. Are you the man from The Express?”

“Keep your voice down,” I said, and smiled. “I want to keep this quiet as long as possible.”

The barman laughed at that.

“Good luck with that around here. My guess is that half of Devon already knows who you are, where you work and what size of hat you wear. They certainly did with your Professor friend.”

“Then again, Challenger is not the kind to do anything quietly,” I replied.

He laughed again.

“No, you’re not wrong there. But I haven’t seen him since yesterday,” the man said. “He did not return from a walk on the moor.”

He said it so matter-of-factly that at first I did not grasp the import of it.

“You mean he’s missing?”

The man nodded, and wouldn’t look me in the eye. 

“It happens a lot around here,” he said quietly.

“Have the police been informed?”

Again he nodded.

“But don’t expect them to look too diligently,” he said. “As I said...”

I finished for him.

“...it happens a lot round here.”

It seemed McGuire was right – there was most definitely a story to be had here, but for the moment I was more concerned for the fate of my old friend. 

“Is there a policeman in the town?” I asked, more in hope than any real conviction. In my heart I already knew the answer.

“No sir,” the inn keeper replied. “They come in from Newton Abbot when they’re needed. Mostly we’re left to fend for ourselves.”

And that was all I could get out of the man, despite the offer of a crisp white fiver. 

The rest of the clientele were even less forthcoming. A scattering of men sat at battered tables around the room. There was a game of dominoes going on in one corner, the clack of the tiles and rapping on the table the only sound coming from that direction. I knew better than to try to interrupt such a serious activity.

Two younger men threw perfunctory darts at a battered board, but when I wandered in that direction they pointedly sat down at a table and turned their backs on me. 

The older men in the room were even less forthcoming. I knew just by looking at them that they were in no mood to share their local troubles with an outsider. So I was rather surprised when one of them started to talk.

He was too old to enable me to make a proper guess at his age; somewhere between seventy and ninety at an estimate, with only two or three teeth left in his mouth and one eye completely milk-white, his sight taken by cataracts. What little hair he had left covered a scalp dotted with liver spots, and the skin on his hands had that tight, translucent look that comes with great age. His mouth worked just fine though, both for talking and for the consumption of ale he got from me as a reward for his tale.

“I suppose you want to hear about the happenings up on the moor?” he said. I knew from experience that I would only have to nod and offer him a pint of ale to get him started. I went back to the bar and fetched two fresh beers.

“I’d watch out for the old fellow,” the barman said. “He’s got hollow legs.”

I thanked him for the advice and took the ales back to where the old man sat. He took to the beer as if he had been nursing a thirst for days, draining the top third from the flagon before reluctantly putting it down. I sat down and sipped at my own brew, prepared to listen for as long as he was prepared to talk. 

I was aware that my new companion was drawing black looks from the other locals, but he either did not care or he needed the free ale more than he needed local camaraderie. In either case, I was grateful he decided to share what he knew, even if the tale was to grow increasingly outlandish in the telling.

*
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“It were last winter it started,” he began, having downed another hefty gulp of the ale before talking. “I was one of the first to see the start of it. I was out on my morning constitutional, over the top to Maunder Farm and back down the riverside to the village – every day rain or snow for nigh on forty years now. I remember...”

I nipped that thread of thought in the bud right away. Those two small words could signal anything from a one-minute anecdote to a three-hour drinking session, and I was in no mood for either.

“Just stick to the story,” I requested. “You’ll get more free beer that way.”

He looked like I’d just slapped him, but the thought of more beer was obvious in his expression. After another long swallow he continued.

“As I was saying... I was headed up over the tops past Maunder Farm last November. Towards the end of the month it were, and early morning, in a thin fog. I nearly didn’t spot old Tom standing there in the field, as he was so quiet, just looking down at the ground. As I got closer I could see one of his heifers lying there at Tom’s feet. I thought it might have been a breech birth gone bad. A lot of the cattle have had problems this past year. The beasts have been skittish and afeared. And it’s no’ just the livestock. The stories I could tell you... there’s this woman down in the valley farm who...”

I nipped that one in the bud too, by the less obvious ploy of offering him a cigarette. Thankfully it stopped him mid-flow, and after I had lit us both up I gently prodded him back in the right direction.

“You were telling me about the cow that old Tom found in his field?”

He inhaled a quarter of the cigarette in one long draw, and hardly any smoke came back out. I’d have been coughing for a week if I tried it, but after he washed it down with more ale he resumed his story.

“Blood was splashed all round the animal like a spilled tin of paint. But as I got closer I saw it were worse than that. The poor cow had been torn and rent, like some great beast had got at it.

“I asked old Tom what had happened, but he just turned away so I could not see the tears in his eyes.

“That was the first.”

He stopped and tapped loudly on his glass using the inside of his signet ring. I sighed theatrically, but gave in to the inevitable and went to the bar for more ale. I kept an eye on my new friend as the inn keeper poured. No one spoke to him. I took this as a good sign – he wasn’t being warned off from talking to me.

He took to the ale with gusto on my return, then went immediately back to the story.

“Over the next few weeks there were more cattle found; all torn up and bloody. A group of locals decided to patrol the hills. They went armed with shotguns and some of the fiercest dogs you ever will see.”

He started to laugh; a thin, strangled wheeze that caused something to rumble as if broken in his chest.

“I was sitting right here when they ran back, both men and dogs with their tails between their legs, and the lads all telling stories of lights in the sky and a great roaring on the wild moors on the highest Tors.

“After that we mostly stayed indoors with the windows shut and the ale flowing. We all saw the lights in December, and I have heard the roaring on the wind on a calm night, but none of us talked about it.”

He leaned in close and dropped his voice to a whisper so that the others would not hear. 

“There’s something else that’s not talked about,” he said. “It’s important. But that’ll cost you something a mite stronger than this ale. Jim at the bar knows my tipple.”

I weighed the percentages, but in truth I did not have much choice. Besides, McGuire was the one who had to argue over the expense claims with the paper’s owners, not me. I gave in to the inevitable and went back to the bar again. The inn keeper passed me a glass of black rum, a double by the looks of it. 

When I turned back towards the table I saw that my companion was in animated conversation with a man standing at his shoulder. This newcomer did not look like a local – and I realized immediately that there really was a story here, for this man, in his long trench coat and felt hat, was obviously a policeman or a government fixer. I knew the type well, having met many of them on numerous investigations. Their job was to cover up anything it was thought the public didn’t need to know. To get anywhere, I would need to play the game that had just been started.

I took the old man’s drink back to the table. The newcomer had walked away before I got halfway across the floor between us, and the last I saw was the man leaving quietly by the main door.

“Who’s your friend?” I asked. 

The small man took the rum, drained it in one gulp then stood.

“I’m sorry sir,” he said. “I can’t tell you anything more.”

As he was about to leave I pulled him back.

“Listen, I just need to know where Challenger went. I can do the rest myself.”

The old man proved himself to be something of an actor. He pretended that my grab at his arm had pulled him off balance, fell into my lap and said two words in my ear.
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