
  

  The Fate of the Villiers


  ‘They were the footprints of a gigantic hound!’


  There was a moment of hushed stillness as I finished speaking. The only sound was crackling coals in the fireplace. Harcourt’s mouth hung half open and Lovell’s eyes were white-rimmed. Then Stanton laughed and leaned back in his buttoned-leather chair, saluting me with his raised brandy glass.


  ‘You spin a dashed convincing yarn, Robinson! I wonder you don’t go in for writing sensation novels instead of journalism.’


  I spread my hands. ‘Every word is true.’


  Harcourt laughed a little shakily. ‘Then I shall steer clear of Dartmoor for the foreseeable future.’


  ‘It cannot be some demonic phantasm,’ Stanton said robustly. ‘If it’s real enough to rip out a stag’s throat, it’s real enough for a sportsman to take it down with both barrels.’


  ‘Quite so.’ I drained my own glass. ‘I’m sure some farmer will shoot the beast sooner or later. Sooner, if I known the average Devonian.’


  Lovell nodded with recollection. ‘You were at school down that way, weren’t you?’


  ‘Newton Abbot Proprietary College.’ I got to my feet. ‘Now, if you’ll excuse me, chaps, I must head for home.’


  We had dined very well, perhaps a little too well. I knew if I didn’t make a move, I’d hear midnight chime before we left the club and dash it all, I had work to do in the morning. I don’t enjoy the luxury of independent means like Stanton.


  I handed my glass to the waiter and made my way carefully to the club’s entrance hall.


  ‘Your hat and coat, Mr Robinson.’ The porter had them ready and waiting. It was a quiet evening and late to boot. There was only one other group still lingering over brandy and cigars at the far end of the Smoking Room.


  ‘Shall I call you a cab, sir?’


  ‘Thank you.’


  The March night was crisp, cold and refreshing. As I went out onto the club steps, the porter waved and a growler slowed. I pressed a suitably appreciative coin into the porter’s hand as he headed back inside.


  I heard him pause as the front door opened. ‘Good night, gentlemen. Would you like me to hail a cab?’


  ‘No, thank you, Dunbar. We’ll go with Mr Robinson.’


  Who the devil was that? I didn’t recognise the speaker’s voice.


  ‘I say—’ As I turned to challenge his presumption that they could share my cab, three men advanced swiftly down the club steps. Two flanked me, pressing close to seize me by the wrists and elbows. The third already had the cab door open. They bundled me inside in a trice.


  ‘The Aldwych!’ The third man shouted up to the driver before shutting the door tight closed.


  I reached for the handle on the opposite side, ready to jump out and take my chances falling from the moving vehicle. I’m not afraid of a few bruises.


  The first of the men who’d grabbed me was sitting opposite. Quick as a snake, he seized my hand, twisting it loose with some infernal trick. The pain sent me recoiling back against the greasy seat cushions.


  ‘Now look here—’


  ‘Please excuse us. Mr Robinson, isn’t it?’ The second chap smiled apologetically from the opposite corner of the four seater.


  Which is to say, I think he smiled. It was hard to see in the gloom. I could barely make out my three abductors, all alike in evening dress and overcoats just like my own. Were they the chaps who’d been sitting at the other end of the Smoking Room? I couldn’t imagine where else they could have come from.


  At least the one who’d just spoken sounded like a gentleman so I addressed myself to him.


  ‘Bertram Fletcher Robinson, and who the devil might you be, sir?’ I demanded wrathfully. ‘If you’re a member of the Reform Club, you should know that my uncle is a committee member and he will take a very dim view—’


  The burly man sitting beside me snapped his fingers triumphantly. ‘Rugby blue, three times. Rowed for — oh, it’ll come to me in a second.’

  ‘Light blue, I take it?’ The tall man sitting opposite had to be an Oxford man with that faint sneer in his voice.


  ‘Jesus College, Cambridge.’ I squared up to him as best I could in the four-seater’s cramped confines. ‘And you?’


  ‘Balliol.’ The tall man shrugged as though that should have somehow been obvious.


  ‘He writes pieces for Cassell’s Magazine, and edits books for that sporting press, The Isthmian,’ the man beside me continued.


  I turned my attention to him. ‘You know an uncommon amount about me.’


  The tall blighter laughed. ‘Robert knows an uncommon amount about everyone.’


  ‘Please, my card.’ The apologetic chap diagonally opposite proffered a piece of pasteboard which I had no hope of reading in this light.


  ‘Challoner, Murray and Balfour.’ The supercilious blighter indicated himself, his neighbour and the man beside me in turn.


  ‘What does that signify?’ I challenged. ‘Are you a firm of solicitors or a criminal gang?’


  To my utter astonishment, he laughed a second time.


  ‘Something between the two, I’d say.’


  That sent a shiver down my spine, I don’t mind admitting.


  ‘Arthur,’ the one introduced as Murray rebuked him. ‘Please forgive my friend’s sense of humour, Mr Robinson.’


  ‘Devil take his sense of humour,’ I retorted. ‘Why have you abducted me? Let me tell you—’


  ‘All we wish to know is where exactly you saw that footprint.’ Murray leaned forward. ‘On Dartmoor.’


  ‘We overheard you this evening, at the club,’ Balfour explained, the Scots in his accent strengthening in his urgency. ‘You were telling your friends that some beast has been killing ponies and deer out on the moor this past winter? Do you know this for a fact? You’re not making a fine tale out of rumour or conjecture?’


  ‘The beast is most assuredly a fact,’ I said, indignant. ‘I was at school thereabouts and still have friends in the district. It’s quite a concern, you know. There are at least two young men unaccounted for. The police may assume they’ve run away to sea but both families insist that would be totally out of character—’


  ‘You said the locals call this creature a yeth hound?’ Now Challoner sat still as a cat poised to pounce.


  ‘That’s an old legend.’ I explained, somewhat unnerved by the three men’s intensity. ‘There are several such tales about the moor. A blackguard from Charles the Second’s time, Richard Cabell, supposedly rode out with a pack of hellhounds. When he died—’


  ‘Did you or did you not see these footprints you spoke of for yourself?’ Murray interrupted without apology this time. ‘Close by the site of one of these kills? Were these tracks truly unnaturally big for a dog?’


  ‘I did and they were.’ I wondered why on earth these three were so anxious to know it that they’d snatched me off a London street.


  ‘Where?’ Balfour hastily softened his peremptory bark. ‘If you please, and when?’


  ‘Wistman’s Wood, three weeks or so ago. Now you can tell me—’


  Before I could insist that they explain themselves, Murray half-stood to hammer on the underside of the growler’s roof. The driver promptly reined in his horses.


  ‘Do tell the driver to take you wherever you wish.’ As my three abductors climbed out, Murray reached for his pocketbook. I saw him pass a treasury note up to the cabman though we hadn’t even reached Trafalgar Square.


  ‘Please accept our apologies for any inconvenience,’ Balfour said earnestly.


  Challoner was already walking away.


  ‘Now see here! Wait!’ I stepped half-out of the growler.


  But I shouted in vain. All three were striding away into the darkness to vanish as swiftly as if they had baying hounds on their heels.


  ‘Are you getting out here too, guvnor?’ The cabman looked down at me hopefully.


  ‘What? No. Ashley Gardens, Kensington, if you please.’ I got back in the carriage.


  But I could make no sense of any of this by the time we arrived at my flat. Weary, I set the puzzle aside and went to bed.


  [image: ]


  When I woke up the following morning, I remembered something much more tangible which I’d set aside. A clue to solving this conundrum. As soon as I was washed and dressed, I sorted through the oddments which I’d emptied out of my pockets the night before.


  That business card linked the men’s names, Challoner, Murray and Balfour, with addresses in Edinburgh and London. Their London offices were in the Middle Temple. Excellent. Although I’ve never practised, I’d passed the bar exams and accepted an invitation to the Inner Temple. I knew my way around those courts and lanes.


  Stanton reckoned I should be writing fiction. He couldn’t be more wrong. I had my heart set on Fleet Street. So I needed a sensational story if I was ever to get my foot in a daily newspaper’s door. Well, now I had a promising scent to follow.


  I breakfasted quickly and headed out to hail a hansom. Yes, I know I should have been working on some pieces for Cassell’s but this was too intriguing to pass up.


  Arriving at the address on the card, I found the set of chambers indicated by the three names on a brass plate. The door was closed. I knocked. To my surprise, a self-possessed young woman opened it to reveal an anteroom furnished with a desk and a typewriter, and the usual secretarial accoutrements.


  ‘Good morning?’ She looked expectantly at me.


  ‘Ah, good morning.’ I doffed my hat politely. ‘I wonder, is Mr Murray available?’ He had seemed the most approachable of last night’s trio.


  ‘I’m afraid he isn’t,’ the young lady replied with courteous regret.


  ‘Might I make an appointment? For this afternoon? Tomorrow, perhaps?’


  ‘I’m afraid Mr Murray has gone out of town for a week or so.’


  Had he, by Jove? ‘May I speak to Mr Balfour? Or Mr Challoner?’


  Not that I expected to get anything useful from the stiff-necked Balliol man but I wanted the girl to confirm my suspicions. She promptly did so.


  ‘I’m afraid Mr Balfour and Mr Challoner are also out of town until next week at the earliest.’


  ‘They’ve gone together, I take it?’ I gave her my most charming smile. ‘May I ask to where?’


  Her answering smile was impenetrable. ‘May I take a message? Who shall I say called?’


  After a moment’s hesitation, I found a card of my own. ‘Bertram Fletcher Robinson.’


  If that prompted some other member of this cabal to call and see what I wanted, then I could ask a few questions of my own.


  ‘Mr Robinson?’ She couldn’t hide her recognition of my name. ‘Any message?’


  ‘No, thank you.’ I doffed my hat by way of farewell. ‘Good day.’


  ‘Good day to you.’ She closed the door with resolute click.


  I waited a moment before heading down the stairs. The front door to the ground floor set stood ajar and I stuck my head around it.


  The chief clerk guarding this threshold was on his feet in an instant. ‘May I help you, sir?’


  ‘A quick word?’ I smiled, hoping to convey it would be worth his while.


  With a wordless glance to order his underlings back to their ledgers and briefs, he came to join me in the doorway.


  ‘Upstairs.’ I lowered my voice as I glanced towards the ceiling. ‘You don’t happen to know where they were headed when they left this morning?’


  ‘I really couldn’t say, sir.’ Though the glint in his eye gave the lie to that.


  ‘You’re sure?’ I let him see the glimmer of a half-sovereign between my fingers.


  ‘I did hear them tell their cabman to head for Paddington, sir.’


  ‘I see.’ I shook his hand and he pocketed the coin smoothly. ‘Tell me, what exactly is the nature of their business?’


  ‘I really couldn’t say, sir.’ This time his words had the ring of truth, and I noted the curl of his lip as his gaze slid upwards. ‘A chit of a girl as a clerk. Whoever heard of such a notion?’


  I forbore to tell him that I’d heard women working in offices was quite the coming thing. Who knew what other changes the new century would bring us once the New Year rang out?


  I merely nodded briskly—‘Quite so’ —and took my leave.


  Strolling up Middle Temple Lane, I considered what I had learned. It did seem that this trio practised law, though I still had no idea what their particular interests or expertise might be.


  I wouldn’t wager a lead shilling on my chances of finding out from their fair keeper of secrets. That head clerk had clearly had no luck winning her confidences and he’d had far more opportunity than I.


  Not that I would have called her chit of a girl, I mused as I walked. She was no miss fresh from the schoolroom. A young woman used to managing her own affairs for several years would be my guess, though still well on the sunny side of thirty. I wondered what had brought her to London. Not a debutante season. Her tones spoke of education but not of such elevated, and indeed enervated, breeding. She hadn’t been raised for a life of idle luxury.


  I set aside idle hopes of improving my acquaintance with the young lady. If the mysterious trio had gone to Paddington, I’d wager every coin I possessed that they were taking the next train for Devon. I hurried home, packed a bag and followed.
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  It wasn’t hard to find them. They were undoubtedly following my lead to Wistman’s Wood where I’d seen the mysterious spoor. The nearest village is Two Bridges and there’s only one really decent hotel. That said, it’s a dashed long journey and they had half a morning’s start on me. What with one thing and another, telegrams to send to make my excuses over obligations and such, I arrived there late and weary. So I decided to amuse myself by surprising them the following morning after breakfasting in my room.


  Seen in the spring sunshine, sitting at a window table, Challoner of Balliol was a lean, hatchet-faced gent with a hard, dark eye. I might not have been so ready to try him with fisticuffs if I’d got a clearer view of that face in the carriage. Murray looked altogether more amiable; round of visage and mild-eyed. Balfour was a sturdy Scot who looked like a sportsman, though more at home on the
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