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One

Night Fright!
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Camping out on the moors was awesome, Jack Carter thought.

Until, that was, you woke up at two o’clock in the morning with an urgent need to go to the bathroom.

The moors were distinctly lacking in the bathroom department.

Which is why Jack was now stumbling around in the dark searching for a conveniently placed gorse bush. A boy needed his privacy!

Mission accomplished, Jack stepped out from behind the bush and started back towards the tents, which were pitched on a flat patch of grass and heather halfway down a rocky slope. He picked his way over the rough ground. Although it had been a scorching August day, the night air was chilly. He shivered and sped up; his sleeping bag was calling to him.

That’s when he slipped on a loose stone and fell flat on his face.

And that’s when he realized he couldn’t see the tents.

He must have strayed farther from camp than he’d thought. In fact, he wasn’t sure he was even heading in the right direction! He sat up, trying to get his bearings.

It was so dark that he could hardly make out the outline of the craggy ridge that rose up from the other side of the valley; it was just a smudge of blacker blackness against the black sky. And it was very quiet. Too quiet! Jack was a Londoner, used to streetlights and a soundtrack of car engines, sirens and snatches of music. Although he and his older brother, Scott, had been coming to stay with their great-aunt Kate for the holidays on the remote island of Castle Key for ages, while their dad was off on his archaeological digs, he still couldn’t get used to all this nocturnal peace and quiet.

Jack looked back the way he’d come. Now he could make out the outline of the tents in the distance, lit by the faint amber glow of nightlights through the canvas. He stood up and hurried towards them.

Now he was on the right track again, he started hatching a plan.

Obviously, he was going to have to creep around outside the tent he was sharing with Scott and make some spooky noises. It would be a crime to miss this golden opportunity to give his brother a fright! Should he go for a ghostly wail, he wondered, or a snarling werewolf effect? The key thing was to make sure he got the right tent. (He’d learned that lesson the hard way on the school camping trip to Hatfield Forest, when he’d accidentally performed his entire mutant zombie scarecrow routine for his elderly geography teacher, Miss Bodley, instead of his mates, Josh and Ali. The shriek she’d produced when he lurched into her tent and shuffled round her sleeping bag had nearly burst his eardrums! There’d been letters home, detentions and grounding.)

But there was no danger of getting muddled this time; Jack and Scott’s tent was a little apart from the rest of the group, next to the one that housed their friend, Emily Wild, and her faithful dog, Drift. And Emily’s tent was hard to miss! It was more of a shelter than a tent, consisting only of sticks, leaves and a canvas sheet. And there was a rainwater catcher and a handcrafted washstand outside it. Emily liked to practise her survival skills whenever possible, in case she was suddenly called up by the security forces and sent off on a top-secret undercover mission in the wilderness. Scott and Jack had tried pointing out that, as she was only thirteen years old, this was unlikely to happen any time soon. But, as was so often the case, Emily didn’t listen.

The remaining three tents belonged to other members of the Castle Key Nature Group. They’d all been taking part in a glow-worm survey. Nature had never really been Jack’s thing, but earlier in the summer he and Scott and Emily had gone to see a pair of killer whales off North Point and, before they knew it, they’d been railroaded into joining the group. It had actually turned out to be very useful in solving the mysterious disappearance of an amazing supercar called the Black Salamander. Don Penrose, the group leader, had even awarded them gold Nature Watch badges! It turned out that glow-worms weren’t real worms; they were beetles with luminous bums. It had been cool, though, when they’d finally spotted the tiny lights gleaming in the undergrowth.

Jack wasn’t far from the tents and had just made up his mind to treat Scott to a bone-chilling werewolf howl when he heard a noise behind him.

A strange snuffling, shuffling noise.

He stopped in his tracks.

Maybe it was Scott or Emily trying to scare him. Or Drift out for a walk. But it couldn’t be. Jack had kept his eyes fixed on the tents all the way back. He’d have noticed if anyone had come out.

There it was again! The noise was closer now. It sounded like the grinding of enormous teeth.

Jack’s heart began to pound as if trying to break out of his ribcage with a sledgehammer.

Was it a beast? All these wild moor-type places had beasts prowling around . . . A Bigfoot or a Yeti or a giant black panther with massive fangs like a sabre-toothed tiger ready to tear him limb from limb. He wanted to make a run for the tents but his legs seemed to think they were trapped in quicksand and were refusing to work. Jack closed his eyes and wished he were somewhere else – somewhere safe, somewhere with lights and shops and houses – somewhere like London . . .

The beast was so close Jack could smell its meaty breath.

It was no good. He had to see what was about to eat him. Slowly, very slowly, he turned round.

His trembling torch beam picked out a pair of long, curved horns. Jack gulped. It wasn’t just a beast, it was a demon beast! But then he saw the soft white ears, the big brown eyes, the long black and white face with the slightly dopey expression . . .

Jack laughed out loud. He’d noticed the herd of goats earlier in the evening. They belonged to Roshendra Farm, and were let loose on the high moors to graze.

‘Give me some warning next time you creep up on me, mate!’ Jack said. ‘I was that close to having to overpower you with my grip of death!’

The goat blinked and worked its jaws from side to side.

Jack patted the goat’s neck and was turning to leave when he noticed three bright lights in the sky. White and red and green, they zoomed so low that they barely skimmed the ridge across the valley. They circled round and round, then hovered in one spot, shimmering and flashing, lighting up the shreds of cloud that floated in front of them with shades of blood red and ghostly green.

Below them, another light flickered on and off and darted about.

Jack stared at the lights. What were they? They were too bright and colourful for planets or stars, and you’d have to have a death wish to fly a plane that low over the ridge. But they were hovering too long to be fireworks. Could it be a helicopter? Surely he’d have heard the whirr of the rotors. And then there was the single light dancing beneath the others, almost as if it were calling to them.

Suddenly Jack knew what he was looking at: a UFO! An Unidentified Flying Object visiting Earth from a far-off planet! It was the only logical explanation. Just wait until Scott and Emily heard about this!

The lights seemed to be coming closer.

Uh-oh, Jack thought. He’d seen a programme on TV about alien abductions. Aliens beamed people up into their spaceships and experimented on them.

Jack didn’t want to be an experiment.

‘I don’t know about you,’ he whispered to the goat, ‘but I’m out of here!’

But when he turned round, the goat had vanished!


Two

Looking for Evidence
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‘What are you talking about?’ Scott groaned, pulling his sleeping bag over his head.

Jack shook his brother by the shoulders and told him again.

Scott sat up and yawned. He peered at his watch. It was two fifteen. ‘You saw some lights?’ he repeated. ‘And a load of aliens have kidnapped a goat. What would they want a goat for?’

‘Experiments, of course!’ Jack said. ‘You should know. You’re always playing that game on your phone . . .’

Scott rolled his eyes. ‘That’s aliens abducting cows, not goats. And anyway it’s just a game.’

‘Yeah, well, perhaps they’ve got enough cows now and they’ve moved on to other farm animals. All I know is that one second the goat was right behind me – I was talking to it – and the next second there were these spooky lights and the goat had vanished into thin air!’

‘You were talking to the goat?’ Scott snorted. ‘This just keeps getting better.’ He laughed. ‘If the aliens were looking for intelligent life on Earth and it was a choice between you and a goat, I guess they made a good call.’

‘Ha ha!’ Jack snapped, furious with himself for letting the talking-to-goats part slip out. What was he thinking? It must be the shock! He gave Scott another shake. ‘Come and have a look.’

Scott burrowed back into his sleeping bag.

‘Suit yourself,’ Jack grumbled. ‘I’m sure Emily will be interested in an alien abduction.’
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‘Lights on the moors?’ Emily echoed, leaping out of her sleeping bag. She was fully dressed in a black tracksuit. In a single move, she grabbed a head torch, a camera and a pair of night-vision goggles from the investigation kit she always kept in her shoulder bag, and called to Drift, who’d been curled up next to her, dreaming about squirrels. ‘It’s probably smugglers,’ she whispered, as she jogged away from the camp. ‘They must be signalling that it’s safe for their boat to come into land.’

‘Why would they be signalling two miles from the coast?’ Jack panted, as he ran to catch up with her.

Emily stopped and turned to Jack, dazzling him with her head torch. Her long dark curls were more tangled than ever, springing out at all angles. She sighed. ‘Yeah, good point.’

Jack, Emily and Drift stared out into the night, listening to the muffled roar and sputter of a motorbike on a distant road. The strange lights in the sky had gone.

Jack pointed in the direction of the ridge. ‘I swear they were right there!’

‘Did you get a photo?’ Emily asked.

Jack shook his head.

Emily sighed. ‘Compass bearings?’

‘Believe it or not, I don’t usually take a camera and compass when I go to the loo in the middle of the night.’

‘Why not? It’s important to be prepared to record evidence at all times.’

Jack was about to laugh when he realized Emily was deadly serious.
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Next morning, after packing up camp, the friends hiked to Roshendra Farm where they’d left their bikes. Drift hopped up into his special basket on the back of Emily’s bike and they cycled back to Castle Key village.

They headed straight for Dotty’s Tea Rooms on the seafront, settled down at a table outside and ordered cooked breakfasts all round. Camping was hungry work!

Although it was still early, the morning was already warm. The sun sparkled on the waves that lapped against the fishing boats in the harbour, and gulls soared and swooped in a sky of clearest blue.

While they waited for their food, Jack recounted the story of the strange lights yet again. He remembered to leave out his conversation with the goat this time.

‘You sure you weren’t just dreaming about giant glow-worms?’ Scott laughed.

Jack flicked a sugar cube at his brother. Annoyingly, Scott ducked at the last minute and it flew past his ear and hit the man at the next table. To Jack’s relief, it bounced off the sleeve of his leather motorbike jacket and he didn’t notice.

‘Is it a bird?’ Scott intoned in a dramatic Supermanmovie voice. ‘Is it a plane? No, it’s the invasion of the goat-snatchers from outer space!’

Jack ignored him. ‘I’m going to report it on one of those UFO sighting websites,’ he said. In fact, he’d gone over the events of the night so many times in his head that he was now almost sure he’d witnessed at least ten lights spinning in formation and a horde of eerie green alien beings, scouring the moors for Earth-based life-forms to beam up to their flying saucer for their grisly experiments. He should probably call the local news stations. This time tomorrow he could be on the Breakfast TV sofa reliving his narrow escape from the extraterrestrial tentacles . . .

‘It could have been a spy plane,’ Emily suggested, her dark eyes gleaming with excitement. She loved spies almost as much as smugglers.

‘Spying on what, exactly?’ Scott laughed. ‘There’s nothing up on the moors except sheep and goats.’ He slapped his forehead as if he’d just had a brilliant idea. ‘Of course! It was a rival goat farmer trying to steal the secrets of Roshendra Farm’s award-winning goat’s cheese!’

Emily giggled. She didn’t believe Jack’s story about aliens either, but she was sure Jack had seen something on the moors. If he’d made the whole thing up as a joke, he definitely wouldn’t have been able to resist telling them by now!

So what were those lights? Could they have been something to do with the stories her friend Old Bob the fisherman used to tell her? Unlike Scott and Jack, Emily had grown up in Castle Key, in the old lighthouse which her parents ran as a Bed and Breakfast. ‘There are legends about people seeing spooky phantom lights on the moors,’ she said. ‘Some say they’re the lanterns of the piskey folk or that they’re restless spirits rising up from Stone Age burial sites. Not that I believe any of that stuff, of course,’ she added quickly.

‘No way!’ Jack spluttered. ‘I was not seeing pixies! Or fairies or gnomes with little pointy hats! Do you think I’m nuts or something?’

Scott was about to answer that when Dotty appeared with three plates of sausage, bacon, eggs and beans. The café owner wore her usual red and white polka-dot apron over her jeans and t-shirt, and her blonde hair was tied in a long plait. She gave them all a friendly smile as she placed the plates on the table.

‘If you’ve seen the phantom lights on the moors you’d best stay well away,’ she warned. ‘The spirits play tricks. They lead people away from the paths into dangerous bogs and ravines.’

‘Right!’ Scott said with a grin as he reached for the salt. ‘We’ll bear that in mind.’

But Dotty wasn’t laughing. In fact, she looked seriously worried as she handed Jack a full bottle of tomato sauce before hurrying back to the counter.

Scott shrugged. He was used to hearing spooky island legends from old-timers like Old Bob, but he hadn’t expected a normal, young twenty-first century person – who listened to Beyoncé and Jessie J on her iPod and drove a cool red Mini – to be so superstitious.

‘I’ve had a brainwave,’ Jack said through a mouthful of bacon. ‘Let’s go up to the moors and look for evidence of the aliens.’

Scott rolled his eyes. ‘You think we’ll find a big ring of scorched earth where their spaceship landed?’

But Emily was in! Jack had said the magic words look for evidence. Looking for evidence was one of Emily’s all-time favourite activities. Ever since they’d wrapped up the baffling case of the Keepers of the Key, she’d been on the lookout for a new investigation. This could be it! She pushed her plate away, passed her last sausage under the table to Drift, and took her notebook – a smart black one with a thin red stripe – out of her bag. She turned to the first page, wrote OPERATION PHANTOM LIGHTS neatly at the top and underlined it twice in red – using her ruler, of course.

Scott almost choked on his baked beans. ‘I can’t wait to see the suspect list! One – aliens; two – pixies; three – restless spirits.’

‘Nobody’s forcing you to join this investigation. Emily and I make a perfectly good crime-busting duo without you.’ Jack looked at Drift, who was hoping for another sausage. ‘Sorry, Drifty, I meant a trio!’

Scott grinned. This wasn’t a real investigation, but on the trillion-to-one chance that there had actually been an alien invasion last night, he didn’t want to be left out. ‘Alright,’ he said. ‘I suppose I’d better come along and make sure you don’t get into trouble.’
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Even Emily – who had been exploring the island all her life – hadn’t realized quite how vast the high moors to the north of the disused quarry were until she started conducting a fingertip search for signs of alien activity.

Starting from last night’s campsite, the friends ran down the hill and waded across the stream that tumbled and skipped over its bed of smooth stones at the bottom of the valley. They scrambled up the rugged slope on the other side, following Jack’s directions – which were vague to say the least. Everywhere had looked different in the dark.

The higher they climbed, the more treacherous the ground became. Even the tufts of purple heather could barely cling on here. The friends fanned out and searched separately – every rock, gully, crag and crevasse along the ridge.

Every few minutes Jack would shout, ‘I’m sure it was around here somewhere!’ But it never was.

‘We’re never going to find anything!’ Scott grumbled.

Drift raced between the three of them, enjoying the extra-long afternoon walk.

At last, Emily stopped at the top of a steep slope. She flopped down on a flat rock and took her bottle of water from her bag. It was almost empty. Hot and tired after slipping and sliding over the loose scree, she was starting to agree with Scott. There was nothing here!

Then she heard Jack shouting from behind an outcrop of rock.

Another false alarm! she thought.

‘You’ll never believe it!’ Jack yelled. ‘The aliens crash-landed!’
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