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In a village that survived the plague, modern murder proves equally infectious.
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— — —

Isobel Darby had spent forty-two years mapping Derbyshire's boundaries with millimetre precision, which meant she was entirely unprepared for the unmappable territory of enforced leisure.

Retirement had arrived on schedule, as all properly documented things should, and Isobel had approached it with the same methodical planning she'd applied to every Ordnance Survey revision and parish boundary dispute. She'd purchased technical walking gear in sensible colours. She'd laminated maps for seventeen different Peak District routes, organised by difficulty and geological interest. She'd even subscribed to three walking magazines, though she spent most of her time writing letters to their editors about grid reference errors. Her compass lived in her left pocket, her spare compass in her right, and she'd developed the habit of checking both before answering questions that made her uncomfortable, which was most questions that weren't about topography.

What she had not planned for—what perhaps could not be planned for, even with the most detailed of surveys—was that Eyam's annual Plague Sunday commemoration would result in an actual death, or that four respectable members of the Heritage Committee would turn out to have secrets worth killing for, or that DCI Sarah Okafor would arrive at yet another of Isobel's crime scenes with that particular expression suggesting she was reconsidering her career choices.

Murder, Isobel was discovering, had very poor signage and absolutely no respect for established boundaries.

Still, someone had to notice that the vinegar on those commemorative coins smelled wrong, and that the victim's walking route that Thursday afternoon didn't align with her stated destination, and that certain historical grievances had a way of poisoning the present just as efficiently as monkshood poisoned the past.

Mercator would simply have to wait a bit longer for his gridded supper.
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THE OVERLY COMMITTED CORPSE
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The woman in the seventeenth-century plague costume was meant to be acting dead, but Isobel noticed her chest had stopped rising twelve minutes ago, which seemed excessively committed to historical accuracy. Isobel checked her hiking watch again—twelve minutes forty-three seconds now—whilst the vicar droned on about Christian sacrifice and the smell of lavender from the wreaths mixed unpleasantly with the scent of synthetic fibre from the volunteer's polyester mob cap. She'd timed the absence of respiration using her stopwatch function, which she'd originally activated to calculate the procession's average pace per kilometre, and the data was becoming concerning.

The procession had paused in the small clearing beside the Plague Stone on Riley Lane, exactly where Isobel's Ordnance Survey map indicated it would be at grid reference SK 2176 7632. The stone itself—a large boulder with a hollow depression that had once held vinegar-soaked coins during the 1665 plague—sat beside Boundary Brook with the self-important air of a minor celebrity at a garden party. Approximately forty villagers and tourists stood in a respectful semicircle whilst Reverend Philip Ashwell delivered his commemorative address. The allegedly deceased Fiona Bradwell lay artfully arranged on the grass beside the stone, one arm flung dramatically across her forehead, the other clutching a small leather purse meant to represent plague-era currency.

Isobel shifted her weight from her left hiking boot to her right. Both boots were Scarpa Mont Blancs, purchased six months ago after her retirement from Derbyshire County Council's cartography department, and still squeaked faintly when she moved. The sound seemed inappropriately cheerful given the circumstances.

"In August of 1665," the Reverend Ashwell intoned, his voice carrying the practiced resonance of someone who'd delivered this same speech annually for at least a decade, "the villagers of Eyam made the extraordinary decision to quarantine themselves, preventing the spread of plague to neighbouring communities..."

Isobel consulted her compass, ostensibly to check the orientation of the clearing relative to the nearest road access point. Northeast. Riley Lane ran northwest-southeast, which meant emergency vehicles would need to reverse approximately sixty metres from the main junction if the woman was actually dead and not simply extraordinarily good at holding her breath. She watched the woman's chest for another thirty seconds. No movement. The statistical probability of someone holding their breath for thirteen minutes and seventeen seconds was sufficiently low as to warrant investigation.

She raised her hand.

The vicar paused mid-sentence, his expression suggesting that audience participation was not part of the historical commemoration protocol.

"Yes?" he said, with the particular inflection that meant 'please don't.'

"I believe your corpse has stopped breathing," Isobel said.

Several people turned to stare at her. Isobel was accustomed to this response. People often stared when she stated observable facts, though she'd never quite understood why.

"It's meant to be a symbolic representation," the vicar said, recovering his homiletic tone. "Fiona is portraying Catherine Mompesson, wife of the rector who—"

"Yes, I'm familiar with the historical context," Isobel said. "However, the current absence of respiratory function appears to be non-symbolic. Thirteen minutes forty-one seconds without visible chest movement suggests either death or a medical emergency requiring immediate intervention."

A woman in the front row—elderly, wearing a hand-knitted cardigan despite the August warmth—let out a small gasp. The vicar's expression shifted from ecclesiastical patience to something approaching concern.

"Fiona?" he called out, his voice losing several registers of authority.

The body didn't respond.

Isobel moved forward, her various pockets jingling with the equipment she'd deemed necessary for a three-mile historical walk: compass, spare compass, GPS unit, whistle, emergency foil blanket, laminated map of Eyam and surrounding parishes, and a small first-aid kit that included scissors capable of cutting through technical fabrics. She knelt beside Fiona Bradwell, noting that the grass was slightly damp despite the lack of morning rain, which suggested either dew or runoff from Boundary Brook.

Up close, Fiona's stillness had a quality that Isobel recognised from her one previous encounter with death, which had involved her uncle Bernard and a catastrophically mismanaged ladder. The woman's skin had taken on a waxy appearance, and her lips showed a faint blue tinge that seemed incompatible with acting.

Isobel pressed two fingers against Fiona's neck, searching for a pulse. The skin was cool. Too cool. She checked her watch again—14:47—and made a mental note of the temperature differential, though she wasn't entirely certain why this information might prove relevant.

"Is she all right?" The vicar had abandoned his position at the front of the procession and was hovering at Isobel's shoulder, his hands fluttering uselessly near his clerical collar.

"No," Isobel said. She pulled out her mobile phone—secured in a waterproof case attached to her belt with a carabiner—and dialled 999. "She appears to be definitively dead rather than symbolically dead, which will likely require rescheduling the remainder of the procession."

The vicar made a sound somewhere between a cough and a whimper.

"Emergency services, which service do you require?"

"Ambulance," Isobel said, though police seemed equally applicable given the circumstances. "And possibly police. There's a deceased woman at the Eyam Plague Stone, grid reference SK 2176 7632, accessible via Riley Lane. The clearing is approximately sixty metres from the junction with Lydgate, and vehicles will need to reverse as there's insufficient turning space."

She provided additional details whilst the vicar began ushering the spectators back from the body with ineffective shooing motions, rather like someone trying to relocate pigeons through force of will alone. The woman in the hand-knitted cardigan was now crying, and a teenage boy in the back row had his phone out, almost certainly filming, which seemed disrespectful but also potentially useful for establishing a timeline.

Isobel ended the call and looked properly at Fiona Bradwell for the first time as a person rather than a cartographic problem. The woman was perhaps fifty-eight, with greying hair pinned up beneath the mob cap and laughter lines around her eyes that suggested a generally cheerful disposition inconsistent with her current state. Her costume—a rough wool dress over a linen shift—appeared historically accurate apart from the aforementioned polyester cap and a pair of modern reading glasses tucked into her apron pocket.

"Did anyone see her collapse?" Isobel asked the assembled crowd.

Heads shook in unison, a synchronised denial that would have been impressive if it weren't so unhelpful.

"She was fine during the service at church," offered a man in a Peak District National Park fleece. "Singing and everything."

"Right then," said a voice behind Isobel, accompanied by the distinctive jingle of multiple items attached to a belt. "Everyone needs to step back, please. This is now an emergency situation, and we need to preserve the scene for the paramedics."

Isobel turned to find Derek Hoskins, whose Peak Rambles walking tours she'd been inadvertently disrupting for the past three months by correcting his geographical errors. Derek was fifty-something, permanently weather-beaten, and carried exactly seventeen different safety items on his belt, which she knew because she'd counted them during a particularly tedious guided walk to Stanage Edge. He'd spent forty-five minutes describing the view using several incorrect cardinal directions, and she'd felt obligated to provide amendments.

"Right then," Derek said again, this time directed at Isobel specifically. "I might have known you'd be here."

"The procession was advertised in the village newsletter," Isobel said. "My attendance was entirely predictable."

"And the corpse?"

"Less predictable," Isobel admitted. "Though statistically, given the average age of heritage volunteers and the gradient of the walk from the church, a cardiac event wasn't implausible."

Derek's expression suggested he was mentally counting to ten, possibly in multiple languages. "Right then. Did you touch anything apart from checking for a pulse?"

"No. Well, I consulted my compass, but that was to determine optimal emergency vehicle access routing, and I touched her neck, obviously, but not any of her possessions or the immediate surrounding area." Isobel paused. "Should I have?"

"No. No, you should not have. You should have done exactly what you did, which is the most annoying part." Derek pulled out his phone—attached to his belt with a lanyard, naturally—and began making his own calls, presumably to coordinate with emergency services or possibly to warn them that Isobel Darby was involved, which would likely elicit sighs from certain quarters of Derbyshire Constabulary.

Isobel stood and examined the Plague Stone itself whilst Derek managed the crowd with considerably more success than the vicar. The stone's hollow depression, perhaps thirty centimetres in diameter, contained a puddle of clear liquid that smelled sharply of vinegar. Beside it sat a small wooden box, open to reveal perhaps two dozen coins—replicas, she assumed, or possibly originals if Eyam Museum's insurance policies were more relaxed than seemed advisable.

Several of the coins showed wet fingerprints.

Isobel crouched again, careful not to touch anything, and observed the pattern of prints. They matched the size and position of Fiona's right hand, which still clutched the leather purse. The
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