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 Author’s Note

The history of
the plague in Eyam is a fascinating one, full of almost
unbelievable self-sacrifice,
which seems even more poignant in recent times. If you’d like to
find out more about the true events that inspired this story,
please see the addendum at the end of the book.


 Chapter One

Modern
day Eyam

As Matthew and
Isaac Adams stepped through
the front door to their house, the telephone started ringing.
Matthew sighed. “Typical. No rest for the wicked. I’ll answer
it—you go and get ready for work.”

Isaac nodded
and headed off to do as his brother advised. Matthew, the older of the two, walked up to
the ringing phone and snatched it off the hook. Then, remembering
the person on the other end of the line would have no idea what a
rough night he’d just had, he made the effort to inject some
politeness into his tone.

“Hello? Adams
residence.” Isaac had told him time and time again
the last part about the residence was
old fashioned, that people didn’t say that anymore, but Matthew
couldn’t seem to shake it.

“Hello,
Matthew? It’s Richard.” The
village vicar’s voice, even though he’d only spoken four words,
sounded strained, almost panicked. “You boys just get
back?”

“Yes, a moment ago.
Why, what’s up?”

“I, uh… I got
a call. A dead sheep has been
found up on the moor. Not just dead. Mutilated. Like an animal
attack.”

An unpleasant
feeling wormed its way under Matthew’s skin and his stomach
flipped. “Oh?” He paused, then figured he had nothing to
gain by not saying the next
words he wanted to. “You don’t think it was us?”

The vicar’s
gasp was instant, one of
genuine surprise. “Lord, no! Absolutely not. I just phoned to let
you know and I was wondering if you’d come up there with me and
take a look? You and Isaac are probably more qualified than anyone
else in the village to tell what did this.”

“Isaac has to
work. He just went to get
ready. But yes, I’ll come up. I’ll let my brother know where I’m
going, then I’ll be straight over. Are you at the
rectory?”

“Yes. Okay,
I’ll see you soon. Thanks,
Matthew. Bye.”

“Goodbye.”

Matthew hung
up the phone with another
sigh. The horrible feeling that had crept under his skin and taken
over his gut seemed as if it was there to stay, and it was never a
good sign. The vicar’s news was surprising, yes, but he also had an
inkling it was going to spell trouble, or at the very least
inconvenience for him and his brother.

Pulling in a
deep breath in an attempt to calm his jangling nerves, Matthew
walked upstairs and towards
his brother’s bedroom. The door was closed. He knocked. “You
decent?”

“Yeah,”
Isaac replied, “close
enough.”

Matthew
stepped into the room and looked at
his brother. He was half-dressed, almost ready for his shift at the
doctors’ surgery, where he was a general practitioner. “Sorry to
interrupt, mate, but that was Richard on the phone. Someone’s found
a mutilated sheep up on the moor, and he’s asked me to go with him
to check it out.”

Isaac paused
with one arm pushed into his shirtsleeve. “He doesn’t
think—”

“No. He was
quite adamant about that. He
just thought we’d be able to help figure out what did it. I
explained you’ve got to go to work, though. I’m going to head
across there now and go up with him.”

“I could phone
in, let them know I’ll be late.”

Matthew held up his
hand. “There’s no need, brother. Relax. Just go to work and help
the sick people. I’ll let you know what—if anything—I find
out.”

Isaac opened his
mouth, then closed it again, apparently having thought better of
whatever he was going to say. He continued to dress. “All right, I
will. But make sure you let me know what happens. Send me a text or
something, and I’ll phone you as soon as I have a gap in between
patients.”

Matthew
grimaced. He hated texting. Hated mobile phones, actually.
Technology was one of the
things he disliked most about modern-day life, though it was a
necessary evil. It solved as many problems for him and his brother
as it created, so he dealt with it as best he could. Fortunately,
Isaac had always had an affinity with computers and phones, so he
tutored Matthew.

“Yes, all right. I’d
better go and find my phone first then, eh?”

Smirking at
his brother’s rolled eyes, he left the room and headed for his own
bedroom, where he thought he’d left the device the previous
night before he and Isaac had
headed for the caves. On spotting the mobile phone—which Isaac
often made a point of telling him was akin to a brick—he grabbed
it, stuffed it into his pocket, and made his way
downstairs.

Retrieving his
keys from the hook by the front door, he called up to his brother. “I’m going now,
Isaac. I’ll see you after my shift at the pub. I’m working until
closing time.”

“Okay. Don’t
forget to keep me posted.”

“I won’t.” As
if he could forget. The dead sheep was going to be a big thing,
he just knew it. The vicar
might not think he and his brother had anything to do with it, but
some of the other villagers might. When there was no proof either
way, just his and Isaac’s word, it was understandable, really.
Since he and his brother changed into wolves every full moon, it
was a natural conclusion to draw. Particularly since wolves had
been extinct in England for over five hundred years.

Huffing out a
breath, he left the house and crunched down the driveway to his
car. He hardly used it, since
he lived and worked in the village, but it was useful for
shopping—the nearest large supermarket was not within walking
distance—and heading up to the moor, which was about a mile and a
half out of the village up a very steep hill. Matthew could get up
there with no trouble thanks to his werewolf genes, which made him
much faster and fitter than the average man, but he feared the
vicar, despite being only thirty-five, would find it much harder
work. Time was of the essence, too. They needed to get up there,
scout out the area and look for evidence before too many other
people walked over it or the weather turned.

He
started the engine of the
four-by-four, then manoeuvred off the drive and onto the road
before turning in the direction of the rectory. Eyam was so small
that it took barely a minute to get there. Honking the car’s horn,
Matthew waited for the vicar to come out and gave him a friendly
wave when he appeared.

The
clergyman, Richard Denys,
waved back as he approached. Seconds later, he opened the door and
clambered into the passenger seat.

“Morning,” Richard
said, slamming the door shut. “I’m really sorry to have bothered
you with this, especially since you only just got home.”

Shrugging,
Matthew said, “It’s not a problem. I’m not working until
this evening and I’m happy to help
out. It’s in Isaac’s and my interests to find out who or what did
this before the finger of suspicion points at us.” He turned the
car around and headed back in the direction he’d come from, then
after a little while, indicated right.

“I hate to say
it, but it is a possibility.
You know you have my full support in this. I know you and Isaac
change down in the caves and have done so for years. Even if you
didn’t head down there every full moon, I still wouldn’t believe
you did this.”

They were now
travelling up Hawkhill Road,
past the village museum, then onto Edge Road, which would take them
right up to the border of the moor. “Thank you, Richard. That means
a lot to both of us. I just hope it doesn’t come down to whether
anyone believes us or not. I hope we can find out exactly what
happened and nip this thing in the bud.”

“Me too. Alex
and Kevin are up there already, as they were the ones
who found the sheep. They were
walking the dogs before work.”

The men in
question ran the village shop
and post office respectively, and Matthew was conscious they would
need to leave soon to open up their businesses for the day. “Okay,
no worries. They can head off as soon as we get there.”

“That’s the
plan.”

“Excellent.” If only
it was, he thought. Today was
going to be as far from excellent as it was possible to be. The
best-case scenario would be to discover a fox or some other
predator had mauled the sheep, and that still left the unfortunate
farmer with a dead sheep. The worst-case scenario really didn’t
bear thinking about.

They
sat in silence for the few
minutes it took to get to the side road at the edge of the moor,
and Matthew parked up on the verge. Both men jumped out of the
vehicle and headed for the pair of entrances to the area.
“Whereabouts are they?” Matthew asked, pausing next to the stile
set into the drystone wall.

Richard
pointed off to the right. “Along the path toward
Hazelford, where the sheep
sometimes graze on the moor…” He trailed off. “But you already know
that. Sorry, Matthew. I’m telling you stuff you know a lot more
about than I do.”

“It’s all
right, don’t worry. Come on, let’s go.” With
that, he strode towards the
gate. There was a very small patch of grass before the area
transformed into full-on, heather-covered land that was almost
inaccessible in places. The stone circle on the moor, Wet Withens,
was a total pain in the backside to get to because of all the
foliage, much to the disappointment of villagers and tourists
alike. Matthew and Isaac, of course, having lived in the village
for over four hundred years, had visited the circle many times,
before the undergrowth was even there. It had been used as one of
the supply drop-off points during the plague of 1665.

As he
passed through the gate and
stepped onto the grassy area, Matthew’s mood took a further dip as
thoughts flew through his mind. The fourteen months that the
bubonic plague, or Black Death, had been in Eyam had been the worst
of his life. He’d still been a policeman at the time, and because
he and Isaac had been in no danger of contracting the disease, they
had done everything they could to help out—tending to the sick,
digging graves, burying the dead, heading out to the boundary
markers to pick up supplies and leave payment, and much more.
They had changed up on the moor then, as it had been long
before they’d realised the mine and cave system which ran under
Eyam Dale would serve their purposes better. As part of the
agreement they’d had with the villagers—who had discovered their
true nature several years previously—they’d seen off any predators
which threatened the livestock. And because when they changed they
were aware of their actions and could remember them afterwards,
they’d known not to harm the farm animals themselves. So there was
no reason for the villagers to think he and Isaac would start
slaughtering sheep now.

But doubt was
a powerful thing. It didn’t help that the sheep had been found so
near to the anniversary of the plague outbreak, which understandably made the villagers more
sensitive. Just the previous day, the annual service had been held
in Cucklett Delph, honouring the long-deceased villagers and their
bravery.

Pushing
thoughts of the plague and doubting villagers from his mind,
Matthew continued along the
path with Richard in tow. He had to deliberately slow down so as
not to leave the vicar behind. In an attempt to lift his mood, he
took the opportunity to soak up the sights, sounds, and smells
around him. The sun was up and rapidly warming the air and ground,
chasing away the dew. Birds, mercifully unaware of what had
unfolded, tweeted and sang and went about their business. The area
itself was as stunningly beautiful as always. The plant life was
plentiful in shades of purple, green and brown, and the views were
both panoramic and dramatic. A much-needed feeling of warmth seeped
into his bones and made him think perhaps things weren’t so bad
after all.

Unfortunately,
his respite was short-lived, as before long the lovely scents of
nature that had filled his
nostrils were replaced by something utterly repugnant—the smell of
rotting flesh. It was one he’d experienced far too many times in
his long life, and one he wished he’d never have to smell again.
But there it was, and it told him they were close to their
destination. Sure enough, a few metres further on, he caught sight
of Alex and Kevin standing a little way off the path, holding on
tight to their dogs’ leads. Presumably, the canines were interested
in a closer look at the dead creature, and their owners were
against this idea for several reasons.

Approaching
the men, Matthew called out a
greeting. He wanted to accompany it with a smile, but couldn’t
summon up the enthusiasm. The stench by now was overwhelming to his
senses, so it must have been pretty revolting to the humans too.
The dogs probably had it on a par with him.

“Morning,”
both men replied.

The vicar
chimed in with his response, then there was an awkward moment
of silence before Kevin broke
it. “Sorry to call you out here so early, fellas, but I knew you’d
want to see this. We came up here to walk the dogs before work and
when we got close to this bit, the dogs suddenly went berserk. Good
job they were on their leads, otherwise God knows what they’d have
done. Oh sorry, Vicar.”

Richard rolled
his eyes. “You don’t have to apologise to me every time you say ‘God,’ Kevin. I’ve told
you that before.”

The older man
gave a strained smile, then continued, “So, um, yeah. Here it is. We haven’t even let the farmer
know yet.” He indicated a spot a few feet behind himself and Alex,
and the two groups of men traded places.

“Thanks,
gents,” Matthew said, giving them a nod. “We’ll take it from
here—we know you have to get
back down to the village to open up. I’m not working until this
evening, and we all know the vicar only works one morning a week.”
He grinned widely at the clergyman, who returned the gesture—it was
a joke they’d had between them for years.

“All right,”
Alex said, moving away and
tugging hard at his dog’s lead. The creature clearly didn’t want to
leave. Kevin and his dog followed suit. “Let us know what you find
out, won’t you? If we’ve got ourselves some predators ’round here
then we need to do something about it.” He looked pointedly at
Matthew, who gave a tight grin.

“Isaac and I
can chase off any predators if necessary, Alex. We can spread our scent about, too, to ward
them off. But hopefully we won’t need to.” Now he gave a pointed
look.

Alex held up his free
hand in supplication. “Hey, I know you don’t like changing up here
anymore, and I get it. I agree the caves are much safer—no chance
of anyone accidentally seeing you there—but the sooner we get rid
of this problem, the better. You know what folk can be like—if they
get the idea into their heads that you and your brother might be
responsible for this, it’ll be difficult to persuade them that
that’s not the case.”

“I know, mate.
Trust me, I want to get rid of this problem as much as you
do. More, probably. And one
way or another, we’ll sort it. Have no doubt of that.” Matthew
realised he was practically growling the words by the end of his
speech, but he didn’t care. Whatever was going on here directly
affected the things he most cared about—himself, his brother, and
the village. He would put a stop to it—whatever it was—if
it was the last thing he did.

After a
series of exchanged goodbyes,
the men parted ways, Kevin and Alex and their pets heading back to
the village, and Matthew and Richard turning to the
carcass.

Matthew had
started breathing through his
mouth several minutes ago—the smell was just too overpowering. The
vicar pulled his sleeve down over his hand and pressed it to his
nose. The two of them surveyed the scene for a few seconds before
turning to each other with confused expressions.

“What do you
think?” Richard asked, his
voice muffled through his hand.

“I can’t pick
up any scent except for… that.”
He indicated the dead sheep. “And
clearly this was no natural death. Even carrion birds can’t make
this much mess in such a short period of time. This was definitely
a large predator. If it was a possibility, I’d say a wolf for sure,
which obviously gives me cause for concern.” He paused. “It could
be a fox or a badger, I suppose, but I can’t see it. This
is—was—a damn big sheep.”

“Could there
be more werewolves in the area?”

The
unpleasant sensation in
Matthew’s stomach increased. He clenched his fists. “I hadn’t even
considered that. There could be. I haven’t heard of any, but then
Isaac and I keep ourselves to ourselves in that regard. As soon as
we’re back in the village, I’ll start looking into it.”

He
turned away from his friend
and began scouting the area, even daring to sniff a couple of times
to see if he could scent anything else.

When he
returned to Richard’s side, he shook his head. “There’s nothing
here that helps. I still can’t smell anything else except for you, Alex, Kevin and their
dogs, but that doesn’t mean anything, really. This happened during
the night and any other trails would have faded. My nostrils are
being pounded by the stench of sheep carcass. Speaking of which,
what are we going to do with it now?”

“I’ll give
Jack a call.” Despite having
his nose covered, the clergyman looked decidedly green. Matthew
figured it was a good idea to get the other man out of there and
let him call the farmer whose sheep it was and tell him the bad
news once they got back to the car and into some fresher air. The
farmer wouldn’t be happy to receive the news, obviously, but he’d
want to get the carcass out of the field quickly so it didn’t
encourage any more predators or freak out any other
walkers.

“Okay.
Come on, let’s go. There’s nothing
else we can do here.”

The relief was
evident on Richard’s
half-covered face as they turned to walk back the way they’d come.
Matthew fell into step behind his friend and wondered how on earth
he was going to break this to his brother.


 Chapter Two

Once they got back
into the truck, Matthew fished his mobile from his pocket and
reluctantly sent a text to Isaac.

Sheep totally
mutilated, definitely some kind of animal attack. No
helpful evidence, though. Richard
letting farmer know now. Tell you more later. M.

After hitting send and
putting the phone away, he started the car and drove back to the
village. Richard was already on the telephone to the farmer
explaining what they’d found. With his heightened hearing, Matthew
could hear everything Jack said as well as Richard, and was
relieved when both men seemed to agree there was no point involving
the police. If someone had shot the sheep, or trapped it, then yes,
as it was clearly someone engaging in illegal activity. But the
authorities could hardly arrest a wild animal, could
they?

Matthew found himself
desperately hoping it would be an isolated incident. If it was,
then there was no need to pursue it further, to worry. But if it
happened again, clearly things were going to get much more
complicated, in terms of the villagers who were in the know about
his and Isaac’s true natures, and having to involve the police. He
hated having to lie about this stuff, which was why he was so glad
he was “out” to a fair number of people in Eyam, namely the
descendants of those who had been around when their secret had been
discovered back in the 1500s. It made life a great deal easier,
especially when it came to disappearing down to the caves every
full moon with his brother.

Matthew
dropped the vicar off at the
rectory, thanked him for his support, and went home. There he
switched on the computer and started rooting around the web for any
evidence of similar attacks nearby, as well as anything that might
lead him to believe there were other werewolves around. He still
found it hard to comprehend how such a small device could be so
powerful. He remembered when computers had filled rooms, buildings,
and a time when research had been done by visiting archives,
pulling old newspapers, and actually talking to people.

He shook his
head and thanked his lucky
stars Isaac enjoyed this stuff. His computer whizz younger
brother—though younger was almost an irrelevant word when you were
centuries old—was the one who kept them under the radar of the
government. Obviously, the discovery of two men of their age would
ring a million alarm bells, so when records became computerised,
plugged into central databases, and whatever other mumbo-jumbo they
used nowadays, Isaac had devised a way for them to stay in Eyam,
their true natures undetected. It was simple, really. A combination
of fake identities, name changes, and the occasional greased palm.
He didn’t know all the details, as he didn’t understand how it
worked, and if he was honest with himself, it was better he didn’t
know. It was not above board, which he disliked. But it was better
than being locked up in a lab somewhere being tested. Or worse,
killed.

Fear was a
powerful motivator, and for this reason, he was extremely grateful for the support of the
villagers. They were amazing, really—to know and accept what he and
Isaac were and not treat them any differently. Granted, the secret
had been passed from generation to generation along with the reason
it was kept, which meant it was never sprung on anyone—it was just
something that was part of every old family in the
village.

Matthew and
Isaac had good, long-standing relationships in Eyam, and had for
hundreds of years. He just hoped nothing would jeopardise that.

After
some more poking around
online, Matthew turned up nothing that helped him, so he—with a
small degree of relief—turned off the computer. Wretched thing. At
least it had put his mind at rest. If there had been no other
attacks, then it was unlikely there were any other werewolves or
less supernatural predators in the area. On the other hand, he
still had no idea who or what was responsible for the sheep’s
slaughter. People’s thoughts would instinctively turn to him and
his brother, and in a way, he didn’t blame them. In the absence of
a better explanation, what else were they supposed to
think?

He just
hoped they could be convinced
otherwise.

A glance at
his watch told him he still
had several hours to kill before he had to be in work. Pretty much
the whole day, really. Sitting around with nothing but his thoughts
wasn’t an option, and he knew for a fact he wouldn’t be able to
concentrate on reading or watching the television. Something
physical would help. That decided, he grabbed his keys and headed
out.

A
few seconds later, he was
knocking on his neighbour’s door. “Mrs Smithers? It’s Matthew. Come
to see if you’ve got any chores that need doing.” He knocked a
little harder, knowing the old dear’s hearing wasn’t what it used
to be. And he should know—he’d been acquainted with her since she’d
been born, almost eighty-five years previously.

After a minute
or so she answered the door,
looking as confused as she always did. It was hard for him to see
her that way, as he remembered her in more lucid days.

Smiling, Matthew spoke
more gently. “Good morning, Mrs Smithers. I hope I didn’t wake you.
I’ve found myself at a loose end and wondered if you had anything
you needed me to do? Gardening, mow your lawn, fetch your
shopping?” He sounded a little desperate, but it didn’t really
matter—his neighbour was well aware he was rubbish at doing
nothing. As a result, he’d been doing chores for her since well
before she’d become incapable of doing them herself. She seemed to
recognise it was as much her doing him a favour as the
other way around.

After a
beat, she realised who she was
talking to, and her face lit up in a beautiful smile as she reached
for him. “Matthew! Good morning, young man. Lord, I’ll never get
used to calling you that. How on earth did I get to look older than
you?”

Matthew
surreptitiously looked around
to make sure there was no one close by who might overhear their
conversation. It would certainly pique the curiosity of anyone who
didn’t know what the old lady was talking about. But at least if
they did hear, he’d be able to use the excuse that it was the
ramblings of someone who only had the barest grasp on her mind. It
wasn’t nice, but he’d have to do it if it became
necessary.

Patting her
hand, he spoke again. “Yes,
it’s me, Mrs Smithers. How are you today?”

“I’m well,
thank you, Matthew. And you?
Did you have a… busy night?”

It was
obvious what she was referring to,
but a little odd she’d remembered that of all things. “I’m well,
too, thank you. Yes, Isaac and I had a busy night, and I’ve had a
busy morning, too. There’s been a torn-up sheep found on the moor.
Alex Kennedy and Kevin Jones found it first thing walking their
dogs, and let the vicar know. I went up there with him to
investigate.”

The old lady
gasped. “How terrible. Why
don’t you come on in and tell me all about it?”

Matthew’s
heart sank. If Mrs Smithers
had immediately grasped the potential severity of the situation,
what hope did he and his brother have for coming out of the other
side of this unscathed? “Yes, of course. Let me just take my boots
off.”

Mrs
Smithers stepped back into the house
and ushered him in. “Nonsense. There’s a perfectly good doormat
there. Wipe off the worst of the mud and you’ll be just fine. My
old eyes won’t be able to see the dirt anyway.” The eyes in
question twinkled with mischief, and Matthew couldn’t help the
smile that took over his face. Dorothy Smithers had been adorable
from the moment she’d come into the world, and he dreaded the day
that she would leave it. If things had been different, she could
have been his wife, could have borne his children. But he and his
brother had decided very early on that romantic relationships were
not something they could indulge in, for the safety and sanity of
everyone involved. And every time he saw Mrs Smithers, every time
she took a turn for the worse, slipped a little further into
dementia, he remembered exactly why they’d made that
decision.

It didn’t make
it any less painful, though.
It was just a stark reminder that they were doing the right thing.
Their lives were complex enough without the added complication of
romantic love and, in his case, children. Isaac’s sexuality added a
whole other layer of difficulty. He hadn’t come out, and insisted
there was no point, as partners were not on the agenda.

Matthew
understood his perspective,
especially since, up until recent years, being gay had been frowned
upon by society. Why rock their already precarious boat?

He was pulled
from his thoughts by Mrs
Smithers, who gave an exaggerated cough, then waved at him when he
flicked his gaze to her.

“Earth
to Matthew. Are you coming in
then?”

“Sorry. Got
lost in my thoughts.”

“Yes, I
realise that. I do it quite
often myself. Let’s go into the sitting room. Would you like a cup
of tea? Something else?”

“A cup of tea
would be wonderful. Would you like me to make it?”

“Go and
sit down, Matthew. I’m not
quite so infirm that I can’t make a drink.” Her tone was firm,
decisive, so he did as she said, trying in vain to hide his grin.
She was a tough old broad, bless her, and he was sure she had many
years left in her. Thank God.

“Yes,
ma’am.”

She shot him a
glance that would have turned a lesser man to stone,
which just made his grin
widen. If he wasn’t careful, he’d end up with a clip round the ear.
Dorothy Smithers did not fear Matthew, not in the slightest, and
for that he was grateful. It was nice to feel normal once in a
while.

After a few
minutes, she came through to
the sitting area with a tray containing a teapot, two cups and
saucers, two spoons, a small jug of milk, and a sugar bowl, which
she placed on the table. She did tea in the old-fashioned manner,
which Matthew loved. In the modern world with its modern ways,
pouring tea from a proper pot was a great pleasure, one he
hurriedly indulged in before Mrs Smithers could.

He smiled at
her almost apologetically as
he checked the colour of the tea in the pot to make sure it was
strong enough, then filled the two cups.

“Thank you,”
the old lady said, adding
three sugars and a spot of milk to hers before picking up the cup
and saucer and settling them on her lap. “Now, tell me about this
sheep.”

Trying hard to
ignore the feeling of discomfort that went along with dragging it all up again, he recounted what
had happened, taking a breath every now and again and having a sip
of his tea. The scalding liquid that splashed across his tongue and
down his throat did little to distract him.

When he had
finished, Mrs Smithers
remained silent, regarded her cup for several seconds, then
returned her gaze to him. She looked decisive, determined, and even
before she’d spoken, he knew he was going to like what she said
next.

“Matthew.” She spoke
calmly, though the tiniest quaver gave away her strong feelings on
the subject. “I’m sorry this has happened, and I want you and your
brother to know I am behind you one hundred percent. I know you
didn’t do this, wouldn’t do it, and I’ll tell anyone who will
listen. If I can help you in any way, I will. And that’s my final
word on the subject. I suspect you want to discuss it even less
than I do.” She took a gulp of her tea and placed the cup and
saucer back down on the tray, then got out of her chair with a
movement that belied her age. “What are you waiting for, young man?
Come and see what I’d like you to do for me. I hope you’re feeling
energetic. You may regret offering to do my chores
today.”

Falling
into step behind her as she led him
out into the back garden, the smile took over his face once again.
Her support, her words, and now her willingness to help distract
him made him realise just how lucky he was to have such good
friends in the village. Perhaps things wouldn’t be that bad.
Perhaps years of friendship with the villagers and their mothers
and fathers, and grandmothers and grandfathers before them would
mean something. Trust, support, belief. He hoped that wouldn’t be
too much to ask.

When he and
Mrs Smithers emerged into the
garden, she immediately launched into a list of tasks.

“Could you mow the
lawn, sweep up, pull the weeds, dig up any of my summer plants that
have gone over, tidy up the laurels and the conifers—they’ve gone
crazy with all the sun we’ve had—and then, if you’ve got time, have
a look at one of my fence panels? I think those conifers may have
been pressing against it and it’s buckled. If you can sort it out,
fantastic. If not, I’ll give you some money and I’d be grateful if
you could get me a new panel next time you’re passing somewhere
that sells them.”

He
listened and mentally logged
everything she’d mentioned, though most of it was par for the
course. Basically tidy up the garden, then check out the fence
panel. It would take him a good couple of hours, maybe more
depending on exactly how wild the trees and bushes had
gone.

“No problem,
Mrs Smithers. I’ll get it all
done for you before I have to go to work, and if you need a new
fence panel, I’ll get that sorted.”

“You’re good
to me, Matthew. Thank you.
I’ll call you when lunch is ready. Do you fancy anything in
particular?”

“I don’t
suppose you’ve got any of your delicious homemade
bread?”

“You’re in
luck.”

“Then any kind
of sandwich is good for me.”

“Okay.
I’ll leave you to it then.
I’ll be pottering around if you need me.”

“Thank you.
And Mrs Smithers?”

“Yes?”

“Thank
you.” He leaned down and
pressed a kiss to her wrinkled cheek, then chuckled as she blushed
and waved him away before scuttling back into the house faster than
he would have thought it was possible for her to go.

Matthew
whistled a tune as he headed
into the gloom of the old lady’s shed to get the lawnmower. The
next few hours were going to be a breeze. It was just Isaac coming
home and the conversation that would follow he wasn’t looking
forward to.



Chapter Three

When the end
of his shift came, Isaac
extricated himself from the doctors’ surgery as quickly as he could
without appearing rude. The last thing he needed right now was to
start alienating people. Fortunately, he had a way with folk—he was
often accused of being able to charm the birds from the trees—so he
managed to leave with the minimum of fuss and cheerful words of
farewell from the receptionist and the patients still waiting for
their early evening appointments.

He had to
resist the temptation to run
or even jog home, as that would attract attention too. Chilled out
nonchalance was the order of the day, and he walked through the
sun-baked village more quickly than normal but without looking
hurried. As luck would have it, he didn’t bump into anyone, didn’t
have to put on any more of a façade, and he arrived home without
incident.

Stepping
through the front door, he called out for his brother. “Matthew?”
It was pretty much always Matthew, as opposed to Matt. His sibling didn’t like his name
being shortened and never had. The older man was so large and
formidable-looking that when he asked people not to call him Matt,
they very rarely attempted it again.

The response came, “In
the kitchen.”

As his brother
couldn’t see him, Isaac didn’t
bother to hide his smile. He’d just make sure to wipe it away
before he headed into the room. Matthew being in the kitchen
basically meant that something good was happening—the man was a
damn good cook, even though he claimed to dislike the act. Given
their animal natures, the recipes pretty much always involved meat
and lots of it. Isaac’s stomach grumbled, then his face fell as he
realised what had driven his brother to cook. It was generally
trouble or stress of some kind, and considering the morning’s
happenings, it could only be one thing.

After dropping his
keys on the side and putting his bag down by the phone table, he
joined his brother in the kitchen. “Hi, Matthew. I won’t ask if
you’re all right—it’s a silly question. Coffee?”

Matthew shook
his head without looking up from his task of ladling stuff out of a crock pot and into two
bowls. Beef stew, by the smell of it. “Hello, Isaac. No, I’m all
right, thanks. I’ve had enough caffeine today. I’ve been next door
for most of the day, and Mrs Smithers has been plying me with tea
and coffee pretty much the whole time. I did get some of her
homemade bread, though, so it wasn’t all bad. And her garden looks
fantastic.”

By
now, Isaac’s heart was in his
shoes. Matthew cooking, refusing caffeine, and having been working
his backside off next door meant things clearly had not gone well.
He really didn’t want to ask, but he knew his brother had to leave
for work soon, and he definitely didn’t want to have this
conversation in the pub or put it off any longer.

“That’s
great. About Mrs Smithers’s
garden, I mean. So, um, what happened on the moor?”

The older man
heaved a heavy sigh, turning with the two bowls and putting them
down at the place settings he’d already laid on the table. He sat down and Isaac took his own
seat.

“As you
probably gathered from my text message, it wasn’t pretty. I could
smell the damn thing before I even saw it, and poor Richard looked
as though he was barely holding on to the contents of his stomach.
I sent Alex and Kevin away, as they had to go to work, had a look
around, then got out of there before the vicar threw up. I couldn’t
find any evidence of anything, really, and the only smells I could
pick up were the rotting flesh, the three men, and the two dogs. So
we let the farmer know, and I presume by now he’s dealt with the
corpse.” He picked up his spoon and began stirring the stew
absentmindedly before scooping some up and eating it.

Isaac followed
suit, despite feeling as though he couldn’t eat. Werewolves burned a lot of calories, so
missing meals wasn’t going to do him any favours, especially not
the day after a full moon. “Okay. So we have a dead sheep and no
idea what did it.”

Matthew
swallowed his mouthful, then replied,
“Pretty much. It definitely wasn’t a natural death, and there’s no
way carrion birds made that much mess in a few hours. It’s not
impossible that it could have been a fox, but it was a damn big
sheep, and the damage looked as though it was something bigger,
stronger.”

“Like a
wolf.”

“Yes, like a wolf.
Except we know damn well it wasn’t us. I went online and looked to
see if I could find information on any similar attacks in the area,
to figure out if we might not be the only werewolves, but I got
nothing.”

“You
went online?” Isaac
couldn’t hide his surprise.

His brother
shot him a look. “Yes, little brother. I went online, on the
internet, the worldwide bloody web or
whatever other silly names you have for it. I had to do
something. I don’t know whether I’m relieved or worried that
there are no other werewolves in the area.”

“Because if there
aren’t, then we’re the prime suspects, right?”

“Right. The
vicar, Alex, Kevin, and Mrs
Smithers are all on our side, know we wouldn’t do that, but four
people fighting in our corner might not be enough if this thing
escalates. And the fact it happened on a full moon hasn’t helped
matters. If it happens again and it’s not on a full moon, then
we’re golden.”

“But if it
happens again and it
is a full moon, then the shit’s going to hit the
fan.”

“Precisely.
Which is why I’ve been
googering—”

“You mean
googling?”

“Whatever it
damn well is. And sorting out next door’s garden and cooking. I’ll
be glad to go to work so I can
take my mind off all this shit. If you get a chance, would you mind
going on the internet and double checking? You’re the brains of the
family, you might be able to turn up something I couldn’t. Maybe
you could hack some records and find out if any other butchered
corpses—sheep or otherwise—have been found.”

“You’ve been
watching too much television,
brother. Hacking isn’t that easy.” He was also surprised his
straitlaced brother had suggested it. It showed his desperation,
which added to Isaac’s sense of unease.

Without
hesitation, Matthew replied,
“For you it is. Just try, okay? Please. We need to get this sorted
one way or another, and soon. Because the longer it goes on, the
more people are going to start looking at us unfavourably. It
hasn’t helped that this happened just after the anniversary of the
plague. Everyone’s always a little more sensitive around this time
of year.”

Nodding thoughtfully,
Isaac said, “I’ll do my best, okay? I want to get this figured out
as much as you do. What time do you have to go to work?”

Matthew glanced at his
watch. “Seven. I’d better go and get ready now. I can’t go in there
smelling like this—I’ll scare the punters off.”

“Even more
than you already do?” It was a risky move, joking with Matthew when he was in a mood, but
he had to do something to lighten the atmosphere. Fortunately, it
worked. Matthew grinned, though the emotion didn’t quite reach his
eyes.

“Shut it,
little brother. You’re never too old for a slap.”

“Yes,
Mother.”

Making a rude
gesture with his free hand,
Matthew dug in to the rest of his meal, then clanged his spoon into
the bowl and stood up from the table. “Just for that, you can wash
up.” Clapping Isaac on the back much harder than was necessary,
Matthew left the kitchen, chuckling.

Isaac
rolled his eyes. He finished eating
the rest of his stew, then put the bowls, spoons, and other
utensils his brother had used to make the food into the dishwasher.
“Bloody Luddite. Why on earth would I wash up when we have a
dishwasher?”

After
clearing and wiping the table
and worktops, Isaac headed upstairs, glad they’d forked out the
money to modernise their house throughout the centuries they’d
lived there. It still looked old fashioned in terms of décor and
furnishings—which suited his brother no end—but it had the modern
conveniences they needed, which included en suites in both their
bedrooms and the guest room, as well as the main bathroom. So he
didn’t have to wait for his brother to finish before he could have
a shower—he stripped off and hopped right in. Once he got cleaned
up, he’d head back downstairs and do as Matthew suggested—have a
double check online to see if there was anything he’d
missed.

Knowing his
brother couldn’t hear him through several closed
doors and under the pouring
water, he sighed. He might have tried to lighten the mood earlier,
but there was no doubt in his mind about the shit the two of them
could be in if this situation wasn’t resolved quickly. A
slaughtered sheep was bad enough, but the fact it had happened on a
full moon spelled trouble for the Adams brothers. Yes, a few
villagers would stand by them, but he had to admit it didn’t look
good. If the roles were reversed, he’d probably be looking at the
werewolves in town too.

After
finishing in the shower, he
headed back into his bedroom, grabbed his dirty clothes and shoved
them in the hamper, then was about to search out his scruffy
tracksuit bottoms and an equally scruffy T-shirt to lounge around
in when he changed his mind. He’d head to the Miners Arms—the pub
where Matthew worked—after he’d done his online sleuthing. If it
was quiet enough and there were no prying ears, he could update his
brother and also have a couple of pints to try to settle his
nerves. It was better than sitting home alone with worrying
thoughts going through his head, too.

Choosing one
of his nicer pairs of jeans
and a smart-casual T-shirt, he dumped them on the bed along with
clean boxer shorts and socks, then sprayed on his deodorant and a
splash of aftershave and got dressed. His chin-length, light brown
hair was easily dealt with—a comb through it would do just fine. It
would dry naturally and behave itself pretty well.

Leaving his
room, he noted that Matthew had already gone, so he headed straight
downstairs and switched on the
computer. Within minutes he was searching the web for any
information that could give an explanation for what had killed the
sheep. The browser history showed his brother had already checked
most of the obvious places, so he double checked them for peace of
mind, then started digging deeper, in more obscure places. After
coming up with absolutely nothing, he did indeed do a spot of
hacking, accessing the police database to see if anything had come
up that might not have been reported in the media. It was possible
that if a creature had gone on the rampage only the previous night,
the news might not have got out yet. Any more injured or
slaughtered animals might not have been discovered if they were in
remote areas.

Figuring
he could keep checking back
over the next few days to see if anything else turned up, Isaac
shut down the PC, grabbed his wallet, and headed to the pub. His
day at work had been tough, his evening tougher. He fancied and
deserved a drink.

 


*****

 


He
pushed open the door, then
held it for the person trying to exit, who happened to be Amy
Kennedy—Alex Kennedy’s daughter. She worked in the shop alongside
her dad, and she harboured a major and not-very-secret crush on
Matthew. She probably spent a small fortune in the Miners when his
brother was working, despite the fact he’d never given her any
indication he felt the same. It was irrelevant, of course, as the
brothers had sworn off relationships, but even if they hadn’t, Amy
wasn’t Matthew’s type. She was pretty enough, and a nice girl, but
Matthew liked them feisty, fun, exciting. Everything Dorothy
Smithers had been back in the day.

Isaac wondered
if his brother still had
feelings for the woman in spite of her age and the years that had
passed. He also wondered how he could have got over a woman he’d
never actually been with.

Shaking
his head, he murmured a polite
greeting to Amy as she passed through the doorway, then continued
into the welcoming atmosphere of the public house. Isaac thought,
as he often did, how amusing it was that he’d been drinking in here
literally since it had opened in 1630. It had been called the
King’s Head then, but as the local industry was mining, it had, at
some point he couldn’t quite remember, changed names, as so many
meetings of mine owners had been held within the four
walls.

Stepping up to
the bar, he nodded to his
brother who was serving a pint to Gordon Bates, a villager even
older than Dorothy Smithers who had also put a great deal of money
behind the bar over the years. The old man raised his pint to
Isaac, who smiled back, then drank long and deep.

“Hello again,
brother,” Matthew said, moving to his end of the small bar.
“Productive evening?” His tone
made it clear what he was getting at.

“Sadly not. I
did as you advised, but
couldn’t find anything of use. I’ll check again over the next few
days and see if anything new turns up. For now, I thought I’d
socialise a bit. Pint of your finest, please.”

“Coming up.”
The other man stepped away to pour the drink, and Isaac put his hand in his pocket.

“Don’t worry,
mate. I’ve got a few owed to
me and I can’t drink ’em all. You may as well have one.”

“Oh.” Isaac
pulled his hand out and
grasped the pint his brother had placed on the bar. “Thank you.
Cheers.” He raised his glass in salute to Matthew then Gordon
before turning to the room and looking for a seat. The pub wasn’t
too busy and there were a couple of tables free. One of them was in
the corner, next to the framed information and artifacts relating
to William Mompesson—the vicar at the time of the plague—and the
disease itself. He was halfway to the table when an unusual sight
caught his eye—a person he didn’t recognise. In the daytime, the
pub was often frequented by tourists, but most went home and left
the evenings for the locals.

But it
appeared this man was
somewhere in between. Perhaps he was staying in the village—the pub
itself had accommodation, and there were plenty of cottages and
B&Bs around. Isaac raised his eyebrows as he stepped closer to
the newcomer—he was damn attractive, too, right up his alley. Even
though he was sitting down, he looked tall, was slim but athletic,
with dark hair and fuzz on his face that would be called
fashionable stubble. He couldn’t see any more without staring, so
he figured he’d wait until he sat down, then indulge in some
surreptitious glances across the room. Perhaps, if the other man
seemed amenable, he’d go and introduce himself at some
point.


 Chapter Four

Isaac seated
himself at the table in the
corner, having nodded and exchanged greetings with the villagers he
passed on the way across the room, relieved none of them were
feeling talkative or eager to discuss health issues. He wanted the
atmosphere of the pub and the sense of not being alone without
feeling inclined to make polite conversation. Perhaps he was giving
off that vibe, too, because he was normally happy to chat with
fellow villagers about everything and nothing, yet nobody
approached his table.

As he took a
swig from his drink, he peered
over the top of the glass and in the direction of the mysterious
visitor. The other man was doing the same thing. Their eyes met.
Only his lightning-fast reactions stopped Isaac from spilling beer
down his chin and making himself look like a total moron. The other
man’s eyes were a startling shade of green, unnatural and beautiful
all at once. After hurriedly swallowing a couple of mouthfuls of
beer, Isaac put the glass down and made himself maintain the eye
contact before nodding and giving a little smile.

Well done,
Isaac. That was polite but
not over the top. Now look somewhere else. If you keep gawping at
him, he’s going to wonder what’s up.

Shifting in
his seat, he pretended to catch sight of the glass-covered artifacts behind him for the first
time and then become transfixed, reading every word as though he’d
never done it before. It was a stupid act, and he hoped none of the
villagers took any notice of him—they’d think for sure he’d gone
barmy, looking at stuff that had been there for years. And the
people in the know would wonder what else he could possibly learn
about a time he’d lived through.

As it
happened, the write-up allowed
him to get lost in his thoughts for a while. They weren’t
particularly pleasant ones, but they were welcome as a means to get
his mind off the sexy stranger and his gorgeous green
eyes.

In spite of
the centuries, Isaac remembered Mompesson well, and Stanley, though
for some reason, he’d never
gained the historical acclaim the younger man had. But then there
had been a lot of happenings back then that hadn’t been documented,
hadn’t made their way into archives, and there were reasons for
that.

Isaac sighed.
It had been a horrible time, a devastating time. Words
couldn’t describe. Even though
he and his brother had been in no danger from the disease, they’d
been around to watch friends and neighbours die, helpless to do
anything to save them. All they could do was ease their suffering,
pray with them, and eventually help to dig their graves and bury
their bodies.

After it
had all finished, when the
plague had finally died out, the brothers had been massively
tempted to leave the village and never look back. The diabolical
memories had just been too many, the nightmares too distressing.
But Mompesson had talked them out of it, reminding them the village
still needed its guardians. Needed them more than ever, in fact.
Predators still needed to be kept out of the village, away from the
livestock. Not to mention the devastated families that had to get
back on their feet, rebuild their lives, find a way to go on. A
deep-rooted guilt had taken hold of the survivors and many of them
were struggling to see a way past it, see a way to get back to
normal. Mompesson had lost his wife, and somehow, he was finding a
way to carry on.

And so the two men had
stayed, drawing on all their reserves of strength to get them
through the tough times. Slowly, for the villagers as well as them,
the pain had started to recede and life had begun again. Now, all
these years later, Isaac couldn’t think of anywhere he’d rather be.
He’d been born in the village and he was determined he would die
there, too, whenever that might be. It was his home, physically,
mentally, emotionally and spiritually, and he had Mompesson to
thank for that—otherwise, he might have left and never looked
back.

He
turned and picked up his beer,
lifted the glass in a salute to the man who had done so much good,
then drank deep. Then, on the spur of the moment, he made a
decision. He stood and carried his pint across to the newcomer’s
table.

“Hi,” he said
softly, giving a friendly
smile. “Mind if I sit down?”

Green Eyes gestured to the
stool opposite. “Please do.”

“Thanks.”
Isaac put his pint down on the table and held out his
hand. “I’m Isaac
Adams.”

“Nathaniel
Marsden. But everyone calls me
Nathan.” They shook hands for just a millisecond too long, then
parted.
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