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      No one ever said reapers couldn't have a hobby. 

      

      Although it did rather go without saying that such hobbies would involve creaky organ music, dim lighting, and likely the discarded bones of the dearly departed.

      

      Gertrude, however, is not your average reaper. And she definitely isn’t going to settle for some average reaper hobby.

      

      The bones wouldn’t go with her doily collection, for a start …

      

      Find out how to claim your free stories at the back of the book!

    

  


  
    
      To Mick,

      who never asks why a cat detective,

      and to the Little Furry Muse,

      who proves cats have a sense of humour.

      Even if it is a bit warped.
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            SCATTERED SUNSHINE & A CHANCE OF BODY PARTS

          

        

      

    

    
      It was a spring morning of the postcard sort, all soft warm light and newly minted flowers, and we were in a cemetery. For pleasure, not work. Which probably says something about our social life.

      Gentle sunshine was angling across the cemetery in those shafts of light that make everything a little magical, painting the stained grey headstones gold and turning the tatty plastic flowers nestling among them into soft-edged, pastel bouquets. Real blooms were emerging along the gravel paths, pinks and blues and reds of varying hues, and the trees were covered in a pale fuzz of new shoots. Even the slowly subsiding crypts with their leaning walls looked hopeful, the rust on the gates atmospheric rather than neglected. A car revved hard on the road outside, but it sounded distant and unimportant, less immediate than the chatter of sparrows in the trees.

      I padded through the graves, smelling the deep cold musk of dead things under the fresh new grass and cool earth, the sun warm on my dark fur. Someone had left a bunch of daffodils in a cracked blue vase wedged at the base of a marker, and I stopped to investigate them, wrinkling my nose at the whiff of stale water and enjoying the fact that no one around here was likely to start throwing things at me. It was all terribly peaceful and pleasant, and I really should’ve been more prepared for things to go apple-shaped. Orange-shaped? Fruit-shaped, anyhow.

      I caught the thunder of feet roaring across the grass behind me too late to turn and face them down. I lunged forward, heart surging into my ears, and a solid thump to my hindquarters sent me nose first into the daffodils. I gave an undignified squawk as I tripped over the vase, flowers and slimy water spilling everywhere, and something whuffed just over my ears, hot breath fluttering through my fur.

      I ducked behind the headstone and peered around it at my attacker, who just whuffed again, and tried to follow me.

      “Get away, you cornflake,” I snapped, jumping to the top of the marker and perching there to glare down at a large, three-legged, and very familiar dog. Cyril. He whined and shoved his filthy wet snout at me. I bopped it, keeping my claws in. His human worked at our local greasy cafe and was generous with the bacon. One had to make allowances in these sorts of situations.

      “What?”

      He whuffed again, dropping to the elbows of his front legs and nudging a stick toward me.

      “Seriously? What the hell do you expect me to do with that?”

      He rolled his eyes, his tail wagging so hard he was in danger of losing his balance. So unfair. I mean, dogs got the ability to eye-roll? Cats need it a lot more. You’d be amazed how often we’d like to be able to roll our eyes.

      “That stick’s bigger than me, mutt. What d’you expect me to do with it?”

      He nudged it again, looking at me pleadingly, then got up and tried to shove his nose in my face.

      “Get out. Old Ones take you, you slobbery garden snail. What’re you doing?”

      He jumped up and bounced in a circle, like I’d just paid him the best compliment in the world, then did the elbow thing at me again. I sighed, and looked around. There was a collection of decorative pebbles lined up around me on the top of the marker, printed with things like Love, and Believe, or painted in primary colours. I’d already knocked a few off in my scramble to safety, but there were plenty left. I tapped one experimentally. It wobbled, and I looked at Cyril.

      “Ready? Ready? Go! Good dog!” I belted the pebble as I spoke, and it shot across the grass, spinning neatly. It didn’t go far, but it was far enough to give me time to jump down and leg it in the other direction while Cyril lunged after the stone, giving little excited whines as he tried to pick it up.

      I scooted down the next row of graves and jumped onto a headstone where I’d be able to see him coming. I didn’t fancy any more dog drool on my neck. He wasn’t far behind me, galloping across the grass at a surprising pace for an animal missing a quarter of his ambulatory equipment. He rushed up and carefully deposited the pebble on top of the marker next to me. P.B., it said, in wobbly black paint on a background of red and orange stripes. I wondered if it was meant to be a sunset and who P.B. was, then looked at Cyril, who was staring at me with his tongue hanging out and his nose quivering.

      “I’m not best suited to this,” I told him. “You should find someone who can throw further.”

      He whuffed, wagging his tail at me.

      “Sit down,” I suggested. “Stay. Roll over. Play dead.”

      He cocked his head to the side, his wagging easing.

      “Too much, huh? Alright.” I looked at the slimy rock and sighed. “So gross.” I hit it, getting a bit of spin on and sending it flying across the next row of graves before it arced to the ground out of sight behind a marker. “Fetch!” But he was already off and running, ears flying goofily. I abandoned my perch and raced across the headstone-cluttered grass, heading for an intersection of the paths where I could see Callum talking to someone, his hands in the pockets of his jeans and his tatty old jacket hanging from one arm. I couldn’t tell from here who his companion was, but given the sudden appearance of Cyril, it had to be Petra of the warm hands and extra bacon.

      I shot up to them, my ears back and the sun running sleek fingers over my fur.

      “Hey,” I called as I got closer. “I’m not a dog-sitter, you know—”

      Callum exploded into a coughing fit, glaring at me, and Petra looked from him to me, her forehead creased in confused lines. Humans never really hear cats, just as they never really see the more obviously magical Folk. The bus driver can’t have wings, the baker can’t have horns, and cats can’t say more than meow. These are the rules, according to humans, so that’s what they experience.

      But, you know. Petra wasn’t most humans, not after last autumn, when she’d ended up in the middle of one of our cases. It had involved some fairly alarming issues with reality, and while she might not remember it, it did mean she might be a little more sensitive to talking cats than most people. So I just said, “Meow?”

      She blinked at me, then looked at Callum and said, “Are you alright?”

      “Sure,” he said, giving a last, rather theatrical cough.

      “You should really stop smoking,” she said, and I snorted. She didn’t notice, but Callum gave me another glare.

      There was the now-familiar thunder of doggy feet behind me and I shot forward, scrambling up to Callum’s shoulder as he yelped a complaint. Well, he should be wearing more than a T-shirt. It wasn’t that warm.

      “Drool,” I hissed in his ear. “That damn dog’s just a drool factory!”

      He bopped my nose lightly with one finger and started to whisper something, then Petra said, “Cyril? Cyril, whatcha got, boy?” Her voice had funny, frayed edges to it, and we both looked up.

      Cyril danced in an uneven circle, then dropped his prize in front of Petra and nudged it toward her, his eyes big and brown and begging for approval in that doggy way. She backed away, her hands covering her mouth. It would have seemed almost theatrical if not for the small moan creeping out of her. It was a moan that wanted to be a scream.

      Cyril dropped to his elbows, hooked his nose under his trophy and flicked it in the air. Petra gave that funny little moan again, and I said, “Holy soggy Weetabix.”

      Cyril had fetched us an arm.
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      Callum didn’t even shush me. We just stared at the dog and his new limb as he snatched it up and shoved it at Petra. She jumped back before it could touch her and tried a breathy “Drop it!”

      Cyril completely ignored that and shook his head happily, like he was a terrier with a rabbit rather than a three-legged mongrel with a slightly whiffy body part that didn’t belong to him. He was gripping it somewhere around the biceps, below the point where it ended in a ragged, bloodless fringe of flesh surrounding a nub of shining white bone. A few rings and a bracelet still clung to the hand end, the pearls caked with dirt. As Cyril shook the arm, the bracelet ran back and rattled off his teeth.

      “Cyril, drop it,” Callum said, his voice a little more authoritative than Petra’s, but no more effective. Cyril just panted at him and tossed his head a bit. Callum made a grab for the dog’s collar, but Cyril shot away, prancing in a circle with the hand waving jerkily at the end of the arm.

      “I might be sick,” Petra said. She still had one hand over her mouth, her eyes a bit wide and stare-y above it. It was probably a good thing she couldn’t remember certain portions of last year. This was pretty low key in comparison, even given the body parts.

      “It’s alright,” Callum said, not sounding like it was very alright at all. “I mean, it’s not fresh.”

      She made a noise that suggested she was less than reassured by this fact.

      “It’s not that old, either,” I hissed. “It’s, you know. Solid.”

      “Shut up,” Callum muttered, and Petra gave him a funny look. He tried for a bright smile, which hardly seemed to suit the situation. “Don’t worry. We’ll sort it out.”

      She dropped her hands finally, took a deep breath, and turned to Cyril. “Sit,” she said, her voice firm. Cyril stopped his lopsided prancing and looked at her, his tail drooping. “Sit down,” she repeated, pointing at him with one long finger, the nail cropped short and the cuticles reddened from hot water and harsh soaps. Cyril sat, his floppy ears as pricked as they could be.

      “Drop it,” she said. He whined, and she put her hands on her hips, glaring at him. He dropped it. Callum hurried over and bent to pick up the limb, then hesitated. Cyril whined at him.

      “Stay,” Petra said to the dog, then added, “Get it away from him!”

      “Um, yeah,” Callum said, straightening up again. “I just …” he waved at the arm.

      Petra gave a slightly exasperated sigh and dug in her pocket, pulling out a little bundle of white plastic bags. “Ew,” I muttered under my breath as Callum took them. Although I guess they weren’t used, so it was better than just grabbing a dismembered limb.

      Callum wrapped a bag around his hand and picked up the arm, his cheek twitching slightly. The thing stank of mulch and chemicals and some weird perfume, and he held it away from his body as he took a step back. Cyril watched him go with mournful eyes, and I stayed on Callum’s shoulder despite the stench. The ground suddenly seemed far less inviting than it had.

      “How the hell did he get hold of that?” Petra asked. “He can’t have dug it out of a grave. Out of a coffin.” With the offending item removed, she crouched next to Cyril and rubbed his ears, giving him a treat from her pocket. I looked at Callum hopefully, but he was still staring at the arm.

      “Um. No. I don’t think so,” Callum said, still holding the arm away from him and staring at it dubiously. “Maybe there’s a grave still open or something?”

      I snorted, and he shrugged his shoulder at me. “Seriously?” I whispered. “What, you think they just leave them all uncovered and fill them in every second Friday?”

      Petra apparently shared my doubts, because she frowned at Callum as she found Cyril’s lead and clipped it on. “That doesn’t seem very likely.”

      “I suppose not,” Callum agreed with a sigh. “I don’t know, then. But we should probably put it back.”

      She fiddled with Cyril’s leash. “Shouldn’t we tell someone?”

      They looked at each other, Petra with the smell of cooking oil and old coffee still baked into her skin, underlying the lonely scent of anxious nights. Callum scratched his stubble.

      “We could tell someone,” he agreed. “But would it really help anything?”

      Petra pulled Cyril a little closer. “They should know, though. If the graves aren’t filled in right or something. I mean, that shouldn’t happen, right? An arm, like that?”

      Callum gave a funny little one-shouldered shrug. “Stuff happens, though. And it was an accident, Cyril digging it up.”

      “I know.” She looked at the dog, then back up at him. “Do you think he’s even allowed in here?”

      “I didn’t see a No Dogs sign,” Callum said, sounding a bit doubtful. I felt a bit doubtful, too. I mean, no one wants to think of dear old gran’s gravestone getting wee’d on by a dog, even a three-legged one. “But it doesn’t matter,” he said. “We’ll just put it back. We don’t need to tell anyone.”

      Petra wiped her mouth with the back of one hand, looking around the cemetery as if expecting the boneyard police to pop out of a crypt, waving handcuffs and a writ. “Are you sure? I feel awful. But he didn’t mean it. And I can’t afford a fine or … or anything. What if they fine me? Or arrest me?”

      Cyril looked up at her and whined.

      “We’ll just put it back,” Callum said. “Really. It’ll be fine.”

      Petra twisted the leash around her fingers as she examined Callum’s face. “Alright,” she said finally. “Let’s see if we can find where it came from.”
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      We surveyed the rows of graves, rank upon rank of the long dead and newly deceased, lying shoulder to shoulder like soldiers waiting to rise. The hair on my tail shivered slightly.

      “It can’t have been that far away,” Petra said. “He wasn’t gone long.”

      “Two rows to the right,” I whispered to Callum. “That’s where I was. So he might have been another row over? Maybe?”

      “Let’s try this way,” Callum said to Petra. “I think I saw him over there.”

      “Alright,” she said. “As good a place to start as any.”

      Callum led the way down onto the gravel path, the arm still held well away from his body, and headed for the row I’d suggested. I glanced around to make sure we were still alone, and movement caught my eye, a flash of red trundling toward us.

      “Callum,” I hissed. “Near the gates. Look.”

      He looked around, swore, and said to Petra, “Hang on.”

      She turned to ask why, then nodded and pulled Cyril closer to her. He seemed pretty keen to head back to the site of the arm discovery, which was making me wonder if Callum had a point about the open graves. That seemed kind of careless, though, even for humans.

      We waited, Petra and Callum pretending to look at a headstone, and the movement resolved itself into a little red car. It trundled steadily down the path toward us, Petra growing twitchier and twitchier as it got closer.

      “Do you think they saw?” she whispered to Callum, as if the driver might hear her. “Is it a guard, d’you think?”

      “I don’t think there are cemetery guards,” he said. “Or not during the day, anyway. I’ve never seen any. And I can’t imagine there being cameras here. I’m sure it’s just someone visiting a grave. They’ll stop soon. You’ll see.”

      But the car just crept closer and closer, until even I could see that someone had put those ridiculous plastic eyelashes on its headlights, and there was a sunflower stuck to the stubby little antenna on the roof. A shrunken woman with a halo of white hair peered over the steering wheel with great concentration, and didn’t even look around as she passed us. Callum tucked the spare arm behind his back anyway, still trying not to actually touch it, although the plastic bag just wasn’t that big. He made a gagging sound as his fingers slipped off it.

      The car stopped a couple of rows beyond us, not too far from where I thought Cyril might have found his latest chew toy, and the woman got out. She was shorter than the car was, and almost vanished behind the headstones as she opened the boot and started pulling out a quite astonishing collection of flowers and foliage, singing rather tunelessly about not feeling like dancing. We watched her for a little while, then Petra looked up at Callum. She had Cyril pulled so tightly against her side he had one paw on her trainers. Her hand was on his back and he kept peering up at her with a furrowed brow, as if he could taste her fear.

      “What do we do?” she whispered. “We can’t just wait here. It looks really suspicious.” She’d sprouted matching lines to Cyril’s on her forehead, and deeper ones were surfacing around her mouth. I wondered how she’d ended up here, with the old scars of oil burns marring the warm olive skin under her eye, smelling of lingering loss and working in the rundown cafe with its greasy windows and tattered floors. Our neighbourhood wasn’t somewhere you came. It was definitely somewhere you ended up.

      Callum lifted a hand as if he wanted to touch her shoulder or something, then let it drop, and nodded. “We’ll just go,” he said.

      “Go?” she asked. “But what about …” she nodded at the arm.

      “We’ll put it under a bush or something, and I’ll come back later and sort it out.”

      “But what if someone finds it?”

      “No one’s going to be hunting through the bushes,” Callum said. “We’ll come back later and work out where it came from, and bury it properly. Me, I mean. I will.”

      “I’ll come too.” She didn’t sound very enthusiastic.

      He shook his head. “You don’t have to. This is more our – my line of work, anyway.”

      “What, grave digging?” she asked, a hint of a smile starting around her lips.

      “No, sneaking around in the night.” He grinned at her and led the way toward the gates, detouring into the trees and patchily maintained undergrowth that lined the stone walls to stash the arm. I stayed on his shoulder and watched the old woman filling vases with flowers, doing what the living do to honour the gone. Put dead things on their graves.
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      We walked back to our apartment block, the cracked pavement warm beneath my paws although the air was starting to feel sticky and heavy with rain on the way. Petra and Cyril walked part of the way with us, and we stopped where their road split from ours. She looked at Callum with those tight lines still on her face.

      “Are you sure this is okay?” she asked.

      “You didn’t do anything wrong,” he said. “I’ll put the arm back, and that’ll be it.”

      She looked at him for a long moment, then touched his hand with her fingertips. “Thank you.”

      He looked uncomfortable, like he wanted to pull away but didn’t want to be rude. “It’s no problem. Really. I didn’t have any plans tonight anyway.”

      She stared at him for a moment, then grinned and said, “Sure. Okay. I’ll buy you breakfast next time you’re in the cafe.”

      “Cool,” he said, and gave her a weird wave/salute thing as she turned and walked away, Cyril hobbling next to her and occasionally looking up at her with that soppy adoring look dogs get.

      “Dude,” I said. “You get worse.”

      “Shut up,” he said, shoving his hands in the pockets of his ancient jeans.

      “No, seriously. You should talk to people more. Or even date one? Maybe more than one? Any variety will do.”

      “I’m not taking life advice from a cat.”

      “You should,” I said, and easily dodged the gentle kick he aimed my way. “I mean, we’re way better at it than you lot are.”

      “You also think biting’s a valid form of communication.”

      “It communicates what I want it to very clearly,” I pointed out, and ran ahead of him as we headed deeper into the decaying rows of old warehouses and mills that formed the broken heart of our neighbourhood.
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      Our building wasn’t one of the better ones on the block. Hell, there were two derelict mills just down the street that looked more structurally sound than it did. But they didn’t have little bedsits (with en suite. I mean, we were living the high life) for rent at a price even a broke PI firm could afford. And, to be fair, it had been in better condition before the events of the autumn, when a book of power had tried to tear reality apart, with our building at the epicentre of an interdimensional storm. That takes a toll on the best of places.

      We pushed our way through the main door, which had never locked. Since the whole reality storm thing, it didn’t close at all. One side was higher than the other, and there were some disturbing cracks in the wall, but until it actually fell down around us we weren’t going anywhere. Cheap housing-slash-office space in Leeds is not easy to come by.

      Yeah, I know. Gobbelino London, but I live in Leeds. I really wish people would stop asking me about that. Sugar in the wound and what have you. Or is it spice? Whatever, leave it alone. Some memories are best left where they are. It’s not always healing to revisit the past.

      We headed upstairs, taking care to jump over the gap under the bottom step. Strange winds whispered in the dark, and there was a pile of fish bones outside it. Well, they looked like fish bones from jumping distance. I wasn’t going to go any closer. We ignored the gap, and so far the gap had ignored us. As I say, there were some scars.

      Our little apartment door with the classy black plaque that said G & C London, Private Investigators was still locked, although I was pretty sure even Petra could have pushed it down with one hand. It was less the fact of it than the principle though, that thing of having a door to lock the world out. It’s not something stray cats get much of, and it’s not something we pine for. PI cats, on the other hand, are quite fond of having a door to protect their microwaveable bed and sardine supply.

      Callum hung his coat on the back of the bathroom door and put the kettle on in the tiny cupboard that passed as a kitchenette.

      “Custard?” he asked.

      “Won’t say no,” I said, and jumped onto the desk. Callum opened the desk drawer and let out a small green snake. The snake wriggled onto the desk, hissed at me, I hissed back, and, pleasantries over, he got on with whatever snaky things he had to do. Green Snake was a leftover from the book of power thing too. I’d have preferred the underfloor heating had stayed, but snake it was. That’s just how our luck tends to run.

      “What do you think about the arm?” Callum asked, putting a little bowl of custard in front of me and going back to fix his tea.

      “It was gross,” I said, trying the custard. Callum was insisting on lactose-free versions, and I was unconvinced.

      “Well, yeah. It was a dismembered arm. But did you smell anything?”

      “Decaying flesh?”

      “Gobs.”

      I licked my chops and stared at him as he sat down in the big desk chair, mug of tea in one hand. The snake wriggled off the desk and slipped onto Callum’s leg, where he draped himself comfortably. “What? Was there magic involved, you mean?”

      “Yeah. Or, you know, leftovers from the book thing. It seems like a bit of a coincidence, don’t you think?”

      Coincidence. Yeah, I don’t believe in them, but … I thought about it, remembering the whiff of rot and silence and deep, still places in the boneyard. The book had been anything but still. It had been alive with power. It had been hungry. “I don’t think so,” I said. “I mean, it was just an arm. Maybe they had an oops with a grave-digging machine or something.”

      “You’d think they’d notice that. And it was pretty fresh – it’s not like they dug into an old grave accidentally.”

      “Hmm. Grave robbers?”

      “Still had jewellery on it.”

      “Bloody territorial moles, then. I don’t know, Callum. I couldn’t smell any magic. Dead bodies are really only of interest to ghouls, and they tend to like their meat a little more well-seasoned.”

      “Ghouls?”

      “Yeah. Ghouls.” I popped my front claws out and pawed the air, baring my teeth. “Bring out your dead!”

      “That was the Black Plague,” he said.

      “Ghouls loved that. Bodies were seasoned before they even hit the ground.”

      He wrinkled his nose and opened a packet of dodgy-looking off-brand custard creams. They hadn’t even spelt the name right – the packet said Cuttard Crems. “Should I be worried?” he asked.

      “Not unless you have the plague. Ghouls have plenty of dead to munch on. They don’t usually worry about making their own.”

      “Usually,” he said, dipping a Cuttard Crem into his tea.

      “Hey, there’s always a first time.”

      “Great,” he said, and leaned back in his chair so he could put his feet on the desk. “You can keep watch for them, then.”

      “Sure. They don’t eat cats.”

      “There’s always a first time,” he said, and picked up his book while I glared at him. The snake stared at me with eyes that matched his scales, and I tried to think about other creatures that hung around the dead. There weren’t many. The living were always more interesting.
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      We didn’t fancy being arrested for grave desecration, so we gave it until after midnight before we headed back to the cemetery, when even the champion bottle-smashers in the alley had given it a break until morning. It had started raining as the dark came in, a heavy, persistent drizzle that said it was here to stay, so we ran through it to the car, the growing puddles on the road splashing up into my face and making me snort. This is the problem with being low-slung and elegant.

      Callum let me jump in the driver’s side door and over to the passenger seat, then folded his long legs and already sodden jacket in and started poking and pulling things in an effort to get the car started.

      “That coat’s not even waterproof,” I told him.

      “It’s more a style choice than a practical one,” he said, trying the key. The car did the vehicular equivalent of sticking its tongue out at him.

      “What style’s that? Dead man chic?”

      “Well, it’s appropriate for the evening then, isn’t it?” he said, and turned the key again. The car stuttered a couple of times, then caught. “There we go.”

      “I can’t believe we still haven’t got a new car.”

      “Well, find us some high-paying cases, then.”

      I sighed, and set to cleaning some of the water off my coat. High-paying cases did not seem to be in our job description. The book of power case could have been high paying, but we’d sort of had to destroy the thing before getting it back to its rightful owner, which had come out of our pay cheque. Then the rightful owner, the glorious and terrifying Ms Jones, had paid us a not un-generous retainer based on my passing any information I could get to her about the Watch, the cat council that keeps humans and magical Folk apart.

      Unfortunately I’d had no contact with the Watch since, and people – well, clients – kept breaking things in our office, so most of our money went toward replacing chairs and stuff. And we’d ended up with a rush of Folk cases, which were all very well, but they kept paying us in waterproof goblin-hair blankets and weirdly flavoured pixie cakes, which, oddly enough, didn’t pay the rent. And Callum kept accepting it, because he said who else was going to help them? I personally thought that, if that was the case, they could sort their own problems out, but that’s Callum. He likes cake, even if it is hawthorn and thistle flavoured.

      So old car it was. But that still didn’t excuse him wearing that coat.
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      We parked across the road from the cemetery, finding a gap in the queue of cars parked outside the terraced houses that lined the block. There were no lights on in any of them, no TV showing blue through the curtains, just the yellow of the streetlights and, down on the main road, a garage shining pale and lonely among the residential buildings. Callum switched the engine off and we sat for a little while, watching the rain on the windscreen and making sure a police car on patrol wasn’t about to pop around the corner, or more body parts appear out of the bushes.

      “Looks alright,” I said eventually.

      “Dead quiet,” Callum said, and grinned at me.

      I spared a moment to envy Cyril his rolling eyes and said, “Genius. Shall we go?”

      “You’re no fun.” He opened the door and stepped out into the soggy night, pausing to grab the shovel off the back seat. We hurried across the road and into the shadow of the half-naked trees that lined the outside of the wall, hiding the dead from the living – or vice versa. I wasn’t sure. My own experiences of death had been violent and thankfully short, so I wasn’t sure what human afterlife looked like. As far as my own went, I was already emerging into my next life before I had time to form much of an opinion, other than the fact that dying hurt. A lot.

      I crouched by the wall, then launched myself at it, skittering up the ragged stone with my claws out and my ears back. Stone was always easier than brick – more claw-holds. It didn’t half hurt if you bumped your nose on a pointy bit, though. I perched on the top and peered around, the night rendered in shades of grey and violet and the rain trickling through the thin fur around my ears.

      “All clear. Come on up.”

      “Heads.” Callum chucked the shovel over the wall, then jumped to grab the smooth stone top. He muscled himself up, boots scrabbling for grip, until he could swing one leg over and pause next to me. The trees still surrounded us, even if the shelter was a bit patchier up here under their leafless branches. We scanned the long lines of markers rubbing stone shoulders with each other while the crypts hunched in silent contemplation under the cover of more leaning trees. “Looks okay,” he said.

      “I did say.”

      “So you did.” He swung his other leg over and dropped to the ground, landing with a stumble and a curse.

      “Alright?” I asked, sliding my forepaws down the wall then jumping after him.

      “Bloody nettles,” he mumbled, fishing the shovel out of a clump and scratching his hand. “Ow.”

      “Diddums.” I picked my way out of the bushes into clearer ground. “Maybe Petra can rub some lotion on for you.”

      He grunted as he followed me. “Where did we leave the arm?”

      I stopped and stared at him. “You’ve forgotten?”

      He covered his mouth with one hand and widened his eyes. “Oh no!”

      “Don’t say it,” I warned him.

      “We’re ’armless!”

      “Oh, gods,” I sighed. “You cabbage. This is why you don’t date, isn’t it?”

      He grinned, shouldering the shovel. “I also don’t want to have to explain why I live with a humourless cat.”

      “That was not humour. That was painful.”

      “You have no taste.” He led the way along the edge of the trees, peering into the undergrowth. “Here we go.” He pulled a bin bag out of one of his over-sized coat pockets,

      

      shaking it out noisily and making my ears twitch. He used the bag like a glove to pick up the arm, then turned it inside out over the limb and bundled the top closed, his nose wrinkled. “Ew.”

      I waited until he picked the shovel up again, then padded off into the graves, heading for where Cyril had been careering around earlier. “It must be somewhere around here. The bloody dog was all over the place.”

      “What did you do to get him digging up graves?”

      “I didn’t. I flicked a couple of stones around, then boom, unattached arm.” I stopped by a grave and sniffed the decorative stones that had tumbled onto it. “Here. I chucked a stone from here, then ran over here,” I loped a couple of graves over and jumped on top of the marker. Yes, I could smell dog drool and my own faint, familiar scent. “And from here I flicked it … somewhere.” I gazed over the graves.

      Callum had followed me, and now he stood on his tiptoes to peer over the rows. “Well, it should be easy enough to spot.”

      “You’d think.” We headed for the next row, but there was nothing to see except uneven lines of markers, some leaning a little forward as if ready to collapse, others leaning back as if someone was pushing them up from below, the stone dark with rain and the old flowers left on some of the graves looking brown and forlorn. We moved on, and Callum gave a little huh.

      “That must be it.”

      “Looks like it,” I said, and followed him as he crossed to the raw wound of earth doming out of a new grave. It was churned up and uneasy looking. The marker read, Gladys Foster, beloved wife, sister, mother, and said nothing about her being missing an arm.

      Callum stared down at the dirt then said, “I’m not opening the coffin.”

      “Ew. No. Can’t you just kind of shove it in there somewhere?”

      “Well, I’ll try to do a bit better than that, just in case anyone else walks their dog around here.”

      “I’m pretty sure that’s not the done thing,” I told him, jumping to the top of the gravestone to watch him. The dirt was seeping to mud in the grass, and I could feel it getting between my toes. “Why were we here, even?”

      He shrugged. “Better than the park, isn’t it?”

      Well, that was fair. The park was less grass than dead earth scarred by old fires, and more cigarette butts and discarded cans than flowers. And that was before you even mentioned the duck pond full of bobbing wine bottles (but no ducks), and the fact that there were a lot of interesting people camping in the bushes. Some of them were human, some of them not so much, and one had grabbed my tail and tried to shove me in a pressure cooker last time we were there. It wasn’t my favourite spot.

      But still. A cemetery? I watched Callum as he started digging, the rain slicking his hair to his head and cheeks and running off the tip of his nose as he worked. He didn’t seem inclined to discuss it further.
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      The loose dirt made digging easy, and before long Callum had a trench a bit longer than the arm and almost the same depth. I say before long, but I was shivering. The rain had eased to a drizzle, but only after finding its way right through my long outer fur and the protective undercoat as well, painting cold fingers down my spine. He placed the bin bag in the trench and stared at it, then at me.

      “Well?” I said. “Job’s a good’un.”

      “Should we say something?” he asked.

      “Like what?”

      “A prayer, or something.”

      “We have no idea if she was religious. And anyway, do you know any?”

      “No,” he admitted, and scooped some dirt onto the shovel. “Well, sorry about all that, Gladys. Be at peace, I guess.”

      “Yep. Rest in pieces.” I snorted, but he ignored me and kept filling in the mini grave, which was a bit off. That was at least as funny as his jokes had been.

      I watched for a bit, then jumped to the ground and stretched, strolling down the row. There were some fairly fresh graves in this area, wedged in among the older ones. I guess it got crowded, and they just had to fit everyone in where they could. There were always so many dead.

      I jumped to the top of a shiny marble gravestone to investigate a dripping pinwheel turning slowly under the weight of the rain, and as I leaped I felt the earth give softly under my paws. I stumbled but still made the jump, then turned to peer back down at the grave. I couldn’t see anything – there must’ve been a pocket of loose dirt. I looked up, checking on Callum, but he was still digging. I scanned the full circuit of the cemetery again. As far as I could see we were alone.

      A shiver of movement caught my eye and I looked back, whiskers twitching. A vase of flowers on the grave below me trembled, then fell over. Weird. They were definitely having some burial-related issues at the moment. I jumped off the marker, making sure I stayed well clear of the grave itself – not that I was worried about walking over someone’s grave, of course, because there’s nothing in them except bones, but I had no intention of falling into some coffin-filled sinkhole.

      There was a whisper in the air over my head as I ambled back to Callum, and I stopped to watch a flight of bats skittering past, their movement swift and jerkily graceful, their faint squeaks making my ears flick. They were chasing tiny critters across the dim sky, and their cries of joy as they caught them were little shivers of sound running through the last traces of the rain.

      Callum was patting the dirt back onto the grave carefully as I stopped next to him.

      “Shouldn’t there be turf on top of it?” I asked.

      “I thought so too, but there doesn’t seem to be any. Maybe Cyril did just dig it up.”

      I eyed him. “I’m pretty sure coffins are compulsory.”

      “You can get cardboard ones these days.”

      “Did you even get as far down as the coffin, cardboard or otherwise?”

      He sighed. “No. But I can’t work it out. If it was grave robbers, they would’ve taken her rings and so on. And you say it can’t be ghouls. Are you sure there’s nothing else?”

      I sat down and scratched my shoulder with one hind leg, the circular sucker scars from the beast of the Inbetween still itching and stinging. “Roaming packs of starving wolves. Maybe a horde of impoverished medical students. Or zombies.”

      He snorted. “You told me zombies don’t exist.”

      “They don’t,” I said, and yawned. “The rest are possible, though.”

      “Sure they are.” He gave Gladys’ grave a last, reassuring pat, then shouldered the shovel like a rifle. “Home? I could do with a cuppa after that.”

      “I could do with a hairdryer,” I said, and started to follow him, but I’d barely taken two steps before a flicker of movement caught my eye. I stopped mid-stride and turned toward it. Not bats, I didn’t think. It had been low to the ground, deeper among the graves. Too small to be someone walking. I squinted into the rain, but it didn’t come again. Had it been another cat, perhaps? That could be awkward. I mean, we weren’t doing anything wrong, exactly. We were, in fact, righting a wrong, but if it was a Watch cat they could be … prickly. And most took a dim view of cats who talked to their humans, unless their human was a Watch-approved cat lady.

      There. A flutter of movement, hard to catch in the low light. It looked like it was coming from the new grave I’d been investigating. The one with the falling flowers. “Callum,” I said.

      “What?” He turned back to me.

      “There’s something out here.”

      “What?” He dropped into a crouch, peering around anxiously. “Where?”

      “Over there,” I said, lowering my voice. “Down the row. About six graves along. See the big marker? There.”

      He swore, crouching a little lower and staring into the dark. “Night watchman?”

      “I don’t know,” I said, thinking of the way the earth had given under my paws and the unsettling image of sinkholes. “I don’t think so. Can you see?”

      He shuffled back to me in his half-crouch so he could peer down our row without being silhouetted against the night. Enough light filtered in from the streets outside that he hadn’t needed the torch while he was digging, but it still must’ve been dim to his eyes. “I think I can see something moving. It’s not a person. Rats, maybe?”

      I squinted. The movement was ill-defined, but it didn’t have the busy industry of rats. It made me think of moles, but I hadn’t seen any molehills anywhere. I kind of thought they’d be pretty unpopular in a graveyard, to be honest. Humans are kind of squeamish about such things.

      The movement came again, and now I was thinking of moles it suddenly resolved itself into something that made sense, like buildings emerging from mist. Well, it made a shaky sort of suspend-your-disbelief sense, but cats aren’t humans. We don’t run around shouting that things can’t be so when the evidence is right in front of our eyes, shaky or not. “Dude,” I said. “It’s a grave.”

      “It’s a what?” Callum spoke too loudly, and when I looked at him I could see his hands were so tight on the shovel that the white of his knuckles showed even through the dirt.

      “It’s a gods-damned grave.” Even as I spoke, the earth heaved and two arms appeared, reaching rather dramatically for the sky. A head followed them, and the hands pawed clumsily at the face as the mouth opened in a moan, then there was a pause while their owner looked around. “You know,” I said, “I may have to rethink my stance on the whole zombie thing.”

      Callum just stared at me.
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      Callum stared from me to the mud-encrusted figure waist-deep in its grave. It moaned again, and some cotton wool fell out of its mouth. Callum scratched a hand through his hair, then said, “That’s bollocks. Zombies don’t exist. You told me they don’t exist.” There was something almost put out in his tone, like I was messing with him.

      “Dude, things change. And maybe it was never true anyway.” There was a niggling thought at the back of my mind reminding me that sometimes there could be such things as zombies. I mean, we’re talking legends here, but still. The walking dead are the walking dead. “There’s a corpse clawing its way out of a grave over there. I’m open to the possibility that I may have been wrong.”

      Callum squinted down the row. The zombie didn’t seem bothered by the question of its existence. It seemed to be enjoying the night air on its face and hadn’t made any move to extricate itself further. “We don’t know it’s actually a corpse,” he said.

      I resisted the urge to bite him. We had an agreement about that, but sometimes I wasn’t sure it was worth it. “Sure, it’s just someone who’s been in a really deep sleep. In a coffin. In a graveyard. Underground.”

      Callum shifted his grip on the shovel and said, “Maybe we should see if they need some help?”

      The zombie had stopped staring around and was trying to push itself further out of the ground. I could hear it grunting with effort. “That seems like a really bad idea. Like, horror movie bad. We should just get out of here.”

      We looked at each other for a moment, then Callum said, “You did say they don’t exist.”

      “Look, that’s common knowledge. Common knowledge also suggests sheltering under trees in the case of a thunderstorm is a good plan.”

      “No,” Callum said. “It really doesn’t.”

      I growled. “Okay, well, my point is, common knowledge can be wrong. I bet the first human to see a sabre-tooth tiger pointed at it and said, hey, you can’t be real, right before they got munched. It’s why trolls get away with eating so many people on bridges. No one ever believes in them.”

      Callum straightened out of his awkward crouch. “You’ve heard about most things in the Folk world. I’d have thought someone would have mentioned the walking dead.”

      “Not if no one’s survived to mention it,” I pointed out, but he was already walking slowly toward the zombie. I trotted after him, and took a careful glance about before I said the next bit. “And, I mean, there are such things as necromancers. Well, there were.”

      Callum paused, looking down at me. “Necromancers? As in blood sacrifices and raise the dead?”

      “Yeah. I never got that bit myself. I mean, couldn’t they have just kept them alive in the first place?”

      The zombie moaned and waved at the sky helplessly, legs still entombed in the ground. Callum rubbed his mouth with one hand and said, “You think it might be them? Necromancers?”

      “I bloody hope not,” I said. “They almost ended the world as we know it. They were all into enslaving humanity and wiping out Folk. But we’re talking way back. Like when humans and magical Folk coexisted and you lot tended to worship anyone who promised good crops. There haven’t been proper necromancers since the war of the Watch.”

      “Not proper ones?”

      “Not ones that can raise the dead.”

      “How can they be necromancers at all if they can’t raise the dead?”

      “They wear a lot of black and wander around darkened rooms with skulls and stuff. And hang out in boneyards with black candles. That sort of thing.”

      He nodded. “Right. Sure.” He turned back to the zombie, and I kept a good pace behind him. If he was so keen on getting bitten I wasn’t going to get in his way. He came to a stop a few metres away from the churned-up grave, staring at the creature still laboriously extricating itself from the soil. It was – or had been – a woman, and she hadn’t been there that long. Her flesh was still plump, if a little whiffy of raw chemicals and early rot, and her hair was partly done up in a couple of fancy clips. She was so caked in dirt it was impossible to see much of her features, but she’d managed to work herself free to her thighs.

      “Um, hi?” Callum offered. “Are you okay there?”

      “Dude,” I said from behind him, “She’s either dead, the living dead, or been buried alive. I think the answer is pretty clear in any of those cases.”

      He ignored me, taking another step toward the woman. “Do you need help?”

      She jerked her head in his direction, as if noticing him for the first time, and whined, reaching out with both hands like a child wanting to be picked up.

      “Are you stuck?” He took another step toward her.

      “Callum, don’t,” I hissed. He ignored me.

      “What happened? Did someone put you in there?” He was almost close enough for her to touch him now, and she chattered her teeth urgently. I shuffled my feet in the loose, scattered dirt, then spat and rushed forward, hooking my claws in his jeans as my tail bushed out from the smell of the thing. There was a creeping putrescence to her that I’d never smelt before, and I’d seen my share of dead things.

      “Zombie, Callum. Zombie. You know how that works, right?”

      He looked down at me. “I’m not going to touch her.”

      “Do you have to be so close, then?” I demanded. “If she gets loose she’ll be eating your brains before you can say Shaun the Sheep.”

      “I think you mean Shaun of the Dead.”

      “Seriously? This is what’s worrying you?” I gave his jeans another tug, and he finally took a step away from the woman. She gave a croaky sort of wail and wriggled her fingers at him, her legs still firmly stuck in the depths of the grave.

      “What do we do about her?” he asked.

      “Well, I think you’re meant to go for the brains,” I said, nodding at the shovel.

      He scowled at me. “I’m not braining some poor woman who may or may not be a zombie.”

      We both looked at her. She bared her teeth, and a worm fell out of her nose. I glared up at Callum.

      “Okay,” he admitted. “She is quite zombie-ish. But she mightn’t be dangerous. We’re not exactly zombie experts.”

      I had always thought most horror movies just had really clueless characters, but I was starting to wonder now. “I doubt she wants to give you a hug.”

      “She can’t seem to talk. Maybe she’s just asking for help the only way she can.” But he didn’t move any closer to the grave, and the woman just swayed there, grunting and snapping her hands at Callum like she was pretending to be a lobster. Outside the cemetery, a car burped its way along the quiet road, and further off a siren set up an urgent wail. The bats came back, dipping and scooting through the branches of the still winter-bare trees, and I was about to suggest we just leave well enough alone when one flitted past just above my head, then banked toward the zombie.

      The woman’s hands shot out with the speed of a frog’s tongue, clamping shut over the bat. It had time to give one terrified chirp, then she crammed it into her mouth, eyes squeezed shut in delight. The wings stuck out from between her lips at grotesque angles as she crunched happily, a little thread of blood drooling over her chin.

      “Oh God,” Callum said, sounding as if he was going to lose his dinner.

      “Well, that doesn’t seem like a good sign,” I said. “Now can we leave her?”

      “But what if she gets free?”

      “Then the bats are in real trouble.”

      “She might want more than bats,” he said, taking a step back as she stretched toward him, groaning a little louder now.

      “Then brain her,” I hissed.

      “You brain her,” he snapped back, and I narrowed my eyes at him.

      “I hope that isn’t a dig at my stature, or lack of thumbs. I can’t help being small but perfectly formed.”

      “Jesus Christ, Gobs, I can’t just take a shovel to her!”

      “She just ate a bat!”

      We both turned to look at her in the exact moment that she surged out of the earth. The batty snack had apparently been the zombie equivalent of eating her Weetabix. She planted her hands on the ground and shoved, pulling her knees up to her chest, her eyes still fixed on Callum and her bat-stained teeth chattering. Callum and I gave a matched set of yelps (well, his was more a scream, but I’m not one to tell tales), and we lurched away from the grave.

      “Dude!” I yelled. “Brain her already!”

      “Just … wait a minute,” he shouted at the woman, who was advancing in a crouch, using her hands to help her, eyes rolling and teeth bared. “You don’t want to do this!”

      “Seriously?” I gave him a little more space. If he was going to turn himself into a horror movie statistic I didn’t want anything getting on my fur.

      “Any suggestions would be very welcome,” he hissed at me, not taking his eyes off the woman. She took a sudden bound forward that brought her close enough to Callum that he leaped back, slamming into a headstone and spinning off it, yelping curses and almost falling. She shot after him on all fours, her grunts building to an excited crescendo as he scrambled off, still clutching the shovel desperately.

      And he might have recovered if not for that ridiculous long coat, the one I was certain he’d rescued from a bin rather than a charity shop like he said. It swirled around him as he stumbled away and he stood on the bottom of it, pitching himself face-first onto the ground.

      “Oh, Old Ones take you,” I mumbled, then yelled, “Hey, deadhead! Over here!”

      I didn’t wait for her to respond, just launched myself in pursuit as she reached for Callum, yowling like … well, like the dead were rising. She hesitated just for an instant, glancing around to see what the commotion was, and I hit her legs with all claws bared. I tore through the tissue of her tights and into the cold skin beneath, hoping you couldn’t catch zombie-ism by biting them, and she grabbed me with that same fearsomely swift movement she had the bat.

      “Hairballs,” I said, as she tore me free and hoisted me aloft with a squawk of triumph. “Callum!” I stuck all four legs out as she tried to cram me in her mouth, and my claws sank into the unpleasantly squishy flesh of her cheeks. “Callum! A little help here!”

      The sound of the shovel hitting her head was like nothing I’d ever heard before, not in this life or my three previous. It was a final crack and squelch that I felt shaking in the pit of my belly, and it sounded more like a rock being flung into mud than as if it should have anything to do with a living creature. Well, unliving. Undead. You know what I mean.

      Her hands jerked open convulsively and I fell, flailing to get my feet under me but not having enough time. I landed hard on my side, gave a squeak, then yowled as the woman crashed down on top of me, cold and stinking and grimed with dirt and rot.

      “Callum!” I wailed, trying to dig myself out as the reek of dark, festering places surrounded me and the air was forced from my chest. Every hair was trying to pouf out in panic, and for one moment all I could think of were the lost places of the Inbetween, un-empty voids between the worlds where beasts roamed and the living were nothing more than bait for vast things. Suddenly I couldn’t have breathed even if there had been room for it, and my mouth filled with mud and filth.

      Then the body was pulled away, and Callum stared down at me, his face pinched looking in the dim light. “Are you okay?”

      “You mean other than having a twice-dead corpse on top of me? Sure, great.” I scrambled clear, spitting out both dirt and memories, and we stared at the woman. Her head was a different shape to what it should’ve been, and Callum looked even paler than he had when she’d eaten the bat. “You look a bit green around the gums.”

      He gave me a puzzled look, then said, “Gills.”

      “What?”

      “Green around the gills.”

      I stared at him. “You know you don’t have those, right?”

      He rubbed his forehead and said, “Sure. We do have zombies, though.”

      “Well, one.” I inspected myself. I was caked in grave muck, and possibly some zombie slime. “Told you we should’ve just left.”

      “Sure. Because that’s just what Leeds needs. Zombies roaming the streets.”

      I considered saying something along the lines of it probably not being a big change to how things currently were, given smartphones and other mind-altering substances, then thought that might be a grand generalisation. It might be just our neighbourhood where no one would notice the difference. “Okay, so you saved the city from the zombie apocalypse,” I said, and shook some soil out of my ears. “Can we go home now?”

      He hesitated. “We can’t just leave her here.”

      I looked at her. Other than the bloodless dent in the back of her head, she looked like she’d just tripped over, and might get back up again at any moment. Well, the dent and the dirt caked on her clothes and bare legs, and a couple of beetles of some sort that had just crawled out of her ear. “Really?” I said.

      “Yes,” he said, and bent to pull her skirt a little further down her legs.

      “Hairballs,” I said, and sat down to wait. Him and his ethics.
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      Callum went back to the woman’s grave and started digging, piling the dirt as neatly as he could next to him. The drizzle had all but stopped, at least, but it still looked a bit like he was making mud castles.

      “You’ll have to make this one deeper,” I observed. “Since it’s not just an arm.”

      He grunted.

      “It’s going to take ages,” I added.

      “Got it, Gobs,” he snapped, wiping sweat off his forehead. The troublesome jacket had been abandoned on a nearby gravestone, and I wondered if I could push it into the grave without him noticing. “Thanks for pointing all that out.”

      “Just, you know. If we’d left her when I said we wouldn’t be in this situation.”

      “And we might be in the middle of an actual zombie outbreak by tomorrow morning.”

      “Eh. Fair point.” I went back to cleaning dead-lady dirt off my coat.

      “Are you keeping watch?” he demanded. “I don’t fancy explaining this to some night watchman.”

      “Sure, sure.” I glanced around, but even the bats had made themselves scarce. I didn’t blame them, after what had happened to their buddy. “It’s dead quiet.”

      Callum groaned, and went back to digging.

      Well, he started it.

      It did take ages. Not as long as it could have, mind, since the woman (whose name, the gravestone informed us, had been June Atkins, and she’d been seventy-three when she died. Well, the first time she died) had done a good job of loosening it all up on her way out. Callum dug down until he started encountering shattered bits of coffin, the mound of earth beside him growing steadily as he expanded the trench. Finally he stepped back with a groan, throwing the shovel down and pushing his hair out of his face with one filthy hand. The air was still heavy with damp and I couldn’t even begin to get the mud out of my fur.
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