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The Cursed Graveyard


Why did they always run? Colin didn’t ponder that question for long, but it did come to mind when the young guy several people had claimed had stolen from them did an about-turn and sprinted away across the grassy lawn. Colin sprinted after him. It was automatic for him — if someone ran away from him, he had to follow. That was what made him a good police officer.

Behind him wheezed his DS — Moran didn’t like to run and it showed. Colin didn’t mind, he flew across the grass, constantly getting closer to the young guy. Judging the distance between them and the speeds at which they were running, he pushed off and jumped at his target. They collided, Colin wrapping his arms around the other guy’s middle. Cursing, his target went down with him and they rolled across the grass for a moment. The young man was struggling, but he was in no position to free himself, not with Colin readjusting his grip and pinning his arms to the body, too.

By the time his DS had reached them, the struggle was over. For the moment, the young guy had given up fighting, but Colin doubted he was fully done.

“Gee, you were fast, sir,” Moran commented as he came up. He’d walked all the way or he would have been there faster, but Colin knew it was pointless to say anything about it.

“Well, if a guy runs fast, you have to do the same. Cuff him, will you?” Colin shifted, making sure to get a good grip on the young guy’s lower arms.

Moran did as told, slapping a pair of cuffs on their culprit’s wrists. He was lazy, but he still did his job — he just didn’t put more energy into it than he absolutely had to. They pulled the culprit off the grass and led him back towards the car. Colin left Moran to search the man and went back to the four people who’d called the police — three middle-aged women and an elderly man.

He took out his notebook. “If you’d please describe your missing wallets and purses to me?”

The women went first, each of them giving him a detailed description of their money purses and the contents. The elderly man didn’t need quite as much time, but then, the wallet he described was pretty much an everyday one.

Colin went back to Moran, who had put the young guy in their car by that time. “Found anything?”

“Couple of wallets and purses.” Moran pointed to the passenger seat in the front.

Colin checked the seat and easily found the right purses. Yet, he checked each of them for an ID or similar document to make sure they did belong to the women in question. There were several wallets which looked like the one the elderly man had described, so he checked them all until he found the one with a drivers licence which clearly belonged to the man now waiting for him. With the wallet and the purses, he went back to the little group. All four were relieved to have their things back — not only the money, but also the documents, given how challenging it could be to get new ones. As Colin had their names and their first statements, he simply asked them to come to the station in a bit and sign their statements properly.

“You drive,” he told Moran as he came back. “I’ll go through the rest of his loot and note the names of the owners.”

“Sure thing.”

They returned to the station and Moran went off to properly book their culprit in. He was good at that — no surprise, given the DS had been a DS for about fifteen years now. Moran was happy with his position — Colin was not. He was a DI, which was fine, but he was still stuck in theft. As far as he was concerned, he was wasted on the department. That was a place for the likes of Moran who had reached what they considered their ideal position, not for someone who could give so much more to the force.

He reached his desk and found a note there — his superior wanted to see him. Hopefully, it was about his application for the open position in homicide…


* * *


Colin checked his suit — luckily, he’d not gotten any grass or soil on it — and knocked on the office door of Sir Anthony, his superior. After a few seconds, he received a “come in” and went inside. As always, he took a moment to appreciate Sir Anthony’s office. One of the largest rooms in the whole building, it granted the inhabitant a great view over the area. The station was one of the tallest buildings in the neighbourhood and the part where Sir Anthony had his office was a new addition with modern floor-to-ceiling windows.

“Ah, DI Rook,” Sir Anthony greeted him. Anthony Lloyd never called his subordinates by their first names. “I called you about,” he checked his luxury watch, “half an hour ago.”

“I was out, sir … a pickpocket.”

“Good, good. Well, I wanted to talk to you about your application for the position in homicide.”

“Yes, sir?” Colin was carefully optimistic. He certainly had enough cases under his belt and he had also applied for a couple of courses to be brought up to snuff on new forensics and investigation methods. On the other hand, Sir Anthony didn’t like him and would hardly do him a favour.

“Well, unfortunately for you, the position has been filled otherwise. Yet, I still have good news for you.”

“Sir?”

“There is another open position here at the station.”

Colin fought not to shown his disappointment. He knew which position his superior was referring to. “I didn’t apply for the paranormal department, sir.”

“No, you did not. Yet, your application for the homicide division shows me you’re not happy here. Of course, we’re not a department for an ambitious man like you, DI Rook.”

“I can wait until a new opening comes up, sir, no problem.”

“Oh, but there is a problem.” Sir Anthony smiled nastily. “You see, the paranormal department just has one DI, no DS. If the position is not filled, the department can’t work. We can’t have that. They need a new DI and quickly … you wish to change departments. A perfect fit, wouldn’t you say?”

Colin didn’t answer immediately, fearing what he might say in that case. The paranormal department was a cul-de-sac for people the Metropolitan Police wanted to bury somewhere — a joke. He’d spend the rest of his career listening to old ladies who thought their dead husband was moving stuff in their apartment and to mediums who thought they’d see the body of a murder victim in a vision. Nobody would take him seriously. He’d never get out of it, never get promoted. He’d never make chief detective inspector, let alone reach the rank of superintendent. Yes, Sir Anthony absolutely would jump at that chance — get him out of the department and out of the way for good.

Finally, he answered, “Sir, I did apply specifically for the homicide division, not for a general transfer. I’m sure there’s others who could fill the vacancy at the paranormal department.”

“Well, there are none here at the station, DI Rook. It would be a shame to have to pull someone from another station for it. Of course, if you absolutely don’t want to change departments…”

“Yes?”

“…you are free to hand in your notice. I can’t force you to take up another position somewhere else.”

So the other shoe had dropped. Yes, of course Colin could always hand in his notice. His superior couldn’t force him to take that job. If he handed in his notice, however, he’d be out of the police force for good. No other station in England would want him — except, perhaps, for the smallest station somewhere in the middle of nowhere. He could either kiss his wish to be a superintendent one day goodbye now or in a couple of years, when he was truly mired in the paranormal department.

“I’ve already told Sir Alexander you’ll be with him tomorrow, DI Rook. He is looking forward to you … although I have no idea why he needed a new DI that direly. Perhaps the last one died of boredom … who knows.”

Colin’s brown eyes narrowed at the words, but he stopped himself from answering right away. He’d underestimated how much Sir Anthony — who, office gossip had it, had gotten his position by his political connections, not by his skills as a police officer — hated him and wanted him out of the way. He took a deep breath. “I see, sir. I have some paperwork to finish about the pickpocket. If I’m to change departments tomorrow, I want to get it all in today before my shift is over.”

“I knew you’d see reason, DI. Here’s the paperwork for your change of department. Make sure to take a few seconds to sign everything today … just so all runs smoothly.”

“Yes, sir.” Colin took the offered papers. “Good day to you, sir.”

“Good day to you, DI Rook. I wish you all the luck for your new … position.”

Turning away, Colin ground his teeth, but didn’t answer. He didn’t want to get into trouble for physically attacking his own superior, as much as he wanted to give the man just one punch on the nose, give him at least a shadow of the pain he felt at seeing his future destroyed.


* * *


Colin did all the paperwork, as he’d said. He wasn’t going to let his professionalism slip just because of this. His professional life might be ended now, but the lives of other people went on. The pickpocket had to be processed, everything had to be prepared for the attorneys to take the case over. He wasn’t going to let his personal feelings interfere with his work — that wouldn’t help anyone the slightest.

Yet, when he’d finished his shift and gone down to the basement parking lot, he sat in his BMW — bought with the intention of dressing for the job he wanted, not the job he had — and just stared blindly ahead at the wall. He’d never expected for his superior to be so vicious as to bury a man he knew had ambitions in a department nobody ever got out of again. Had this been planned? Colin could hardly believe they’d lose their DI so quickly — the paranormal department certainly wasn’t dangerous, after all. Yet, he could understand why someone might quit on short notice, especially after being stuck there for a while. The worst alternative was that the position had been up for grabs for a bit, with the last DI on his way to pension, and Sir Anthony had waited for the chance Colin had given him with that application. He didn’t want to believe that his superior hated him enough for that, though.

Finally, Colin turned the engine on and steered the car out of the parking lot. He was a good driver — also something which would hardly play a role in the future — and he did like the car. It had been expensive — he was still paying off the loan —, but it was high quality and certainly would be pleasant to drive during the long trips across the country to hear about those dead husbands and visions of murder victims who didn’t exist.

He rolled into the basement parking lot back at his apartment building just as his next-door-neighbour got out of her Audi. Colin parked in his usual spot which was next to hers and left as well.

Bridget Connor cocked her head. “Evening, Colin … why so glum?”

“Well, I had bad news at work.” He took a small box with his personal stuff from the office from the passenger seat.

“That position you applied for?” she guessed. “You didn’t get it, did you?”

He shook his head and sighed.

“But you didn’t quit your job because of it, did you? Oh, Colin … you do love your work with the police!”

“I didn’t quit. I was ferried into another department … will start there tomorrow. That’s just my personal stuff from my desk.” A picture of his family, a few small odds and ends, and an electric razor he kept there in case he did an overnighter and had to shave at work to look presentable.

“Why so sad, then? You wanted out of the department you were in, after all?”

“Because the department I’m now in is a cul-de-sac, Bridget.”

“Is it?”

He rolled his eyes. “It’s the paranormal department, for God’s sake!”

“Paranormal?” She frowned. “I didn’t know the police had such a department. How many DIs are there?”

“Just one. They stuck it into the station I’m working at because there was free space when it was founded.” Colin ran a hand through his short, blond hair. “It’s a joke, honestly, just a department for all those weird people who think their uncle has appeared to them in their dream or a poltergeist is hiding their stuff. If you get stuck there, you never get out again before you’re retiring.”

“Oh, Colin, I’m so sorry for you! You had no other choice, did you?”

“Well, I could have quit, but then I wouldn’t be with the police any longer. What use would all my hard work be in that case?” He might see it differently in the future, but for the time being, he’d rather be stuck in the paranormal department than leave the force. Perhaps there was a way out of it…

“Well, perhaps it’s not as bad as it sounds.” Bridget smiled. A curl of her brown hair had broken free from her up-do and was framing her face nicely. She pushed it behind her ear. “Who knows? Perhaps it’s not a cul-de-sac, just much more interesting than you think right now. If not, there might still be a way out of it. You might not like the way … like a demotion … but it might be open.”

Colin sighed, not sharing his attractive neighbour’s optimistic view in this case. Yet, she might still be right — perhaps there was a way out of the department. He couldn’t imagine it being interesting or challenging, but there might be a way out for him, even if it meant going back to DS status. As the department had no DS, only a DI, he wouldn’t be able to work there if he was demoted.

They walked towards the elevator. Bridget glanced at him. “We’re still doing our round on Saturday? Or do you have new shift plans now?”

Bridget like a brisk run as much as Colin did, so they often did a round on the weekend, provided Colin had time off. “I’m not sure right now … I have to meet my new superior tomorrow and there might be a different shift plan I have to adhere to. I can tell you tomorrow evening, though, by then I know.”

“Oh, good. I hope we’ll be able to squeeze in some runs in the future as well.”

“So do I.”

Bridget leaned against the side wall of the elevator cabin. As always when she came back from work, she was dressed in a fitted business costume with a pencil skirt and a short jacket with a blouse underneath. This day, the costume was light grey and emphasised her always slightly tanned skin. Colin always found her attractive, even after a run when she’d be in a pair of loose sweatpants and a baggy sweatshirt, but she certainly looked more pretty and feminine in her business outfits. What drew him most towards her, though, were her sense of humour and her usually optimistic view of life.

He glanced at his box. “You are right, I’ll be looking for the positive side of my new job from now on. I mean, there must be a reason why the department exists. Perhaps it’s more about catching those fake mediums and stuff…”

“Perhaps it is.”

Perhaps it was. There must be a reason why the government kept putting money in the paranormal department, after all…


* * *


Colin’s alarm went off at the regular time the next morning. Since he didn’t know the shift plans of his new department yet, he decided to play it safe and go in at nine, as always. He usually worked nine to six — with about an hour for a lunch break which he did rarely take fully. Hopefully, he’d be able to keep that schedule. Hopefully, too, he’d be able to keep his weekend runs with Bridget a thing. He like running a lot, but it was more fun with Bridget.

At the station, Colin needed a moment to orient himself. He’d never paid much attention to where the paranormal department had been put when it had been founded. After walking around for a bit and checking a few of the floor plans of the large building, he found it in the odd tower which was protruding from the oldest part of the station on the first floor and rose up three floors until it ended in a tall and pointy circular roof which, admittedly, looked a bit like a witch’s hat. A fitting place to put the department in.

Colin went into the tower on its lowest level and noted that the door there was marked down as ‘archive,’ which seemed odd — the station’s archives were in the basement, after all, so why did the department need its own archive? He shrugged it off and went up a narrow, iron-wrought circular staircase. There was another connection to the main building there and, opposite it, a door leading to a regular office. The name ‘DI Johnson’ was still next to the door — probably Colin’s predecessor who’d now left his job again. Colin didn’t open the door, he wanted to see his new superior first before settling in and dealing with the first ghosts.

Another circular staircase above was another door. This time, as the tower was a little higher than the building it protruded from, there was no connection to the main building. Colin glanced at the plaque by the door: ‘Sir Alexander Steward, SI.’ Below it was a smaller plaque with ‘Mrs. Eudora Fowl, Secretary’ on it. Colin knocked on the door. For a moment, nothing happened, then it was opened and a woman wearing a pair of huge, thick glasses glanced at him.

“Yes?” she asked, looking him up and down.

“DI Rook, ma’am,” he said, feeling inexplicably nervous under her glance.

“Ah, the new one.” She glanced at her watch. “Sorry, but Sir Alexander doesn’t come in before ten.”

“Oh. I’ll put my stuff into my office, then, if it’s okay for you…” He had left his box in the car so he didn’t have to carry it around the whole time.

“I haven’t cleared out DI Johnson’s things yet … sorry. I had a long day yesterday and I didn’t think we’d get a replacement quite as quickly.”

So at least Sir Anthony hadn’t waited for the chance to put Colin there, the opening had just popped up the day before and given him an unexpected chance. “He quit unexpectedly?”

“Well, you can say that, I imagine.” The owlish woman chuckled. “You could go into our archives and read up on past cases, if you want to … or you can take a walk. By the time Sir Alexander has told you all you need to know, the office will be ready for you, I promise.”

Colin kept a sigh in and nodded. “I’ll go for a walk, ma’am … it’s a nice day, which is rare enough.”

“Yes, that it is. I’ll be going down to the other office and cleaning everything out. What I have on my desk right now is not pressing … I did all the paperwork for DI Johnson yesterday. Have a nice walk…”

“Thank you, Mrs. Fowl.” Colin nodded to her again and left.

He went down the two levels of the tower, then one more floor until he could leave the building, and looked around. He was familiar with the neighbourhood, but had never realised that the tower looked out over a small, well-designed park. He went there, walking around it on the different pathways, wondering how DI Johnson had quit his work so suddenly and why he hadn’t taken his stuff with him. Or had he done so and the secretary meant checking the files and other official stuff he’d left behind? This way or that, it was weird. Before properly quitting a job, everything should be cleaned up as far as possible — and cases that still needed work should be left for him as the successor, anyway, shouldn’t they?

It was hard to shake those thoughts off, but after almost an hour of walking around in the park, he’d mostly managed to. Colin returned to the station and went up to Sir Alexander’s office again, hoping that his superior was in. Again, he knocked on the door, but got no answer at all this time. Carefully, he opened it and looked through. The room behind it was a little weird in cut, partially because of the round shape of the tower, but also partially because it held two straight walls cutting off another office — no doubt that of Sir Alexander himself — in addition to the round one and the one to the corridor. Mrs. Fowl wasn’t in and Colin was uncertain about what to do.

The door leading to the inner office opened and a slender man with thick, white hair stepped into the frame. “DI Rook?” he asked.

“Yes, sir!”

The man smiled. “I see Mrs. Fowl is still occupied with your predecessor’s things. Do come in.”

Colin followed his new superior into the inner office and looked around. It was the antithesis of Sir Anthony’s office — not modern, not overly luxurious, not all that big. It had two large windows with a pleasant view over the park, admittedly, but with a row of bookshelves on one wall and a few filing cabinets by the other, the heavy, old-fashioned desk, and two massive leather armchairs in the only straight corner, it looked a little crowded. At the same time, it made Colin feel comfortable. The old furniture and the muted colours were welcoming, the heavy armchairs suggested that Sir Alexander didn’t just speak with people from behind his desk, even though it did have two visitor’s chairs.

As a matter of fact, his new superior aimed for the armchairs right away and took a seat. “Sit down, DI Rook.”

Colin did so. He’d not been wrong — those armchairs were comfortable as Hell, much more so than the modern leather-and-chrome chairs in Sir Anthony’s office.

“You haven’t been told about your new job so far, I take it?”

“No, sir. I was told yesterday afternoon that I was to be transferred.”

“Well, the vacancy only opened up yesterday morning.” Sir Alexander shook his head sadly. “Poor Steward … DI Johnson, that is. You must excuse me, but I have a tendency to think about my subalterns by their given name. The department is small … only you, I, and Mrs. Fowl … and I see little reason for formalities. But then, Mrs. Fowl has been my secretary for about fifteen years now…”

“How … how long have you been here, sir? If it’s okay to ask…”

“Oh, for about…” The man clearly had to think about it. “…thirty-five years roundabout, I think. I started as a detective inspector, of course, not as superintendent.”

So at least Colin might one day be superintendent of the department? Not much of a consolation. “What happened to DI Johnson? Why did he leave so unexpectedly?”

Sir Alexander sighed. “He died the night before last.”

“He … died?”

“I know what you’re thinking, DI Rook … how can anyone die in the paranormal department? It’s just one of those little oddities, isn’t it?”

“Well, yes,” Colin admitted. Very much the same questions had been going through his mind. He’d thought the man had quit because he just couldn’t take the boredom and the weirdos any more, yet it seemed as if there was more to this department than he’d given it credit for.

“Wish that were true, DI Rook.” Sir Alexander shrugged. “Unfortunately, there’s little in the regular training of a police officer to prepare you for this department. You will have to learn on the job, as they say. Hopefully, you are a fast learner.”

“I usually am, sir.”

“Then you stand a decent chance of finding your way through our cases here.”

There was a knock on the door and Mrs. Fowl glanced in. “The office is ready, sir. I will send the personal effects to DI Johnson’s family.”

“Please do so, Mrs. Fowl, and thank you.”

She nodded and closed the door again.

Sir Alexander turned back to Colin. “Well, I do have a first task for you tonight.”

“Tonight, sir?”

“We work on the job, not on the clock … but that is usually to our advantage. As you’ve already learned, I rarely come in before ten and you’re free to set your own time for being in the office. I’d like for you to be available between ten and four … since that is usually the time during which new cases reach me and I can talk them through with you immediately that way. If you have work to do elsewhere, you do that, of course. Not that I have to tell a police officer of you calibre about that.”

“Yes, sir.” He would be able to continue his Saturday runs with Bridget, the way it looked.

“Now for that task. There is a small town north of London, but not far. It has one new graveyard outside the town proper where you will go tonight and keep watch.” Sir Alexander rose and went to his desk, taking something from a drawer. “You have a regular handgun, I assume?”

“Police standard, yes.”

“Good, that will be helpful.” Sir Alexander returned and held out a box of ammunition. “Use these cartridges.”

Colin took the box, surprised. “Why, sir? I still have enough ammunition at home.”

“These are not quite standard for the police, as your ammunition would be. They’re standard for your new job, though.”

“Yes, sir.” Colin pocketed the box.

“You can get comfortable in your new office now, if you wish. I don’t have any tasks for you for the rest of the day, so feel free to leave earlier, if you wish to. Pick up the address of the graveyard before you leave … Mrs. Fowl has it available, she always does. You’ll have a long night, so a nap may be in order.”

“Yes, sir.”

Colin left the office with more questions than he’d entered it with. How had his predecessor died on the job? Why was he supposed to use different ammunition? Was Sir Alexander as eccentric as whoever had founded the department or was there more to it? So much to find out…


* * *


Colin’s new office turned out to be huge — he had the full space of the two offices above him, after all. In addition to a large office room, there was a smaller one by the wall with the door which held several filing cabinets. With three windows and moderately good furniture, the new office was a dream — he had even more space than Sir Alexander did above him. Yet, this did little to make him feel better — he was still stuck with imaginary dangers. Only, was he? The fact that his predecessor had died in the line of duty didn’t sit too well with that image.

Colin put his personal effects away in the office, then he went back home to take the nap his new superior had suggested. If he was to guard a graveyard the whole night, it was a good idea to sleep a little beforehand. Back home, he sent Bridget a message that, as far as he could say, they would be able to do their Saturday run as every week, then he took his nap. He pulled one of the frozen dinners his mother pressed on him whenever he visited his family out of the freezer afterwards and warmed it up in the microwave. He was short on meals — his last trip back home had been quite some time ago. Perhaps he’d find more time for a break soon, he’d not taken many of his days off this year so far.

In good time, he was back in the car and on his way to the graveyard. He wanted the chance to look around for a bit, do a tour around the graveyard before it got too dark. Afterwards, he might have to find a place to hide so he could get himself locked in for the night. Surely, the graveyard wouldn’t be open for visitors at night, would it? He wasn’t sure how that worked for most of them, if he was honest. He didn’t make many graveyard visits in his life — well, that seemed to be about to change.

The graveyard was a more modern affair, not older than a couple of decades. There was a high wall around it which only had three openings: the gate leading to the parking lot for visitors, a discreet gate leading to the mortuary on the premises for bringing in the bodies, and a small door leading to a narrow country road which was, presumably, used by a guard or caretaker on a regular basis.

There were no mausoleums or crypts above ground, only regular graves and quite some trees which seemed to be older than the graveyard. It was visible how some of the rows of graves were missing a few spots where an old tree with a thick trunk was standing, fanning out its leaves above the graves around it as if to protect them. All in all, it was a nice, calm place, for the living as well as for the dead.

A caretaker in a coverall did a last round just as night had really fallen around ten, then he went outside and locked the gate. He’d not been especially careful on his round and Colin had found it easy enough to duck behind a few gravestones so he wasn’t spotted. Once the caretaker had left, Colin checked the gates again, all three of them, but they were all locked. He stayed by the mortuary, using the entrance for the visitors to stay out of the wind and slight rain which was falling.

Later on, as the rain was stopping, Colin made sure he had his pistol at the ready and turned his strong torch on to do a round. He went up and down the rows of graves, checking for signs of something being wrong. How could someone get killed doing that? Drug dealers keeping their merchandise there? No, they’d either would have to have a key for one of the gates or they’d need to come and go during the day, not the night. The wall had a good four yards in height, it wasn’t easy to climb over, and, to come and go, someone would need two ladders — one on each side of the wall.

Around midnight, Colin left the protection of the mortuary again and went on another round. He knew the area a bit better now, but the overcast night also was quite dark, so he couldn’t really see far. Someone who wanted to hide on the graveyard would find it easy to hide from him, too, at least until dawn. Yet, that was no reason not to follow his superior’s orders — although Colin hadn’t taken the time to change the ammunition.

He was on the other side of the graveyard, as far from the mortuary as was possible, when he heard dragging steps on the gravel. There really was someone in the graveyard? He shone his light in the direction, but the darkness swallowed it quickly. Keeping the light trained on the direction of the sounds, he waited.

For a while, nothing happened. Whoever was walking towards him, they were extremely slow. Then, finally, there was a shape in the light of his torch. A person — well, the shadow of a person.

“Who are you?” Colin called out. “Identify yourself!”

The person didn’t answer, but continued to approach him. As they came closer, Colin gasped — the person approaching had grey skin which had sagged as if the flesh underneath had melted away quickly. Their jaw was hanging, too, as if keeping the mouth closed was too much work. They walked extremely slow, the head swaying left and right with every step. A swollen tongue lolled out of the open mouth and, worst of all, the eyes looking in Colin’s direction were pure white — the pupils and irises were fogged up and hard to spot any longer. Every trainee for the police had to attend an autopsy or two and Colin had seen dead bodies before, but never bodies as dead as the one shambling towards him.

Instinct took over and Colin shot that thing, whatever it was, in the left leg. It staggered for a moment, then just moved on. By the look of it, it didn’t even feel the bullet. He took a step back and lifted his pistol higher. Again, he shot, but this time, he aimed for the head. His shot went true — right into the middle of the forehead. By all rights, that thing should have dropped immediately, yet it just staggered again from the impact, then it shambled on. It’s arms came up, the claw-like hands grabbing at him.

Colin jumped backward, lost his footing on the pebbled ground, and fell. He rolled back to his feet in an instant and turned away from the creature — only to almost walk into another! Holding the torch in front of him, he ran for it. Luckily, the creatures were easy enough to dodge, slow as they were, but there were quite some of them. Suddenly, he could understand how his predecessor had died! Had he not fallen and rolled to his feet at an angle, he would have walked into that second creature!

Colin made for the mortuary, as it had a wide-open space in front of it. There, he leaned against the door of the visitor’s entrance and pulled the box with the other ammunition out. He thumbed the regular cartridges from the magazine and filled it up again with the other ones as fast as he could. Luckily, he could fill up a magazine blind, so having to do it in the dark was not too hard. He pushed the magazine back into the pistol and let his torch travel over the area in front of him. The creatures were there already! Slowly but inexorably they came towards him!

Colin lifted his weapon and shot the closest one with little hope for salvation. Yet, as soon as the bullet hit the head, the creature dropped like a puppet with the strings cut! The other ammunition did what his hadn’t done! Relieved to finally have a weapon to defend himself with, he continued, dropping the creatures one by one. He counted ten of them until there were no more to be seen or heard. Yet, that didn’t mean there was none elsewhere on the graveyard!

Colin allowed himself a deep gulp from the thermos of coffee he’d brought along, refreshing himself and boosting his senses a little with a rush of caffeine. Afterwards, he went down the steps to the ground and checked the closest body. From that close, he could smell the pungent stench of decay. He wasn’t that experienced with dead bodies, but by the way it looked, by the wet spots on the clothes and the stench, that body had been dead for quite a while. What the Hell had he gotten himself into?

Colin lifted his head and let the torch circle, looking around. No more creatures like those had arrived so far, but he would have to do a few more rounds, make sure all of them were done for. He didn’t even want to think about what would happen if one of them met with a regular graveyard visitor, such as an elderly lady coming to care for her late husband’s grave. He’d barely made it away alive and he was a good deal faster than those creatures. An elderly person or a mother carrying a child or pushing a perambulator would have no chance.

Colin had to make sure all of those creatures were dead, everything else would be shirking his duties — and Colin would never shirk his duties…


* * *


By the time it was morning, the bodies around the mortuary looked even more decayed than in the light of the torch, but Colin couldn’t do anything to remove them, so he just hid away until the caretaker came in and sneaked away while the man checked those bodies, no doubt wondering how they’d gotten there. Colin drove back to London and directly to the station — he’d rather debrief and go to bed than the other way around and wasn’t sure how his new superior wanted to handle things. The thermos was empty by then, but it had done its job well and kept him awake, that was good.

Mrs. Fowl mustered him as he entered her office. “Long night? You could have slept first and come in afterwards. Sir Alexander doesn’t expect you to debrief immediately after a full night’s work.”

“I wasn’t sure,” Colin answered honestly. “Well, now I’m here and can just as well debrief and go home to sleep, I guess.”

“You can, yes.” The owlish secretary rose and knocked on the door to the inner office. “DI Rook is here, sir.”

She opened the door for Colin and stepped aside. With a quick “thank you”, he passed her by and went inside.

Sir Alexander sat behind his desk, clearly at work. “I’d not expected you that early … I probably should have told you that you can sleep in after a night of work.”

“Well, I know now. If you don’t mind, I would like to do a debriefing with you, so I can go home and sleep for a few hours.”

“Of course.”

To Colin’s surprise, his superior went over to the armchairs and gestured for him to sit down there as well.

For a moment, Colin glanced at his hands. “I … I’m not sure what to report.”

“Zombies, most likely,” Sir Alexander answered.

“Yes … they looked like zombies.”

“What did you do?”

Colin reported, not glossing over the fact that he had not exchanged ammunition as ordered. “I thought it wasn’t necessary.”

“You did it when your own ammunition failed, though?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Well, no damage done, then … neither to you nor to the people who go to the graveyard in question.”

“Well, the caretaker found the bodies this morning…”

“We’ll have it glossed over. A story will explain them away.” Sir Alexander shrugged. “That is what I do most of the time … invent natural explanations for supernatural happenings.”

“That’s your job?”

“Yes. The paranormal department is tasked with finding and, if need be, subduing supernatural entities. Those zombies can be dangerous … DI Johnson certainly wasn’t a green rookie, yet they got him … but they are far from the most dangerous creatures I have tangled with.”

“Yet, we keep the truth from the people?”

“We have to, DI Rook. There are many powerful entities and humanity doesn’t do well with the knowledge of being surrounded by them. Think of the witch hunts which cost many harmless men and women their lives.”

“So there are no witches?”

Sir Alexander chuckled. “Oh, there are, but they take care of their own. To be honest, neither you nor I could bring a witch down, they’re by far too powerful … which is why they didn’t perish in the witch hunts. Many communities of supernatural beings take care of their own laws … they have their own law enforcement. I am in contact with them, I send them messages when one of theirs is wreaking havoc among the humans, but we do not arrest them. To be honest, we are not able to arrest most of them.”

“Those zombies, though … were they really dead? They looked it.”

“They were. Undead creatures don’t really have a community that looks out for them. Zombies and revenants are created by other beings … vampires are capable of that, even though most have no interest in it, necromancers can do it as well. They have no identity or will of their own, they’re just undead slaves following the orders of their makers. You could almost say they’re programmed robots, only in a decaying body.”

Colin shivered, remembering the grey face with the open jaw and white eyes. “That’s horrid.”

“Yes. Luckily, the souls from these bodies have passed long before they were raised again. It is only the flesh which is revived.”

“Why haven’t you told me before?”

Sir Alexander looked him straight in the eyes. “Would you have believed me?”

Colin sighed and looked down. “No, sir.”

“Nobody would. When I was moved to the paranormal department … for similar reasons as you … I would not have believe it, either. We are no longer encouraged to believe in vampires, witches, demons, nature spirits, and other supernatural beings. On the whole, that is good, because humanity lives a calmer life without knowing how weak and vulnerable it really is. Three hundred years ago, I could have told you that I’d sent you out to kill undead creatures, but not today. You had to see them to believe.”

“You’re right.” As much as he wanted to deny it, he couldn’t. Without seeing those creatures, he wouldn’t have believed they could exist. “What now? You said those creatures have to be made … they don’t happen by themselves, do they?”

“No. Many creatures happen ‘by themselves’ or the way humans happen as well. Zombies do not. Yet, I’m not the one who can teach you all you need to know. I could, but I have other work to do … such as to sort through news of supernatural creatures and separate real ones from fakes.”

“Then how do I learn? I doubt

















































































































































































