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About the Author
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M. L. Rio holds an MA in Shakespeare studies from King’s College London and Shakespeare’s Globe and a PhD in English from the University of Maryland, College Park. Her bestselling first novel, If We Were Villains, has been published in twenty countries and eighteen languages. Graveyard Shift is her first novella.




Praise for Graveyard Shift

‘Graveyard Shift is shot through with cool . . . Rio presents a world of nihilistic macabre only to strip it back, painting the gruesome with a softer brush and her singular gift for portraiture.’ Olivie Blake

‘Graveyard Shift is wonderful-dark, strange, and hair-raisingly tense. It spills over with atmosphere, full of flawed, fascinating characters.’ Catriona Ward

‘A rad, crisp, creepy read.’ Chuck Wendig




Also by M. L. Rio

If We Were Villains




About the Book

An atmospheric and eerie modern Gothic story in the vein of M. L. Rio’s internationally bestselling debut If We Were Villains.

Every night, in the college’s ancient cemetery, five people cross paths as they work the late shift: a bartender, a rideshare driver, a hotel receptionist, the steward of the derelict church that looms over them, and the editor-in-chief of the college paper, always in search of a story.

One dark October evening in the defunct churchyard, they find a hole that wasn’t there before. A fresh, open grave where no grave should be. But who dug it, and for whom?

Before they go their separate ways, the gravedigger returns. As they trail him through the night, they realize he may be the key to a string of strange happenings around town that have made headlines for the last few weeks--and that they may be closer to the mystery than they thought.




For my own midnight group text:

Alley Cat, Marge, Paigey, and Hex




Acknowledgments

The writing of this book happened in strange fits and starts between June and December of 2023. It was a rough year for me, when writing was perpetually forced to compete with other big, life-altering things—selling my house, finishing my PhD, putting my whole life in storage, and spending a lot of time in hospitals for my dog’s cancer treatment and my own recovery after shattering my left foot. Without the patience, support, and enthusiasm of my personal and professional networks I never would have survived the year, never mind writing two books at the same time. There were many long days and many sleepless nights; I was rarely at my best and often at my worst, and for some reason some people stuck with me anyway. This is as much their book as mine.

Thanks first to my first reader, Arielle Datz, who has been my agent and the angel on my shoulder for ten whole years. I don’t know how I got so lucky but I’m grateful every day to have her by my side. No less gratitude to my editor, Christine Kopprasch, and the whole team at Flatiron, who took a chance on this sight unseen, turned my restless ravings into something worth reading, and made it look so deliciously spooky inside and out. Away from the keyboard I, like the Anchorites, have my own insomniac support group to call on in the middle of the night: Adam and Adriana, Cary and Madison, James and Gram, the MedRen gang at UMD, and of course the Notorious cohort.

You are such stuff as dreams are made on.




Author’s Note

Insomnia has been my constant companion since childhood. I had night terrors as a toddler, spent most nights in elementary school reading in my closet past my bedtime, was writing novels by lamplight by middle school, and lived a largely nocturnal existence for most of my twelve years in higher education. You could call me an authority on the nightside of life, where the borders between the real and the illusory dissolve. Graveyard Shift lived in my head a long time before my publisher approached me about a novella. I liked the idea of a story about sleep and sleeplessness that could unfold over only one evening, like a shady, troubled dream. It’s frighteningly easy to get lost in your own subconscious; any place you think you know is different after dark.

I’ve always been preoccupied with the intersections of art and science, and especially the effects of sleep deprivation on cognitive (mal)function. Tellingly, the most arresting odes to slumber are spoken by those who can’t have it. Consider Macbeth, doomed to sleep no more: slumber is the “balm of hurt minds,” “sore labor’s bath,” a doting seamstress who “knits up the ravell’d sleeve of care.” Insomnia unravels a person without mercy. The mystery at the heart of Graveyard Shift is as much about what keeps us up at night as it is about what’s buried in the cemetery. Of course, I have also been a lurker in churchyards; the proximity of somebody’s final resting place can be a strange comfort when you can’t find any rest of your own. When I was in college, the tiny plot of plots behind my dormitory was a favorite place I rarely had to share. But I did occasionally encounter other insomniacs there, running down the long, dark hours until morning.

So Graveyard Shift took shape, borrowing from a number of literary traditions as well as my own life experience. My academic research sits squarely in the medical humanities; small wonder that this has infiltrated my creative writing. The necessary disclaimer is that while I am a species of researcher, like Tamar I am not a scientist, and so must beg forgiveness for any errors in the following pages. Fiction is, after all, not a clinical trial. But this is not to say its findings are not statistically significant. During my PhD, I taught a science fiction course to college students, and saw firsthand how Cat’s Cradle, Where Late the Sweet Birds Sang, and even Jurassic Park encouraged them to consider the potential ramifications of new technologies for humans and the planet we inhabit—not just profit margins. Writing a novel is never so purely didactic, but I hope the following pages provide not just a good story to suit the dead hours between midnight and morning but also an invitation to ask probing questions and get your hands dirty digging down under the surface of things.

Sweet dreams.
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They met in the cemetery every night at midnight. Not on purpose, exactly, but not quite by accident either. University policy prohibited smoking within a hundred feet of any campus building, and on the west side of campus, where the borders between the medical school and the broader community were especially porous, the only place a person gasping for a cigarette could safely stand was in the unkempt graveyard behind the Church of Saint Anthony the Anchorite.

Most of the names on most of the gravestones had been scrubbed out by time or teenage vandals; the church itself had been boarded up and was so overgrown with vines and moss and mold that the DANGER, KEEP OUT sign nailed across the doors was decidedly redundant. Since its designation as a local historic landmark, it was protected from the bulldozers and wrecking balls that had razed everything else south of Azalea Street to make way for more patients, more parking, more gift shops and dining halls. While the medical school constructed, Saint Anthony the Anchorite deconstructed—one brick, one beam at a time. Nobody in their right mind would loiter in its long shadow in the middle of the night, but nobody in their right mind still smoked these days anyway.

So Edie Wu told herself as she trudged across campus from the offices of the Belltower Times. She was always the last to clock out—her grim duty as editor-in-chief to lash herself to the masthead, go down with the
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