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  PRAISE FOR FIREWALK


  “A haunting thriller in which ancient evil and modern tech intertwine in streets of a dying city—and where the darkness hides things much older and more frightening than the darkness itself.”


  —Richard Kadrey, New York Times bestselling author of Sandman Slim


  “[A] gripping supernatural thriller . . . Terrific pacing and detailed police work mixed with supernatural elements will serve well horror and urban fantasy fans alike.”


  —Library Journal, starred review


  “Smart, tough, and scary as hell. Roberson delivers authentic-feeling police action while spinning us down into a pit (or mineshaft) of horrors.”


  —Mike Mignola, creator of Hellboy


  “A novel that’s part True Detective and part Lovecraft. . . . The plot is engaging, and Roberson really shines in building the relationships and dialogue. . . . The end will have horror fans ready for the sequel.”


  —Publishers Weekly


  “As entertaining as can be, filled with humor and a satisfying depth of plot. Peering around the corners in Recondito is wicked good fun.”


  —Shelf Awareness


  “Lefevre, Tevake and their supporting cast, not to mention the fictional location Recondito, are compellingly drawn . . . . memorably creepy and tense.”—RT Book Reviews Top Pick (4.5 Stars)
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  “Firewalk turns the police procedural on its ear. Recondito is a simmering melting pot of diverse characters and long-buried evil.”


  —Michael J. Martinez, author of The Daedalus Incident and MJ-12: Inception


  “Fans of the Agent Pendergast series will find a lot to love here, but Roberson takes things a few steps further: by introducing an inclusive cast of characters, and by bringing together Haitian Voodoo, ancient Mayan mythology, cosmology, and even a South Pacific cargo cult. If you’re looking for a cop story with a heavy dose of the supernatural, Firewalk is the book for you.”—Matthew Sturges, author of Midwinter and The Office of Shadow


  “Firewalk is X-Files for grownups: weird doings in Lovecraftian caverns, Mayan mythology coming to life, and more. A spine-tingling treat from a consummate pro.”


  —Dennis O’Flaherty, author of The Calorium Wars


  “Chris Roberson is always surprising you because you thought you knew where he was going and what he was going to do, but his plots are always a bit deeper than you thought, the knife a bit sharper. In Firewalk, he twists that knife like a drill.”


  —Paul Tobin, author of Prepare To Die!


  “A scorching thriller that expertly blends horror, science fiction, and urban fantasy, Firewalk is an excellent launch to what promises to be a spellbinding series.”


  —Richard Cox, author of The Boys of Summer
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  PROLOGUE


  The young woman was Mexican, and from her dress I took her to be a housekeeper, likely returning from a day’s work cleaning one of the miniature mansions that lined the avenues of Northside. She was sprawled on the pavement,one shoe off, arms raised to shield her face. Two men stood over her, Caucasians in dungarees, workshirts, and heavy boots. The older of the two had the faded blue of old tattoos shadowing his forearms, suggesting a previous career in the merchant marines, while the younger had the seedy look of a garden-variety hoodlum. With hands clenched in fists and teeth bared, it was unclear whether they wanted to beat the poor girl or take advantage of her—likely both, and in that order.


  The hoodlum reached down and grabbed the woman’s arm roughly, and as he attempted to yank her to her feet she looked up and her gaze fell on me. Or rather, her gaze fell on the mask, which in the shadows she might have taken to be a disembodied silver skull floating in the darkness. Already terrified by her attackers, the woman’s eyes widened on seeing me, and her shouts for help fell into a hushed, awestruck silence.


  The prevention of crime, even acts of violence, is not the Wraith’s primary mission, nor did the situation seem at first glance to have any bearing on my quest for vengeance, but still I couldn’t stand idly by and see an innocent imperiled. But even before springing into action my Sight caught a glimpse of the tendril which rose from the shoulders of the tattooed man, disappearing in an unseen direction. No mere sailor down on his luck, the tattooed man was possessed, being “ridden” by an intelligence from beyond space and time. And protecting the people of Recondito from such incursions is the mission of the Wraith—and if the Ridden was in league with those whom I suspected, vengeance might be served, as well.


  “Unhand her,” I said, stepping out of the shadows and into view. I Sent as I spoke, the reverberation of thought and sound having a disorienting effect on the listener that I often used to my advantage. “Or answer to me.”


  The two men turned, and while the hoodlum snarled at my interruption, there glinted in the eyes of the Ridden a dark glimmer of recognition.


  The possessed, or Ridden, can be deterred by running water and by fire, both of which tend to disorient them, but neither is capable of stopping them altogether. Even killing the Ridden’s body is not a permanent solution, since the Otherworldly parasite will continue to move and operate the body even in death. The only way to put down one of the Ridden is to introduce pure silver into the body, by bullet or by blade, which serves to sever the connection between the parasite and host.


  That’s where my twin Colts come in.


  The hoodlum released his hold on the woman’s arm, letting her slump back onto the pavement, as the Ridden turned to face me, his eyes darting to the silver-plated .45s in my fists. I wondered whether the hoodlum knew that his companion was more than he seemed to the naked eye.


  Typically the Ridden I encounter in Recondito are lackeys of the Guildhall, working as muscle for a political machine whose methods and reach would have eclipsed Tammany Hall in its heyday; the demon parasites from beyond are offered the chance to experience the sensual joys of reality in exchange for their services, while the hosts are most often thugs-for-hire who have disappointed their employers once too often. That one of the two attackers was Ridden suggested strongly that these two were Guildhall bruisers enjoying a night away from roughing up the machine’s political enemies.


  “Now step away,” I ordered, aiming a pistol at each of them.


  After I recovered Cager’s body from the jungle, I took his Colt M1911 and my own and plated them with silver from the daykeeper’s secret mine, and cast silver bullets to match. I usually carry a pistol in either hand, but make it a habit never to fire more than one at a time. Despite what the pulp magazines would have readers believe, no one can hit the broadside of a barn firing two guns at once. The first time I tried it, honing my skills in the forest above Xibalba, the recoil drove the pistol in my left hand crashing into the one in my right, with my thumb caught in-between, the skin scraped off like cheese through a grater. And though the gloves I wear as the Wraith would save me from another such injury, I’ve found that the second Colt is much more useful as a ward against attack—the silver serving to keep any Ridden from venturing too close—and then ready with a full magazine to fire if the seven rounds in the other pistol run out before the job is done.


  The silver of the Colt in my right hand was enough to make the Ridden think twice about rushing me, while the bullets in the Colt in my left were sufficient to give the hoodlum pause—I wouldn’t fire on a man who wasn’t possessed unless it was absolutely necessary, but it was clear that he didn’t know that.


  “Por favor . . .” the woman said in pleading tones, scuttling back across the pavement from me, seeming as frightened of the Wraith’s silver mask as she’d been of her two attackers’ fists only moments before. “Ayuda me . . .” I knew it wasn’t me she was asking for help. But then, who? The shadows?


  I intended to end the suffering of the Ridden’s host-body, a single silver bullet driving the parasite back to its home beyond the sky, and to chase the hoodlum into the night with enough fear instilled in him that he wouldn’t soon menace another girl walking alone by night.


  “Now,” I said and Sent, gesturing toward the hoodlum with the Colt in my left hand, “one of you I shall send back to your Guildhall masters with a message . . .”


  The hoodlum began to turn away, shifting his weight as he prepared to take to his heels and flee.


  I smiled behind my mask, raising the pistol in my right hand and training it between the eyes of the Ridden. “ . . . and the other shall be that message . . .”


  CHAPTER ONE


  Izzie sat bolt upright, gasping for breath, her heart pounding in her chest. She looked down at her hands and had to stare at them for long seconds to assure herself that they were whole and unmarked, and hadn’t been eaten away to nothing. She could still feel a sensation of emptiness, of the darkness pressing in . . .


  She swung her feet to the floor and sat on the edge of the couch, elbows on her knees and her head in her hands. Everything that had happened in the last twenty-four hours came rushing back to her all at once. They had spent the night in the abandoned lighthouse, after finding the bodies in the subbasement of a warehouse, with rubber tubes snaking from shunts buried in their spines; bodies that were neither fully alive nor entirely dead. She remembered the unearthly smell and the feeling of disorientation in that dimly lit room. And the horror and revulsion that she’d experienced when the neither-dead-nor-alive bodies climbed with jerky, inhuman motions to their feet and began to shamble toward her.


  The night before, Izzy hadn’t had the chance to question the reality of what was happening. But now, in the stark, cold light of day, she had to ask herself—had all of that really happened? Were they really facing hordes of people whose minds had been destroyed while their bodies were being taken over by intelligences from another world? From another dimension? The mere fact that she knew how crazy that sounded didn’t discount the possibility that it was crazy. Not when the simpler answer would be that she was the crazy one. Not when it was easier to accept that she had dissociated from reality and fabricated the whole thing, rather than believe that everything that she and Patrick Tevake had uncovered over the last few days was really true.


  “Come on, girl,” she said out loud to herself, “get it together.”


  “Izzie?” came a voice from the open doorway across the room.


  From the other room she could hear sizzling and the clatter of pots and pans. She lowered her hands and lifted her head, sniffing the air. It smelled tantalizingly of bacon, and her stomach rumbled in response. If this was a delusion, it smelled delicious.


  “Was that you talking just now?” Patrick stuck his head around the corner. He was wearing a grey t-shirt with Recondito Police Athletic League printed on the front, and a dishtowel draped over one shoulder. “Oh good, you’re awake.”


  “I guess I am.” Izzie shrugged. “Mostly.”


  Patrick smiled, looking relieved. “I was a little worried. You were thrashing around pretty bad just a minute ago.”


  “Yeah?” Izzie reached up and rubbed the inside corners of her eyes with her finger tips. Judging by the angle of the light shining through the window, she knew that she couldn’t have slept for more than an hour or so, and if anything felt more tired than when she’d lain down.


  “Bad dream?”


  She nodded.


  “Not surprised. Rough night.” He pulled the towel off his shoulder and used it to dry his hands. “Well, breakfast will be ready by the time Joyce and Daphne get done with their showers, so just hang tight.”


  “Copy that,” she answered as Patrick went back through into the kitchen. She sighed, and ran a hand through her braids, which were still damp from the quick shower she’d taken before lying down. They were getting so fuzzy that she was half-tempted to cut the whole mess off, rather than go on messing with them. But she had other things to worry about. “Rough night, he says. . . .”


  Her feet were cold against the hardwood floor, and so she pulled on her socks and stomped into her boots before getting up and going in search of her phone.


  Calling what they’d all just been through a “rough night” was like saying that World War II was a “minor disagreement.” That the four of them had lived to see the sun rise again was just a little short of a miracle. Not that the nights ahead promised to be much better.


  But they had survived. Of course, Officer Carlson hadn’t been so lucky.


  Izzie found her phone in the pocket of her jacket, hanging on a hook near the front door along with her FBI credentials and holstered firearm. But before she turned the phone on to check her messages, she had second thoughts. Whatever was waiting for her, whatever texts or emails or missed calls, could wait until after she had some coffee and food in her, in that order. Then, as her stomach growled audibly, she realized that she hadn’t eaten since lunch the day before, so maybe food before coffee.


  She slipped the phone into the pocket of her jeans, and turned to glance around the room. She wasn’t quite sure what she had expected Patrick’s place to look like, but this? This wasn’t it.


  There was an electric bass guitar in one corner on a stand, beside a small portable amplifier, a boombox, and a turntable sitting on top a shelving unit filled with vinyl LPs. Stacks of old comics and magazines were piled atop a bookcase crammed with paperback and hardcover books. On the mantle above the fireplace were dozens of Pez dispensers arranged in careful rows, and on either side hung movie posters framed behind glass, mostly action films from the eighties and nineties. Opposite the fireplace, in a place of prominence, hung what appeared to be a hand-woven tapestry with a tessellated geometric design. Below the tapestry, on a narrow table of lacquered wood,was a small collection of framed photos, including one showing an old Polynesian man in denim overalls, standing next to a small boy wearing a Power Rangers t-shirt and sporting a gap-toothed grin. Other than the couch there was a low table and a couple of chairs, but no TV or computer to be seen, and while the furniture seemed a little threadbare and old, it was in good repair.


  They had been trying to get here the night before, until the road was blocked and they were forced to find another refuge. Making it to the Ivory Point lighthouse had been a lucky break in more ways than one, but still Izzie wished that they had made it to Patrick’s place the night before. This would have been a much more comfortable spot to ride out a terrifying night than the cold, dusty living quarters attached to the lighthouse.


  The shambling horde that had stood vigil on the boardwalk across from the lighthouse had fled with the sunrise, thankfully before the tide rolled out and the muddy land bridge once more connected the white rocks of Ivory Point with the shore.


  It had been Patrick who suggested that they come home with him to get cleaned up and get something to eat before tackling everything that lay ahead of them. Daphne had driven them over in her bureau car, which had survived the night without so much as a scratch, and Patrick had given directions from the backseat. From the passenger side window Izzie could see the spiraling whorls of the engraved markings that Patrick had shown her when he had described how his great-uncle had carved swirls into the houses in the neighborhood


  Patrick’s house was a two-story Victorian row house, with a living room, bedroom, bathroom, and kitchen on the first floor, and on the second floor another bedroom, sitting room, and a second bath. But when Izzie had gone to use the upstairs shower the second floor turned out to be mostly filled with junk—old furniture, moving boxes, stacks of yellowing papers, battered musical instruments, and broken toys. The shower in the upstairs bath was functional, but the bathroom itself didn’t look like it had been used in ages.


  Considering how fastidious and organized the first floor was, Izzie had been surprised by the chaotic clutter upstairs, and had meant to ask Patrick about it when she came back downstairs. But he was on the radio when she walked in, probably checking in with the duty officer back at the 10th Precinct Station House, so she decided to lay down and close her eyes for a minute while she waited for him to finish up, and then . . .


  She shook her head, trying to knock loose the memory of the nightmare she’d just had.


  Her stomach growled again, and she turned and made for the kitchen.


  “Is there any . . . ?” she began as she stepped through the doorway, to find Patrick reaching over and picking up a steaming mug from the counter and holding it out to her. “Coffee,” she finished with a sigh as she took the mug in both hands.


  She took her first sip, eyes closed.


  “Cream and two sugars, right?” Patrick flashed a faint smile as he turned his attention back to the stove. “See, I remember things.”


  “Close enough.” Izzie lowered the mug slowly from her lips. “I usually use the no-calorie sweetener stuff these days, but you won’t hear me complaining.”


  Patrick was carefully folding an omelet in the skillet with a spatula. “I haven’t had a chance to get to the market this week. . . . You know, with all of this mess going on. . . . So I had to make do with what I had.”


  “What, the impending apocalypse is interfering with your grocery shopping?” Izzie went to stand beside him, taking a deep breath in through her nose. “Well, it smells fantastic. Like I said, you won’t hear me complaining.”


  She took another sip of the coffee, as a brief pause stretched out between them. Then she put the mug down on the counter and straightened up.


  “You don’t think we’re crazy, right?”


  Patrick looked over in her direction, quirking an eyebrow. “Excuse me?”


  “This . . .” Izzie took a ragged breath. “This is all really happening, right?”


  Patrick put the spatula down next to the stove top, and then turned to face her. “What, you think we’re just imagining all of this? Like, this is one big hallucination that we are all sharing?”


  “Maybe,” Izzie said half-heartedly. She looked at the floor for a moment, then back up at him from under her eyebrows. “Or maybe I’m the one imagining all of it, and none of the rest of you are really here?”


  Patrick’s face cycled through a number of expressions quickly—the first hints of a smile, interrupted by a sudden shadow of doubt, and finally coming to rest on a look of resigned concern.


  “Look,” he said, reaching out and resting a hand on her shoulder. “You’re exhausted, sleep deprived, and strung out. So I get why that would make sense to you right now. But I promise you that this is really happening. As much as it would be nice to think that we could just, I don’t know, wake up and all of this wouldn’t be real, we don’t get that choice.” He sighed heavily. “Those things really are out there, and we have to deal with it.”


  “Do I smell coffee?” said a voice from behind Izzie.


  She turned to see Daphne standing in the open doorway, drying off her short blonde hair with a towel. Seeing her there, a smile spread across Izzie’s face, as she remembered the hours that they had spent together earlier that morning, waiting for the sun to rise. Their personal rules about getting romantically involved with fellow FBI agents were completely forgotten, as they sought what comfort they could in the warmth of each other’s embrace, sharing their most intimate secrets.


  At least there was one thing about last night that Izzie was glad to know hadn’t been a delusion. . . .


  CHAPTER TWO


  Patrick dug around in the cabinet until he came up with a couple of additional coffee mugs. He rarely had company over these days, and seldom had need for more than one mug at a time, and so he usually used the same insulated plastic travel mug every day. The ceramic coffee mug that he’d given Izzie was the only other one in regular use, most often used if he wanted hot tea later in the day. So the only options he had on hand to offer Daphne Richardson were two mugs that were normally buried way in the back of the cabinet.


  “You’ve got two choices,” he said a little sheepishly, turning back from the cabinet and holding a mug in either hand out to Daphne. On one was printed a blue Smurf holding a flower with the caption “Have a Smurfy Day,” that had probably belonged to one of his older cousins when they were kids, and on the other was printed SO MANY MEN, SO FEW CAN AFFORD ME. He watched as Daphne read the text on the second one and then looked back at him, raising an eyebrow. He shrugged, and explained, “It was my mom’s.”


  Daphne grinned, and opted for the Smurf. “I’ve got a Snoopy mug in my apartment,” she said, as she walked over to where the coffee pot sat on the counter. “It’s got a bonsai tree growing in it, though.”


  “I guess Joyce can use that one.” Izzie nodded toward the other mug, and then leered suggestively at him. “If you think you can handle it.”


  Patrick rolled his eyes, and, picking up the spatula, turned back to the stove. “This should be done in just a few minutes. Eggs are okay for everyone, I hope?”


  He glanced back over his shoulder when no one answered, and saw that the two women had drifted off to the far side of the kitchen, huddled close and talking in low voices as they sipped their coffees.


  “I’ll take that as a yes,” he said, returning his attention to the omelets.


  Izzie had told him in the car the other day that she might be interested in someone, romantically. Patrick hadn’t suspected at the time that she was talking about another FBI agent, much less another woman. No wonder Izzie had accused him of having a blind spot where romantic matters were concerned.


  Through the thin walls he could hear the sound of the sink running in the downstairs bathroom, and knew that Joyce must be almost finished up after her shower.


  Speaking of blind spots . . .


  Izzie had been giving Patrick a hard time for days about being oblivious to the fact that the city medical examiner was obviously interested in him—and that he was clearly interested in her, too. Patrick had objected, and insisted all along that she was imagining things. Then the night before, in the small hours of the night, he had found himself huddling for warmth under a dusty quilt with Joyce, and it turned out that what was between them was more than just a mild infatuation.


  Patrick hadn’t devoted much attention to maintaining a social life the last few years, much less romance. Ever since he transferred from Homicide to Vice he’d been keeping different hours, with more time spent on late night stake outs or undercover operations. What little free time he had left over was usually taken up with volunteering at his old middle school, where he taught the neighborhood kids the Te’Maroan traditions that he had learned from the older islanders when he was young. Seeing the kids play a game of konare or learning the movements involved in Te’Maroan stick fighting always made Patrick feel like he was passing on something special that had been entrusted to him. There were times when he wondered what it would be like to have a serious relationship and kids of his own, but things just never seemed to come together for him. He’d dated in the past, but in the end the work always got in the way.


  But now? In the midst of all of this strangeness, to find that he might have a chance with a woman as smart, funny, and beautiful as Joyce Nguyen?


  Of course, that was assuming that they both survived the mess that they found themselves in.


  Patrick cracked open the last of the eggs and poured it into the hot skillet. It had been a while since he cooked for so many people, and in fact most of the meals that he made were single servings. But when he was little, his mother would cook enough for a small army over this same stove, as aunts and uncles, cousins and siblings from all over the neighborhood crammed into the house for Sunday dinners. His great-uncle Alf had spent the last few years of his life living upstairs, until he died suddenly of a heart attack on the street when Patrick was just twelve years old.


  Patrick always felt a little guilty that after the old man had died he’d quickly come to dismiss everything Uncle Alf had taught him as silly superstitions. By the time he was in high school, Patrick had decided that the real world didn’t work that way,and that the old folks were just fooling themselves.


  But now, after the last few days that he and Izzie had spent investigating the connection between Ink and the Fuller murders, Patrick had no choice but to accept that there was some truth to those old beliefs, after all.


  At the moment, it appeared that Patrick and his friends were the only ones in a position to recognize the Preternatural forces that seemed to be engulfing Recondito.


  “Something smells good.”


  Patrick turned to see Joyce standing in the open doorway, leaning on her cane. She was wearing one of Patrick’s old t-shirts and a pair of sweat pants, having asked if she could run her own clothes through the washer and drier before putting them back on. Her hair, normally worn in a precisely sculpted asymmetrical undercut, was combed back straight from her forehead and tucked behind her ears.


  “Hey, you,” Patrick said, as Joyce walked across the floor toward him, her cane tonking on the hardwood underfoot.


  “Well, my boots are ruined.” She frowned, shaking her head ruefully. “I loved those damned things, too.”


  Patrick grimaced in sympathy. When they had been forced to wade across the rising waters to reach Ivory Point the night before, Joyce’s boots with their elaborate buckles and straps had been a necessary sacrifice.


  “It’s okay, though,” Joyce added with a sly grin. “It’s the perfect excuse to waste a bunch of money on a brand-new pair that I’ll love even more.”


  “Breakfast is almost ready.” Patrick slid an omelet from the skillet onto a plate, and nodded toward the coffee pot. “There’s coffee if you want some.”


  Joyce headed for the counter, pulling her phone out of the pocket of her sweatpants and checking her messages. “Got an update from security at the Hall of Justice, about the bodies missing from the morgue. They’re reporting it as a break in.”


  “So they think that someone broke in and stole the bodies?” Patrick arched an eyebrow.


  “That’s an easier explanation than what really happened, isn’t it?” Joyce picked up the mug on the counter and read the words printed on it before glancing sidelong at Patrick. “How many men can afford you, huh?”


  Patrick rolled his eyes. “Just pour the coffee and help me get these plates to the table, okay?”


  CHAPTER THREE


  They ate in silence, and for a long while the only sound in the room was the clatter of knives and forks on plates as they made short work of the meal that Patrick had prepared. Izzie sat on one side of the table with Daphne, while Joyce sat across from them, next to Patrick, making it feel like some kind of surreal double date, but since they’d started eating no one had really spoken. It was as if they all welcomed the chance to take a break, however small, from the overwhelming strangeness that they were facing. Or maybe, Izzie thought, none of them knew exactly what to say.


  When they were all on their second cups of coffee, it was Daphne who finally broke the silence.


  “Okay, look,” she said, dropping her fork so that it clattered onto her empty plate, “I’m just going to say it. Maybe I’m the only one, but I’m still pretty freaked out about all of this. You all seem pretty okay with dead bodies wandering around and invaders from another dimension or whatever, but if you ask me . . . this is crazy, right?”


  Izzie and Patrick exchanged a look.


  “Believe me,” Izzie said, turning back to Daphne and laying a hand on her knee, “you’re not the only one having a hard time with this.”


  Daphne let out a ragged sigh. “Well, at least the FBI’s Resident Agency is closed on Saturdays and Sundays, so we’ve got a little time to work out how we’re going to spin this with Agent Gutierrez.” Seeing Izzie’s frown, she hurried to add, “Look, I told you that I’d help keep the Bureau off your backs while you try to figure this out, but he knows that we both went down to assist with a Recondito PD investigation last night, so we have to give him something.”


  Izzie tried not to scowl as she took another sip from her coffee mug. Her experiences with Gutierrez were limited, but the Senior Resident Agent struck her as the type who wouldn’t likely be satisfied with anything other than an airtight story. He was already bristling that she’d come to town in the first place, for fear that her investigations might reopen the books on a murder case that the local authorities would very much prefer remain closed.


  “We’ll figure it out,” Izzie answered brusquely, then turned to face Patrick. “You were on the radio with the station house earlier, right? Where do things stand with the Recondito PD?”


  “Things aren’t great.” Patrick shook his head, a morose expression on his face. “Chavez sent a couple of uniforms down into that warehouse subbasement after I didn’t check back in, and they found what was left of Officer Carlson. Everyone knows that a police officer was murdered in the line of duty last night, though the department has been able to keep the exact details away from the press, so far.”


  “The EMTs have already delivered his remains to the city morgue,” Joyce said, talking around a mouthful of bacon. She held one finger up, wiped her mouth with a napkin, and then pulled out her cell phone. She thumbed it on and opened up her text messages, displaying an automated notification sent to her at the medical examiner’s office. “The request for an autopsy came through the system this morning.”


  As Joyce reached for another piece of bacon, she caught the glance that passed between Patrick and Izzie.


  “You’re worried about what I’m going to say, aren’t you?” Joyce said. She narrowed her eyes, glaring at Patrick.


  He gave her a pleading look. “You know that the authorities aren’t prepared to deal with this, Joyce. Not yet.”


  “So, what, you want me to just make something up? Look, I’m the city medical examiner, damn it. I’m not going to falsify an official report and lie about the cause of death. I don’t care what kind of weirdness is going on.” She took a bite of bacon and crunched angrily on it for a moment, fuming. Then she sighed, calming visibly. “But I can, I don’t know, be a little vague in the way that I record the details, and go with a watered-down version of the truth. Something that frames the results so that they’re less likely to raise any red flags about what happened down there until we know what we’re doing.”


  “Thanks, Joyce,” Izzie said. “We’ll have enough trouble explaining away the rest of what they found down there.”


  “Well, that’s just it,” Patrick said, chewing the inside of his cheek. “They might have found Carlson, but what they didn’t find was anything else. No other bodies, none of that equipment that we found, none of the Ink supplies . . . nothing. It was all gone by the time they got there.”


  The fact that the half-dozen bodies they had seen the night before were gone didn’t come as much of a surprise. After all, they had gotten up off the tables and chased Izzie and the others out of the building, and then joined the horde that pursued them all the way to the Ivory Point lighthouse. But the missing medical equipment was another matter entirely. Someone with resources was covering up their tracks.


  “So what’s the official story on what happened?” Daphne asked. “What did you tell them?”


  “It’s like she said.” Patrick indicated Joyce with a quick nod of his head. “A watered-down version of the truth, basically. I told the duty officer that Carlson and I found what appeared to be an Ink lab down there, and that in the course of our investigation we were attacked by unknown individuals. After Carlson was down, I engaged in a high-speed pursuit, and was unable to radio for backup due to technical malfunctions.”


  All of which was essentially true, leaving aside the fact Patrick and the others were the ones being pursued. And the minor detail that the “unknown individuals” pursuing them were half-dead drug users who had been taken over by an entity from another universe.


  “I’ve got to go to the station house and submit a full after-action report today,” Patrick went on. “The captain will write me up for not filing it sooner, I’m sure, but otherwise it doesn’t sound like they doubt my story.”


  “What about all of those people on the street? The . . .” Daphne looked from Patrick to Izzie. “What did you call them, again? The Riders?”


  “The Ridden,” Izzie answered. She thought of the horde of men and women who had pursued them through the streets, their skin almost completely covered by the black blots associated with long-term use of the street drug Ink. Men and women whose minds had been eaten away, both figuratively and literally, leaving them little more than puppets being controlled by an intelligence from a higher dimension that Izzie had dubbed the loa the night before.


  The loa that, to all indications, was either controlling or being controlled by Martin Zotovic, self-made millionaire and founder of the software company Parasol.


  Patrick shook his head. “Not a word. Nothing about the bus driver, either.”


  Izzie rubbed her chin, thoughtfully. “Aside from those kids who were tagging that wall on the boardwalk and that homeless guy, I don’t remember seeing any other civilians out on the street. And they ran off before the Ridden got there. So maybe no one else saw them?” Even as she said it, Izzie knew she didn’t really believe it.


  “Yeah.” Patrick had a skeptical look on his face. “Or maybe someone saw it but couldn’t tell anybody about it, or call for help. No cell service, remember?”


  “That broadcast van on the boardwalk was probably blocking our phones, right?” Izzie glanced around the table. “Who knows how big of a radius that thing covered.”


  “It was probably a stingray,” Daphne said, almost like an afterthought. “Sorry, I was still trying to process all of this last night in the lighthouse and didn’t think to mention it.”


  “Damn!” Patrick slapped a hand to his forehead. “I should have thought of that.”


  “Don’t beat yourself up,” Izzie said. “I’ve used the damn things on investigations before, and I was too distracted to think of it.”


  “Um, hello?” Joyce held up a hand, looking like the only one not in on the joke. “What the hell is a stingray?”


  “It’s a cell site simulator.” Daphne explained. “It mimics a cell phone tower’s signal, in other words. They’re used to track cellular devices, or intercept signals, or even just to boost cell signals. But they can also be used for jamming. The stingray broadcasts a stronger signal than any of the legitimate cell phone towers in the area, forcing all of the compatible devices in range to connect to it, instead. But if the stingray isn’t set to passively transmit that data on to the network, then any of the connected devices are basically useless. You’ve got full bars, but no real signal.”


  “Recondito PD has one,” Patrick said. “We used to bring it out on stakeouts to scan the cell phones of suspects we were monitoring, pulling their call logs and text messages without them ever knowing about it. But there were a whole rash of lawsuits in the courts, with people suing the city and arguing that it was an invasion of privacy, or overreach. That kind of thing. It was a mess.”


  “Wait.” Joyce sat up straighter. “So that thing wasn’t just blocking our phones, but it could have been scanning them, too?”


  “Could be.” Izzie frowned. “There’s no way of knowing for sure.”


  Joyce crossed her arms over her chest, scowling.


  “Okay, let’s think this through,” Patrick said, leaning back in his chair and rubbing his temples with his fingertips. “Those . . . those ‘Ridden’ guys came down to the warehouse because they knew we were there.”


  “They knew because the loa knew.” Daphne glanced around the table, and then turned to Izzie. “That’s what you called it, right?”


  Izzie nodded. “Don’t ask me how it knew, though. Those people were barely alive when we got there.”


  “Well,” Joyce said, “what we’ve been calling Ink is just part of this higher dimensional . . . whatever, if your theory is correct. And the Ink appears to highjack the host’s nervous system, which is how it’s able to direct their movements. So it obviously would have access to their senses, as well. So even if the hosts were dormant . . . like those six bodies we found in the basement . . . the Ink in their brains would still be receiving any incoming sensory data.”


  “You’re all missing my point,” Patrick interrupted, an impatient edge to his voice. He stood up from the table and began to pace across the floor. “The Ridden knew we were there last night. More importantly, Martin Zotovic and his people had to have known we were there, too. He had to have been the one to send the broadcast van to block our radios and phones. So we can’t dismiss the possibility that he knows who we are, too. Hell, he could be tracking us right now.”


  Izzie couldn’t help but steal a glance down the hallway at the front door, as though a horde of shambling Ridden might burst through at that very moment.


  “Crap,” Joyce said softly, looking down at the phone in her hand like it had suddenly turned into a poisonous snake. Then she suddenly set it down on the table at arm’s length before hurriedly leaning back away from it.


  “But these Ridden guys, they can’t go out in the daylight,” Daphne said. “So even if they did know where we are right now, they wouldn’t be able to come after us.”


  “Yes and no,” Izzie answered. “Malcolm Price had enough Ink in his system to turn Ridden after he jumped out a third story window, but before that he was walking around in the daylight without any trouble at all. So I’m not sure how that works.”


  “I have a theory about that.” Joyce pushed back from the table, perhaps to put even more distance between herself and her phone. “You described how Price’s skin changed after he got back up from the pavement. How quickly the blots spread.”


  Izzie nodded. She could still remember the way that the inky blots had bloomed across his skin from one instant to the next, until he looked like a walking shadow, staggering toward her with murderous intent.


  “And the blots on those six bodies in the warehouse moved in response to external stimulus,” Joyce went on. “They aren’t bruises or blemishes. I think that the blots are Ink, the substance itself. We assumed that the Ink was somehow being manufactured in the hosts’ bodies, and extracted from their brains and spinal columns by those hoses and pumps. And that fits the available evidence. But if the blots are Ink, then where did it go when Malcolm Price died? There was no trace of it when I examined him postmortem. More Ink appears in the host’s system over time, but I don’t think it’s being produced there. I think it’s arriving in their bodies from somewhere else.”


  “From ana to kata,” Izzie muttered. Seeing Daphne’s confused glance, she explained. “Two terms that keep cropping up in the weirdest places. A nineteenth century mathematician made them up, or borrowed them from the Greek or something, to describe movement in the fourth dimension. North and south, east and west, up and down, ana and kata.”


  “I was thinking in terms of ‘in’ and ‘out,’” Joyce said, nodding, “but the terminology doesn’t really matter. The important thing is, I think that the place the Ink is coming from as it appears in the hosts’ body is the same place it goes when the host body is killed. When you described it as ‘tentacles,’ Izzie, I think you were pretty close to the mark. The Ink is still connected to the main body, wherever that is, through the fourth dimension, and it pushes more of itself into the body, consuming more and more of the host’s grey matter as it does, and it can pull itself back out of the body, as well, leaving vacuoles behind. We know that the more pronounced side-effects of Ink use, like photophobia, only show up after prolonged usage. But maybe that’s just because there’s more of the stuff in their system. It could be that it’s the Ink that’s reacting to the light, not the host.”


  Izzie scratched the back of her neck, thinking it through. “So, what . . . ? Maybe the loa can draw enough of itself out of the Ridden that those side-effects go away? At least temporarily?”


  Patrick was leaning against the wall, arms crossed, a skeptical expression on his face. “Doubtful. It’s chewing up their brains, right? That’s where it starts. Would there even be enough up there left to operate if the Ink was gone?” He turned to Joyce. “What was it you said the other day about the effects of that much of the brain being missing? Their personality would be gone, and even if they were moving around, from a medical standpoint it wouldn’t be them calling the shots? Isn’t that how Ink works?”


  Joyce held up one hand, palm toward the ground, and wiggled it back and forth in a “yes and no” gesture.


  “Sure, that was the case with Malcolm Price,” she answered, “which was in line with the pattern of brain damage that we found in Nicholas Fuller’s victims five years ago. In all of those cases, the majority of the vacuoles were located in the frontal lobe, and yeah, with that much grey matter missing, they would have been incapable of independent thought or moving on their own volition. The car might have been driving, in other words, but they weren’t the ones behind the wheel anymore. But the brains of the other Ink users that I’ve examined didn’t display that same pattern. In each of those cases, the vacuoles were more evenly distributed throughout the entire brain. So they would still have been capable of some level of independent thought and agency, but it would have been impaired to one degree or another.”


  “Maybe it just affects different people in different ways,” Daphne put in.


  “Or maybe we’re looking at two separate things,” Izzie suggested. “What if the reason that we saw different kinds of damage in the brains of Nicholas Fuller’s victims was because the Ink was doing something different to them? The damage is more precise, maybe even surgical, because it needed to control them without causing all of those other side effects. Fuller claimed that his victims showed signs of personality loss, so there’s that, but none of them had black marks on their skin or had a problem walking around in broad daylight. Maybe it was using Malcolm Price the same way, until he threw himself out a window and ended up basically as good as dead anyway. So that was the point where enough Ink was pushed down into his system to cause the blots to appear on his skin.”


  “So let’s assume for the moment that it’s a one way street,” Patrick said. “Once someone is totally taken over, and the blots are on their skin, then they can’t go out in daylight. But until that point, sunlight isn’t a problem.”


  “So, if they know where we are right now,” Daphne asked, “what’s stopping them from coming after us? There’s got to be some of them that aren’t that far gone, right?”
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