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Prologue

	 

	For most of his life, Adam had been a disappointment. To himself, to his colleagues, and of course, to his mother. Dr. Janice Coleman was world-renowned. She had pioneered work in genetics that had changed the nature of biology. Because of her work, a crop of corn could yield twenty times as much food as it had only a decade earlier. She was a savior to literally millions. Adam was no one’s savior.

	Adam had followed in his mother’s footsteps, but his work had been utterly uninspired for years. His theories rarely panned out. His lab work was mundane, and his focus on interspecies gene-splicing had hit more walls than a crash test dummy. After four years of having almost nothing to show for his efforts, he was let go from the university.

	What Adam could not have realized at the time, and what no one else would have ever imagined, was that he was right. The gene-splicing he had hoped to achieve was doable, and it was all thanks to the aid of the Abyss.

	When Adam had first gotten the job offer, he’d thought it was a prank. Maybe something arranged by the genetics laboratory at the university to add one final humiliation to his failures after they’d already let him go. Who would ever believe such an offer? A salary more than double what he had been making, a residence at a top secret facility in Arizona, and full use of resources he had only read about in science journals.

	The Abyss was top-of-the-line in every conceivable way. It was like no other facility in the world. They had equipment that Adam had heard was only available in Europe or Asia. Machines that had only been tested in experimental conditions. The entire facility was like a science nerd fantasy come to life. It had been, and still was, hard to believe it was all real.

	The fact was, Adam had not believed it was real at first—the job description, the pay, the resources. It had sounded like so much fluff that he dismissed it out of hand. He had been tempted to simply ignore the message, but instead, he had replied, intending to be dismissive and sarcastic. He’d even suggested that if they wanted him, he would be free to tour the facility the next day, but they had to send a car and fly him in by private jet. He’d also requested the plane have a bowl of M&M’s available, but only the green ones.

	The next day, there had been a knock at Adam’s door. A limousine had been waiting in front of his apartment to pick him up.

	He’d hastily packed a bag. The car had taken him to an airstrip where a private jet awaited. The jet had been for him alone as well as the bowl of all-green M&M’s. He remembered feeling equally baffled and delighted.

	The Abyss was underground. From outside, it looked to be nothing more than a simple private airfield in the middle of nowhere. Once inside the hangar, an elevator had taken him below ground to the massive research facility. It had been bigger than the university he worked at previously but entirely buried in the rock.

	Adam had asked the guard who met him at the elevator how such a thing was built and kept secret. The guard had said he could not answer questions.

	In the lobby, he had been met by Dr. Marcus Graham, a man that seemed vaguely familiar to him. There had been a story about him some years in the past, Adam recalled. Another disgraced researcher, but he couldn’t even remember in what field.

	“Dr. Coleman,” Dr. Graham had said, extending a hand to greet him. Dr. Graham had been a bit of a rumpled-looking man. He had not shaved in a couple of days, and it looked like he might have had combed his hair with his fingers. He was of average height and slight build. But there had been an intensity in his eyes that Adam recognized. It had been the same kind of look his mother used to have—that of someone dead set on achieving a goal.

	Adam had shaken his hand. Graham’s hand was clammy.

	“I’m Dr. Marcus Graham, and I run the Abyss. As you have read in your offer, we are the world’s foremost research facility dealing with genetics and transdimensional physics, biology, and biophysics.”

	“Transdimensional?” Adam had wondered. He’d been familiar, but certainly not his area of expertise. He hadn’t thought that was anyone’s area of expertise. It was science fiction stuff.

	“Yes. I am sure that if you were like the others, you are already considering this quackery or madness or whatever other pejoratives get thrown around by the simpleminded when confronted with science that is beyond the status quo. But you are not like the others. Still, let me assure you, what we do here is real, and it will change the universe.”

	He had paused then and stared at Adam, letting him take in the gravitas of the statement. Adam had looked around the room. There’d been two security guards at a desk and a bank of elevators behind them. Aside from those and the elevator that had taken him there, there was not much else to see.

	“So, what do we do here?” he’d asked.

	“I could tell you, but let me show you instead,” Graham had said, taking Adam on a tour of the facility and then showing him the lower five levels. He told Adam that he would be working there, in the laboratory. And then he had showed Adam some of their earlier work.

	“As you can see, we need someone with your skill. So, are you in?”

	Adam had stared through the safety glass at two researchers in contamination suits. They were taking a blood sample from a dog. Or what had once been a dog. Now it lazily drifted around a pool, propelled forward by sleek chocolate-brown tentacles like those of an octopus.

	“The techs call him Octopup. He was one of our first successes. He’s been here for over two years,” Graham had said.

	“You’ve kept it alive for two years?”

	“It was born two years ago. We expect it to have a long, healthy life. When it’s not in the lab, it has a little oasis in the holding area. I’m told it likes to play in the coral.”

	“How? How did this happen?”

	“You know how, Dr. Coleman. Your paper on cross-species cellular bonding was integral for this work.”

	“My paper? They told me it was nonsense.” He’d looked at Dr. Graham, barely able to comprehend what he had seen. Graham had placed his hands on the younger man’s shoulders. His expression had been grim, and he spoke with anger in his voice.

	“‘Nonsense’ is what idiots call things they cannot understand. Two hundred years ago, the work we do would have been called ‘magic’ by the narrow-minded. Look with your own eyes, Dr. Coleman. You can prove your theories here in the Abyss.”

	“But none of my experiments ever worked. I could never prove the theory in a lab,” Adam had told him. Graham had smiled, squeezing his shoulder.

	“You can now,” he’d pointed out.

	Adam had been provided living facilities on-site within the hour. He had started work the very next day. It was unlike anything he had ever seen.

	Adam’s work over his first year in the Abyss had been beyond his wildest dreams. He had gone from wild theories to practical realities in just days. The science was something that transcended anything he learned in school. In fact, it was something he had yet to fully grasp. There was a single X factor involved that Dr. Graham had not explained and would not explain to him. Or, rather, he had said he would explain later.

	“It is a transdimensional biological compound. It is like the plasma of the universe. Of reality itself, you might say,” Graham had told him, handing over a vial. The tiny glass cylinder held a substance that appeared to be liquid but impossibly black and in a state of flux. It moved and swirled in the small vial through some mechanism unknown to Adam.

	“How do you isolate such a compound?” Adam had asked.

	Graham had ignored the question. “What you need to know is that any of your experiments need to use this as a base. It is the key to creating life where it should not exist,” the doctor had explained. Adam had looked at the vial and watched the blackness swirl within.

	“What do we call it?” he’d asked.

	“I isolated it as Compound Seventy-Six. But most of the techs have taken to calling it Anti-Life.”

	“Anti-Life? That sounds dark.”

	Dr. Graham had laughed and shrugged his shoulders.

	“Think of it like the canvas on which life is painted. It is not alive, but it can make almost anything live, even when the established rules of nature prohibit it. It will not be bound by the so-called ‘scientific standards of life’ set by the fools in their ivory towers who look down on visionaries like you and call your work nonsense. Thus, it is Anti-Life.”

	“This could change the world. Why does no one know about it yet? Why isn’t this on every news station, in every scientific journal?” Adam had asked.

	“The Abyss is my facility. Our work progresses on my terms. When we’re ready, everyone will know. Everyone. But not before,” he’d said.

	Adam had nodded. He’d supposed rushing something like this was not scientifically prudent. But it was a discovery that was beyond anything that ever happened with science before. It was on par with the discovery of fire. A substance that could shape and manipulate life itself? It was fascinating.

	Once work had started, Adam never saw Dr. Graham again. Instead, he’d worked in a lab with three other geneticists and a variety of assistants and technicians. They’d been all welcoming to Adam, and no one mocked any of his ideas. He had never experienced that level of professional acceptance in his life. The Abyss had been supportive and nurturing of his work. That, plus the pay and the benefits, was like a dream come true.

	The others had told him that Graham worked on the base level. No one knew the exact nature of his research. Graham had seven PhDs, they had said. Some said even more. His work was in genetics, or physics, or transdimensional physics, or even engineering.

	How the Abyss had been built, no one knew. Adam thought it had to have been a government facility, but there was no sign of government oversight. It seemed like Graham was independently wealthy and also a genius. The details were of little interest to Adam, though. He’d been able to work in the Abyss and do so freely. Moreover, his work had been garnering real results. Anti-Life was a scientific marvel. That was all that mattered.

	Adam had believed his work could lead to a new age of medicine. If he could use Anti-Life and eliminate any worries about tissue rejection, transplants could become simple everyday procedures. His progress over a year at the Abyss had borne that theory out. It was not inconceivable that in the near future, a person in need of a heart transplant could get one from a pig the same day and their body would accept it with no complications at all. Anti-Life seemed to rewire an organism’s entire genetic makeup to allow for such bonding.

	Adam had been working on something similar to the Octopup. He had merged a capuchin monkey with a golden-crowned flying fox at the embryonic stage and developed a monkey capable of flight. It was a little homage to the Wizard of Oz, and the other researchers had been delighted to see the small creature when it was born. He had been ecstatic to see how Anti-Life mixed the DNA so smoothly. There was no mutation like he had expected. He wished he knew more about the substance and how it worked, though. Even how it was manufactured was a guarded secret in the Abyss.

	 

	***

	 

	It was getting close to lunch, and Adam was on his computer, documenting a round of blood tests he conducted on Icarus, the monkey/bat hybrid he created. The little creature was eating grapes in its cage near his desk. His lab mates were working on their research when a loud abrasive whine broke the silence.

	A red light over the exit flashed on and off as the Klaxon alarm continued unabated. Adam looked up from his work as Icarus began screeching. People looked around, confused.

	“What is that?” one of the researchers asked.

	“Containment alarm,” Adam answered. He had been given an orientation packet when he was hired that covered the ins and outs of the Abyss. He knew the floor plan, secure access, washrooms, fire extinguishers. It mentioned a containment alarm if an experiment ever breached the facility.

	Adam had known there was a lot more in the Abyss than his own work. Biological, chemical, even robotic technology were being employed. A large portion of the facility was dedicated to biological and chemical weapon research—not developing but combating it. Neutralizing or counteracting various agents. But that also meant having those agents on hand. If something leaked, or if a security threat breached the facility, it could be catastrophic.

	“We have to leave,” Adam yelled then, looking at Icarus in his cage. The creature had been screaming in fear, trying to spread its wings. It was against protocol to release any such experiment in an emergency. But if there was an actual containment breach, then Icarus was very likely going to die.

	Adam unlocked the cage. If it was a false alarm, he could say Icarus must have figured out how to release himself. Otherwise, he at least had a fighting chance now.

	The humans bustled out of the laboratory into the hallway. There were over a dozen such rooms on Level Five where Adam was working. Everyone looked confused as they made their way into the hall.

	“Was it on Level Five?” someone asked as Adam entered the hall, where a stream of lab-coated humanity headed toward the elevators.

	“No idea,” Adam said.

	He glanced through the laboratory window on his way past. Icarus was outside of his cage now, screaming at the alarm. Adam hoped he’d be okay.

	The Abyss was arranged like a wagon wheel around a central hub. The hub was the shaft containing several elevators that led to the lobby on the main floor, where the elevators that took one up to the airfield were located.

	The spokes of the wagon wheel each had several laboratories on them. There were six spokes on each level. By the time everyone made it to the central elevator bank on Level Five, perhaps close to fifty scientists, researchers, and technicians from different departments had crowded in the area. It was disorganized and frantic. Everyone tried to stay calm and levelheaded, but people started to panic in the face of a potential breach as the minutes went on.

	Adam heard people talking when he neared the elevators, but it had been hard to see what was going on through the crowd. As he got closer, he saw that the elevators were not moving.

	“What’s the holdup?” he asked no one in particular.

	“Security isn’t letting people out,” a woman in front of him replied.

	Adam frowned, pushing his way forward.

	He worked his way to the elevator doors. The room was like a donut, with the elevator shaft representing the hole in the middle. He walked all around the elevator banks. An armed guard was stationed at each elevator.

	“Why can’t we leave?” Adam asked one of the guards. The guard’s name was Wilson. It was a man he recognized and had spoken to on many occasions. He wasn’t necessarily friends with the man, but friendly enough.

	“You are to remain here,” Wilson ordered expressionlessly. The alarm continued to blare in the background.

	“But there’s a containment breach. Is it just a drill or something?” Adam asked again.

	“You are to remain here,” Wilson repeated.

	“Says who? Dr. Graham?” someone in the crowd yelled.

	“You can’t keep us down here. We should head topside until we know it’s safe,” someone else said.

	“You are to remain here,”

	“Is it any other floor or just Level Five?” another researcher asked.

	The guard did not respond.

	“You can’t treat us like this. You can’t hold us for no reason,” a tall man in a white coat yelled.

	The tall man approached the guards. Wilson removed a gun from a holster at his side and pointed it at the scientist. Several people in the crowd gasped or screamed.

	“You are to remain here,” Wilson repeated in the same monotone as before.

	“Are you serious? I thought this place was supposed to be free of the kind of tyranny we experienced in the scientific community before. It’s worse!” exclaimed the tall man.

	Other people shouted. Voices grew louder and angrier. The alarm going off cut through Adam’s nerves like a hot knife. The stress of the situation was reaching a boiling point. He could feel it. He was not a man prone to violence, but he wasn’t so sure about everyone else. And if it was a matter of life and death, people were going to start acting rashly.

	“Wilson, come on. We’re just scared. We need to know what’s going on,” Adam pleaded with the guard. Wilson’s eyes drifted to him for a brief moment, but that was all it took. The tall man reacted quickly, reaching for the guard’s gun.

	Someone screamed. The scientist and the guard wrestled for the weapon, and it went off, shooting at the ceiling. Panic broke out all around.

	Two of the other guards tried to help Wilson but were rushed by more of the researchers, fighting over the guns. Other people ran to the elevators, pounding the buttons over and over.

	“You are never going to leave!” Wilson yelled, releasing the gun and letting the tall man have it. The scientist pointed it at the guard. But it didn’t matter.

	The tall man’s head fell on the floor with a knocking sound. Adam almost laughed because it sounded like a coconut. He thought there was no way a human head made that sound when it hit the ground.

	Wilson lowered what used to be an arm. The appendage was midnight black. It flowed over his flesh and uniform, glistening in the overhead lights of the hub. It was long and wriggly, like some kind of inchworm or caterpillar. The end, where the man’s hand had once been, was a fan of irregularly shaped black shards. They looked like wood splinters almost, but the edges had been sharp like knives.

	The guard’s body had expanded. At some points, his flesh darkened to pure black with the same glistening substance as the arms. In other places, it turned a polished gray that looked almost like pewter.

	His face then burst open as though someone grabbed the skin from behind and ripped it back. The muscle and bone within pushed forward and cracked audibly as his face grew. Little strands of the same black substance laced into the muscle like wire reinforcements. His head swelled until it created a massive sphere of dripping, bloody muscle and skull laced with wiggling black tendrils.

	Where once there had been two eyes were now six. The mouth expanded as well, new teeth growing in the jaws. The black tendrils pulsed and grew thicker, covering bloody muscle, becoming the creatures skin. It spoke words, but Adam couldn’t make them out over the sounds of the screams.

	The black tentacles shredded through the crowds. It was like an ax cutting through saplings. Blood and bone and guts sprayed the walls and floors and ceilings.

	Adam tried to run. The other three guards similarly transformed. One became something more akin to a dog, crouched on all fours with tentacles emerging from its back. The monsters killed his coworkers by the dozens.

	He fled toward the laboratories, slipping on blood and shredded body parts. He was almost in the hallway back to his own work room when something burst through his chest. The pain, at least, only lasted a moment.


Chapter 1

	 

	The sun was hot and blinding. Vincent drove with the visor of the car down, squinting in the light. Dezzy munched on a can of Pringles and sipped a Mountain Dew as he bobbed his head along to Axl Rose singing Welcome to the Jungle.

	“We gotta get off this road,” Vincent said, frowning and trying to ignore the sun. He was sure he’d had sunglasses in the car at some point, but he couldn’t find them anymore. They had been driving down the lonely stretch of interstate for over an hour now and had seen almost nothing but the vast emptiness of sand, rocks, and scrubland.

	“We’re almost there. Man, I love it here.”

	“You love it here? We aren’t anywhere,” Vincent said. Dezzy shrugged.

	“Well yeah, man. It’s like being somewhere and nowhere at the same time. This is pure, ya know? No pollution from cars, no skyscrapers and department stores. This is what the world is supposed to look like.”

	“I like nature as much as the next guy, but I’d prefer not to face the sun anymore.”

	“But that’s the beauty of the sun, Vincent. It shows up, says hello, then wanders across the sky until tomorrow brings it back.”

	Vincent laughed. That was true, he supposed. Eventually, the sun would leave on its own.

	“Also, at the next road, we can make a turn and head into Phoenix,” he added.

	“Oh. Nice,” Vincent said. Dezzy nodded.

	“You’re gonna love it, man. When we get to Rigby’s, and you taste that meatball sub for yourself, it’s going to change your life. Like, yeah!”

	Dezzy was very excited to return to his old stomping grounds. He had died on his way to get a meatball sub from a place called Rigby’s after a Guns N’ Roses concert decades in the past. Now he finally had the chance to do what he wasn’t able to on that fateful night. In a weird way, Vincent was very happy for him.

	A sandwich seemed unimportant, but Vincent understood what it meant to his friend. In a lot of ways, he and Dezzy were searching for the same thing. They wanted their past and to complete their own stories. For Vincent, that meant learning the truth of who he really was. For Dezzy, that meant completing the night he never got to all those years ago.

	Vincent could not remember who he was. His life, as he remembered it, only went back to the field—a grassy field in the middle of nowhere. He had awoken there, surrounded by five dead bodies and the remains of a massive bonfire. The bodies, he later learned, belonged to five incredibly powerful wielders of magic. The first was a necromancer named Bogdan Dalca. Then a witch named Selena Elliot. Then a cult leader named Samuel Beckett.

	The souls of those dead people had found their way into Vincent’s body. He had warred with Dalca to remove his spirit. With Selena, he had convinced her that she could trust him. And with Sam, he had formed a partnership. Each had left a piece of themselves inside Vincent in the form of the power they once wielded. Power he could now wield as well.

	From Dalca, he had learned necromancy and the power to raise the dead. From Selena, he had learned primal magic and the ability to manipulate nature and the world. From Samuel, he had learned blood magic, the same power wielded by djinn that could create or destroy nearly anything. And there were still two spirits left.

	Though part of their trip to Arizona was to help Dezzy reconnect with his past, it was mostly to find a group called Sight Unseen. They were supposed to be Forteans—people who wielded psychic powers. They could read minds or move objects with only a thought. The fourth spirit in Vincent’s head was a powerful Fortean. A man who was also a serial killer. A murderer who used his powers to kill and get away with it.

	Vincent hoped the other Forteans would help free him from Coulson before the spirit became conscious and took over his body. And he also needed them to help him find out more about his life before the ritual. Sam and his sister, Sofia, had suggested that if anyone could unravel the mystery of Vincent’s past, it was a Fortean. A psychic who could look into his mind and see who he was before he awoke in that field.

	As it stood, Vincent had no idea who or what he was. Sam’s input had been little. He had met Vincent before the ritual, but only briefly. As far as Sam knew, Vincent had been a member of the cult. He was a volunteer who chose to join a ritual that would have seen him become the vessel for some being that lived beyond the Dimensional Rift.

	Sam had been possessed by a djinn named Razul, who was serving this being—this creature of Chaos—from the Dimensional Rift. As Sam had explained it, the creature was something beyond human understanding. It wasn’t anything so simple as a witch or a djinn, or even a demon. It was like Chaos itself. But no one knew for sure. And, even more perplexing, no one knew why the ritual failed. Not even Razul.

	Razul had been dealt with. Sam had traveled to the Void, a dimension beyond mortal life. And both Selena and Bogdan were gone. Vincent only had his friend Dezzy to help him solve the mystery and free himself from both the spirits of the serial killer and a demon child. The last two spirits seemed to be the most frightening of them all.

	Dezzy had proven to be a valuable asset and a good friend on Vincent’s journey. Dezzy having been dead since the 1980s made things all the more incredible. From his death up to the time they met, he had existed in a place beyond the Veil of life, serving as a Scion of a being called the Prince of Nothing.

	Vincent had met Dezzy when he traveled beyond the Veil to learn about his past and what was happening to him. Dezzy was the nephew of another friend, a mortician named Stanley Crisp. His family was indebted to the Prince of Nothing and served as his Scions in the afterlife. Their task was to help guide souls to their everlasting rest, whether that be Heaven, Hell, or a dozen places in between. But somehow, Vincent had used his necromancy, and its mirror, biomancy, to resurrect Dezzy as a real, living person again.

	As a mortal, Dezzy had no special powers. But he was a good friend, and he did have an abundance of knowledge of the afterlife and the things that existed beyond human understanding. He also had a bottomless stomach and a real love for Guns N’ Roses. He was an eighties-era metal head drifter who, just like Vincent, got caught up in something well beyond his control. And they worked well together.

	“I hope this sandwich lives up to the hype,” Vincent said. Dezzy ate more chips and nodded.

	“Oh, man. It’s gonna be transcendental.”

	“I don’t think a sandwich can be transcendental, can it?” Fix asked.

	Fix was the final piece of Vincent’s puzzle. When he woke up in the field, Fix was a disembodied voice in his head. Like Vincent, he could not remember his past. They assumed at first that he must have been involved in the ritual. Maybe one of the dead bodies on the ground, since the others had manifested in Vincent’s head as well. But that was starting to look very doubtful.

	Now that Vincent knew who all five bodies were, Fix didn’t fit into the picture anymore. But he had also learned that not everyone was just as they seemed. Samuel Beckett had had Razul stuck in his head. When Sam’s spirit transferred to Vincent, Razul came with him. Another disembodied voice. That meant Fix’s identity was potentially even more mysterious than Vincent’s. At least Vincent had a face and a body. There was a chance he could figure out his past. But Fix could have been anyone. Or anything.

	Both Vincent and Fix had danced around the idea that he was none of the people in the field. It had become a bit of an elephant in the room. But there was one saving grace for Vincent in that realization. It was the same thing that made him feel confident in his own potential identity.

	There was the fear he held in his heart that he joined that ritual because he was trying to help Razul. He was afraid it was his goal to kill those people, Selena and Sam and the others, and then gain the power to potentially destroy the world. It was a possibility. But Stanley Crisp had told him that it didn’t matter who he used to be. And Crisp’s words rang true.

	Who he used to be was gone. And the person he was now was what mattered. He could choose to be a good person. He could decide to do his best to undo the damage Razul had done and to keep the people he met like Dezzy and Stanley Crisp safe from it. And maybe that was all that mattered.

	So whoever Fix was, Vincent trusted him. They had been together since everything began, and he knew he could count on him. Whoever or whatever Fix was, he was Vincent’s friend now. And they would figure out their histories together and come to terms with whatever they learned.

	Despite the encouraging words he told himself, Vincent still couldn’t help being a little suspicious of the truth. He needed to know it, but he was still afraid. He was using Stanley’s words like a mantra. If he was a monster in the past, it didn’t matter. That person effectively died in the field. He wanted to believe that. But it was hard to hold that belief. And that was why he wanted the truth. That was why he needed to find Sight Unseen and learn about who he was before everything began.

	Dezzy, Vincent knew, had a family once. More than just his Uncle Stanley. He had a mother in Arizona somewhere. And he had lost all of that when he died. Vincent wanted to know if he had anyone—parents, or siblings, even children, or someone who loved him. But he had no memories. And so he needed to know.

	Vincent found the exit for Phoenix and turned, blessedly finding himself out of the sun.

	“Do you want to look anyone up when we get there? Your family or friends or anything?” he asked.

	Dezzy ate another chip and looked out the window.

	“I don’t think so. I mean, yeah, I want to. But look at me. I haven’t even aged. I can’t show up at my mom’s house and be all, ‘Hey Mom, look who’s not a zombie,’ or whatever.”

	“I could see that being hard to take,” Vincent agreed.

	“I dunno, man. What would you do?” Dezzy asked.

	Vincent sighed loudly.

	“I have no idea, Dezzy. I see what you’re saying but I don’t know what my family is like or if I even have one. I think that has to be a big part of it. You know how your mom would take it.”

	“She’d have kittens, man. I want to see her again, to see everyone. But I don’t think it’s fair. To come back and screw with everyone’s heads? They had to bury me, you know?”

	“It’d be in a good way, at least,” Vincent said.

	“Yeah, but I could die again tomorrow. That’d be messed up.”

	“Well, we could all die tomorrow. Anyone can say that,” Vincent offered. Dezzy shook his head.

	“No man, I mean we could die tomorrow for real. You have died, literally, multiple times since I met you. I figure we get those last two ghosts out of your head, get rid of the entrance to the Dimensional Rift and save the day, then maybe I can be comfortable being alive again.”

	Dezzy laughed, but Vincent frowned. He knew his friend meant it as a bit of a joke, but wasn’t wrong.

	“You don’t have to come with me, Dezzy. I don’t want to put this on you. I don’t want you afraid to live because you think you’re going to die with me.”

	Dezzy looked as close to offended as Vincent had ever seen him. He finished chewing the Pringles that were in his mouth.

	“That’s a hell of a thing for you to say to me, man. I’m only alive because of you. I watched you save the actual world. The whole thing. More than once. I’m not ditching you just ’cuz I want to have some of my grandma’s cookies, man. Come on!”

	“I just don’t want you to get hurt. This stuff is crazy,” Vincent said.

	Dezzy nodded.

	“Man, you are preaching to the crazy choir! We are in this together until the end, whatever that means.”

	Dezzy grabbed Vincent
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