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Prologue

	 

	It was just like in the beginning. There was nothing. Vincent’s head swam. His eyes opened and focused on nothing because there was nothing. There was only darkness, devoid of shape or form. He was in a sea of black, floating and lost.

	The darkness was neither cold nor warm. It had no up or down, no near or far. It was as if the world, as if reality, had forgotten Vincent and left him behind. In a place where nothing exists anymore.

	He tried to move. He sat up. Here was direction. Here was up and down. There was something solid beneath his hands. There was a cold breeze and the scent of mud. It was not nothing after all. He was in a place that he knew all too well. The only place that refused to forget him, even as he struggled to remember anything about who he was and where he had come from. Vincent was in the field.

	This was the place of his birth. Not for real, of course. But as far back as he could remember. He had no active memory of a single moment in his life before this place. This overgrown field in the middle of nowhere, miles from anything significant or important to anyone.

	This field was where five handpicked, powerful souls met their doom, along with nameless others given to the fire that burned below the Dimensional Rift. This was where the djinn, Razul, plotted with Samuel Beckett, his cult, and the twisted Dr. Graham to plunge the world into Chaos. And it hadn’t worked.

	The ritual had been performed. The sacrifices had died. The necromancer, the witch, the cultist, the psychic, and the demon—they’d died so that something could live. Or, at least, exist. But something had gone wrong, and Vincent had no idea what because he couldn’t remember that night. He only remembered waking up with the dead bodies the next day and no idea who he was. He only knew his name from the ID in his pocket. It was just him and Fix, the disembodied voice in his head. And now he was back.

	Or was he?

	The field was not as he had remembered it. No charred remains of the fire here, no black altar used for dark rituals. But there was… something.

	Vincent stood on unsteady legs. He was struggling to recall where he had just been. He was sure he was with his friend, Dezzy. Dezzy and Coulson, the fourth spirit who had died on the same spot where he now stood. Only they were in a desert. In Arizona. And then… this.

	He stepped toward where the fire had once been. The place where the Dimensional Rift, a portal to a reality made entirely of Chaos, had once hung in the air like an infected sore in time and space. The Rift was gone. And where the fire had once been, was now a seething pit of black ooze. Chaos magic.

	Chaos moved like a thing alive. It writhed with tentacles fueled by an alien intelligence. If it was alive, if it could think and feel, it did so in a way that no human could understand. It moved like it was hungry.

	Vincent stepped away from the pool of dark energy. The bodies were missing. This was not like the dreams he had experienced in the past. Fear gripped him then as he took another step back. It might not have been a dream at all.

	He turned to leave, to follow the path out of the field. The same way he escaped that first day. But the bodies were there now. Bogdan Dalca, Selena Elliot, Samuel Beckett, Thomas Coulson, and the boy. The demon boy.

	The bodies were not as Vincent remembered them. These were broken; like dolls, limbs jutting out at odd angles and flesh bloated with rot. These were old corpses, the forgotten dead. These were nightmares.

	Another step through the dry grass and the body of Bogdan Dalca twitched. Vincent cursed under his breath. The others moved as well. They shifted and grasped at the trampled grass or the air as their bodies shuddered to life.

	There was fear deep in the pit of Vincent’s stomach. But more than anything, there was anger. He was tired of this. Tired of fighting these monsters, again and again, only to be pulled back into the same nightmare. Every time he seemed to have made progress, it felt like it was torn away from his grasp only moments later.

	His knowledge was still so limited. The few things he had learned about his own identity and history had just led to more questions. And the monsters kept trying to either kill or control him. They wanted to take away the meager scraps of memories he’d managed to gather in his own head, the weak construct of an identity.

	Dalca rose to his feet, his body like a puppet on strings. He slumped and stumbled, the head barely attached to the body. Black slime poured from his eyes and nose and mouth. He moaned an unearthly sound and reached out with blackened fingers.

	Selena and Coulson joined him at his side, with Samuel only a step behind. But the demon child, unlike the others, stood still. This creature was not warped and rotted away. He was as Vincent remembered him. Just a child, with a manic laugh and a terrifying gleam in his eye. Of course, this was his doing. The demon was the only one left.

	Vincent cleared his mind as the monsters ambled toward him. He would not play this game again. The cat and mouse, the panic and confusion. He’d already worked through four of them. The demon child would have to learn that it had waited too long to make its move.

	He stared into the body of Dalca. He probed for the cool, purple energy of necromancy, the power of Death, but it was not there. In his mind, Vincent felt only the power of Chaos. Of course, because this thing was not truly the corpse of Bogdan Dalca. None of them were truly dead bodies. They were constructs made of Chaos, illusory monsters preying on his fears. But they still existed in the world. And the world was not subject to the whims of one demon.

	Vincent let his mind drift to the soil beneath his feet. The field and everything in it might have been created, a nightmare given shape by Chaos magic. But the world outside of it was as it had always been. And beneath the earth, he could feel the powers he sought.

	He reached out with his mind and grasped the purple and white threads of necromancy. He drew them into his body with the rich, vibrant blue of primal energy and the fearsome bursts of blood magic. And from his own mind, he summoned a spiral of earthy brown telekinetic power that extended from his body like a sword.

	The twisted constructs loomed closer, and Vincent lashed out with all the power he could muster. Bursts of blood magic tore into the flesh of the creatures while necromancy pulled at the fake flesh, forcing them to respond as though they were true corpses.

	The power he drew from the earth shredded the monsters. Vincent drew more strength, destroying not just the phantoms but the entire world the demon had fabricated. The illusion of the field was pulled apart like wallpaper being ripped down. The dark sky shattered, and light came through. The pit of Chaos swallowed itself up, and the nightmare simply blinked from existence.

	Vincent had no idea where he was. But he was not alone. The demon child had not moved. His playful smile hadn’t wavered in the slightest.

	“We’re ending this now,” Vincent said. The demon was the final soul, the last of the five who had found their way into his head. If he eliminated this last one, then he could finally unravel the mystery of who he was and how he got involved in everything in the first place.

	“I’m not done playing yet,” the boy replied mischievously. Vincent reached out with a TK spiral, but it shattered like glass upon hitting the demon’s body. The boy laughed and ran.

	They were outside, but it was not a place Vincent recognized. There were trees and vegetation, and the surrounding grass seemed like it was being maintained. It looked like a lawn, like someone’s backyard.

	The boy darted into the trees and disappeared among them. Vincent gave chase, cautious of his surroundings and expecting something, anything, to leap out at him at any moment.

	The dense tree cover made following the boy difficult. The laughter rang through the woods, seemingly from multiple directions at once. Vincent chose a direction and headed that way, hoping his instincts would lead him on the right path. But the fact was that the demon had been the one to summon Vincent to wherever they were. He wasn’t truly trying to escape. It was all just a game.

	The tree line came to an abrupt stop, and Vincent found himself facing a massive, old building lined with windows across five floors. The center of the building rose to a large clock tower, and there were smaller peaks to the left and right. The massive front doors were protected from the elements by pillars holding up a small, peaked roof.

	A handful of cars were parked in a lot outside the building. Though he was still some distance away, Vincent could see someone pushing a wheelchair along a walkway out front. And in the foreground, between himself and the building, the demon child was running for the doors.

	Vincent ran as fast as he could. The child’s laughter drifted back to his ears, but it never turned once to see if Vincent was following. It made a beeline for the doors, and Vincent pushed as hard as he could. He had no desire to lose the child in a building of that size. It would be like hunting him down inside a maze.

	His longer legs closed the distance immediately. The person pushing the wheelchair was easier to see now. A woman in a white dress with a small hat on top of her head. She wore a blue sweater and white shoes. Other people were standing near the door, two tall men dressed in white and a shorter man in a white coat and brown pants. The child was running toward them.

	The demon reached the parking lot, with Vincent only a few paces behind. He couldn’t risk the demon harming random bystanders. The demon was screaming. The men on the steps at the door turned to look, and the woman stopped pushing the wheelchair.

	Vincent reached the boy at the base of the steps. He jumped, tackling him before he could get to the humans.

	“Help me!” the boy yelled.

	Vincent held him down, trying to draw forth primal and blood magic from the earth. One of the big men in white lifted him physically off the boy.

	“He’s not what you think he is,” Vincent told him, struggling in the man’s grip.

	The man in the coat, a doctor of some kind, came to the boy’s side, who rolled over, tears streaming down his face. A new face. It was not the demon boy at all, just a random child. A scrape he received from being tackled on the steps bled down his face.

	A woman ran from behind the doctor, from somewhere inside the building.

	“Peter!” she cried out, her tone frantic. “Peter!”

	The doctor made way for the woman to come to the child’s side. He grasped the woman and held her close, crying against her chest. She stared coldly at Vincent, tears in her eyes as well.

	“How dare you?” she hissed at Vincent.

	The big man was still restraining him.

	“It’s all right, Mrs. Barnes. It’s just a scrape and a scare. He’ll be okay,” the doctor reassured her. The man looked up at Vincent now as well. He was an older man, possibly in his early sixties, with charcoal gray hair, and deep lines in his forehead and around his eyes.

	“And you, Vincent. What do you mean ‘he’s not what I think he is’?” the doctor inquired.

	“He’s not a boy,” Vincent began. “Or he wasn’t. He’s… how do you know my name?”

	The doctor helped the woman and the child up before standing up straight.

	“I’m sorry, Mrs. Barnes. Vincent isn’t supposed to be out unsupervised, but he’s quite crafty some days. He’s managed to get out into the woods more than once, I’m afraid.”

	“Is this how you run this hospital, Dr. Mason? Letting dangerous maniacs run free? My son could have been killed.”

	“Mrs. Barnes, please. Vincent is harmless, I assure you. He’s just a little worked up this morning. Mr. Halliwell, will you take Vincent inside? To the desk. I’ll be in shortly.”

	The big man holding Vincent nodded.

	“Yes, Doctor. C’mon Vince. Let’s go back home,” the man the doctor had called Mr. Halliwell said.

	“Home?” Vincent said. He writhed and tried to turn and look at the big man.

	“Please don’t struggle, man. You know I hate that,” Mr. Halliwell said.

	Vincent stopped trying to pull his arms free. The big man was nearly six inches taller than Vincent and likely had at least one hundred and fifty pounds of muscle on him. Struggling wasn’t going to get him far.

	The man led Vincent inside through the large wooden doors. There was a waiting area set up inside with about a dozen chairs and beyond it, a desk behind glass. Another nurse sat at the desk wearing a small white hat.

	The nurse nodded at Mr. Halliwell and pressed a button. Something buzzed loudly, and a metal door next to the desk clicked. The orderly opened it and took Vincent inside, closing the door behind them.

	“Just stay here a minute, buddy,” Lonny told him. They stood next to the desk together. The nurse inside was protected on all sides by the glass cage. There was a small window in it to slide things through.

	“Is this a hospital?” Vincent asked. There was a long hallway stretching behind them that led to another door. It looked cold and sterile, but in a way that was not quite normal.

	“Are you for real today, Vince? Did you take someone else’s meds by mistake?”

	Vincent looked at the man. He looked to Vincent more like a professional wrestler than a hospital attendant. His white shirt was nearly pressed, and his pants were as well, but they strained around his muscles. Despite being physically intimidating, his face seemed kind. He spoke like he knew Vincent, but Vincent was sure he’d never seen the man in his life.

	“I’m having a bad day, I think,” Vincent answered. “Am I a patient?”

	He looked down at himself. His clothing had changed. He was wearing a pale blue robe, a white undershirt, and pajama pants. He had slippers on his feet.

	“Yeah, buddy. You’re one of Dr. Mason’s patients. And I’m Lonny, one of the orderlies. Doc will be in to talk to you soon, don’t worry.”

	“Have I been here long?” Vincent asked. It had to be another illusion, a trick, or a construct from the demon. But he was unsure if Lonny and the others were part of it or trapped in it like he was.

	“Dr. Mason’s coming in a minute. He’ll be able to answer whatever questions you have.”

	“I just want to know how long it’s been. If you know,” Vincent asked. Lonny rubbed the back of his head.

	“A while,” he answered.

	Vincent nodded. He’d been with Dezzy in Arizona less than an hour ago. He was sure of it.

	The door buzzed again. Lonny stepped aside to allow Dr. Mason to pass through. He closed the door and walked to the nurse’s cage window, passing a clipboard through before turning to Vincent.

	“So, Vincent. Are you going to tell me how you got past us into the forest again?” the doctor asked.

	“I don’t remember being here,” Vincent replied.

	The doctor nodded.

	“I didn’t imagine you would. We’ll keep picking away at these memory issues and delusions, but I need your help, Vincent. I need you to try to stay calm and follow the rules. We can’t have you attacking visitors. Children! My goodness, Vincent.”

	“If you just let me go, I can find the person I’m looking for—” Vincent began.

	“And who is that, Vincent? Is it the witch? The necromancer?”

	“No. No, I need to find my friend,” Vincent said, trying to think of something that didn’t sound crazy.

	“Mr. Crisp? Or, um…”

	“Dezzy,” Lonny offered.

	Dr. Mason nodded.

	“Yes, Dezzy.”

	“He really screwed me here,” Vincent muttered. Whatever the demon had done, it was efficient. It had covered all the bases. A mental hospital was the perfect place to try to dump someone who was fighting demons and witches.

	“It has been a tense morning. Why don’t we head back to your room, get some rest, and we can meet at our scheduled time to discuss things?” the doctor suggested.

	“I really just need to go. I don’t belong here,” Vincent told him.

	Dr. Mason smiled, putting his hand on Vincent’s shoulder.

	“Until you are well, I will determine what is best for you, Vincent. Please, come along with Mr. Halliwell and return to your room.”

	“Listen, you guys seem nice. And maybe… real? But I can’t stay here. I don’t have time to explain. You’re not going to believe me anyway, but if you just let me go—”

	“Vincent, please,” Dr. Mason interrupted.

	Vincent sighed heavily. Without waiting for the doctor to continue, he slipped past Lonny to the door, grabbing the handle and throwing his weight against it. He grunted, and the door didn’t even shudder. It was secured like a brick wall.

	Lonny put a hand on Vincent’s chest, slipping himself between Vincent and the door and forcing the smaller man back.

	“Come on, man, you know you can’t do this,” Lonny said.

	Dr. Mason fixed the orderly with a sharp glare and shook his head.

	“What he knows is irrelevant, Mr. Halliwell. Please hold him steady.”

	Vincent watched as Dr. Mason pulled a small vial of liquid from one of his pockets, as well as a sealed syringe.

	“Okay, I don’t know if that’s necessary,” Vincent said.

	Lonny’s hand was on his shoulder, and he tried to pull away. The big man gripped him firmly, using both hands now.

	“Vince,” he said quietly. Vincent tried to pull out of his grip as the doctor filled the syringe carefully.

	“Listen, it’s cool. I’ll go wherever you need me to go, but how about you put that away?”

	“I’m afraid you’ve shown that’s not an option, Vincent. This will help you sleep, and later, when you’re relaxed and able to converse like an adult, we can chat. Okay?”

	“I can chat now. I don’t need whatever that is.”

	The doctor glanced at Lonny behind Vincent, and the orderly’s grip tightened. Vincent cursed, wishing he’d been smart enough to play this differently. Dr. Mason administered the shot in his arm, but Vincent didn’t struggle. There was no point. He would need to play the demon boy’s game a little longer if he wanted to get away, which meant learning the rules.

	Vincent felt his eyes growing heavy within a few moments, and his head felt fuzzy. He realized he was walking with Lonny leading him, and Dr. Mason was speaking, but he retained none of the words. They passed through the door at the end of the hall and entered a room full of people, all dressed in robes and pajamas. Some played games or watched television, some looked out the windows, and some were just sitting. He thought one of them tried to speak to him, but it was hard to keep anything he heard in his head.

	The next memory Vincent had was a bed in a small room, barely more than a cot. He was alone in the dark. A small window overhead was protected by thin metal bars. He tried to lift his head, but it felt so heavy. Somewhere, in the darkness, he thought he could hear a child laughing.



	
Chapter 1

	 

	“Nothin’ lasts forever, and we both know hearts can change,” Axl Rose sang.

	Dezzy was bobbing his head too fast for the timing of the music playing, despite the fact the song was much too mellow for it to work. Icarus had curled up in the backseat of the car next to Coulson, who had smoked several packs’ worth of phantom cigarettes already. Jillian sat in the passenger seat as the countryside blurred past them.

	“How is this even possible?” she asked, switching channels on the radio.

	“Said, ‘Woman, take it slow, and it’ll work itself out fine,’” Axl sang on the new station.

	“The Guns N’ Roses thing?” Coulson asked, staring out the window behind her.

	“Every station. Constantly. And I’m sure this is a country music station.”

	“Yeah, he’s doing it,” Coulson said, pointing two fingers with a cigarette clasped between them at Dezzy.

	“What’s this?” Dezzy asked, looking in the rearview mirror.

	“You channel Guns N’ Roses music. Most baffling Fortean power I have ever seen,” Jillian told him.

	“Oh, I’m not doing anything,” he said.

	Coulson shrugged.

	“Not consciously, but it’s you.”

	“Really?” Dezzy asked. He switched channels again.

	“Said I’m a mean machine, been drinking gasoline, and honey you can make my motor run,” Axl continued on the new station. Dezzy laughed out loud.

	“You never noticed?” Coulson asked.

	Dezzy shrugged.

	“Thought I was just lucky.”

	“So we can never not listen to Guns N’ Roses? This is like, a fifteen-, twenty-hour drive.” Jillian sighed.

	Dezzy looked at her and laughed again, nodding his head.

	“I know, right? I found out they released a bunch of albums after I died, so there’s lots I never even heard before. It’s actually really exciting.”

	“Can we at least get some Velvet Revolver?”

	“I don’t know what that is, but it does sound kind of awesome,” Dezzy told her.

	She sighed again.

	“So, about this Uncle Stanley we’re going to see. You sure he can help?”

	“For sure. If anyone can track down Vincent, it’s Uncle Stan.”

	“He’s got some connections,” Coulson added.

	Jillian turned her head to look at him.

	“What’s that mean?”

	“Means I saw him turn into a voodoo god in his own kitchen once.”

	“Actually, the Barons aren’t gods. The loa are powerful spirits, but you wouldn’t really classify them as deities,” Dezzy corrected.

	“But he turned into one,” Jillian said.

	Dezzy nodded.

	“I guess it was a transformative possession. It’s not like Uncle Stan is the Baron. But they have a working relationship.”

	“And you died in the eighties and became a guide for spirits in the afterlife, but Vincent brought you back with biomancy?”

	“Yeah, pretty much.”

	“And a whole town was overrun by zombies and then later, you fought a witch possessed by a ghost and a demon werewolf, and then a genie,” Jillian said.

	“And then we went to the Abyss, where we met you. It’s been an intense few weeks,” Dezzy confirmed.

	“This sounds way more dangerous than anything we used to do,” Jillian said to Coulson. He nodded, taking a long drag.

	“Yeah. Real apocalyptic stuff.”

	“How does this demon kid compare to the ones we’re used to?” Jillian asked.

	Coulson removed the cigarette and flicked the ash, which vanished immediately.

	“Not the same thing at all. This one’s weird. I don’t know if the child is a real child or a construct. But the demon-half is not like the stuff we’re used to seeing. It’s not like the stuff in the Abyss either.”

	“What does that mean? If we’re joining this fight, we need to know what’s happening, Tom.”

	“I get it, trust me. I’m not trying to be mysterious and coy. I don’t know what it is. I couldn’t get a read on any of it. It’s like a big, blank spot in my mind.”

	“That doesn’t sound promising.”

	“It’s not. It’s messed up. But we can assume it’s trying to do what Razul was trying to do, and that’s to get the Rift open to allow whatever’s on the other side out,” Coulson said.

	“That can’t happen,” Dezzy warned. “The Dimensional Rift is not really a thing that works well with life or sanity or reality, really.”

	“You’ve seen it?” Jillian asked. Dezzy nodded.

	“Beyond the veil, I saw it. It’s the place where Chaos comes from. It’s not something you want to get close to.”

	“Is it Hell?” Jillian asked. Dezzy shook his head.

	“Hell is not really a real place like you think it is. Like if the Dimensional Rift were a restaurant, Hell would be the salad bar. It’s a place in a place, and they sort of work together, but they don’t have to.”

	“I’m going to be honest with you, Dezzy. I don’t know what that means,” Jillian told him. Dezzy laughed.

	“I know! It’s best not to think about it at all, really. The very concept is kind of meant to literally warp your brain. I think we should just focus on getting to Uncle Stan and helping Vincent. Bad things are brewing out here.”

	He gestured with a free hand to the countryside around them. Jillian saw nothing particularly noteworthy around them anywhere.

	“He’s right,” Coulson added. “Look out there.”

	He pointed ahead of them into an orchard, off to the right side of the road that they were rapidly approaching. Coulson’s powers were stronger than Jillian’s and more diverse. Still, she did have the ability to read minds and influence the thoughts of others. She could spot someone who wasn’t human in a crowd, and she was sensitive to others with similar powers.

	Jillian tried to focus on whatever Coulson was pointing at but could only see the trees. There were a handful of workers in overalls and hats, picking what she thought might be lemons.

	“I don’t see anything,” she said. Coulson leaned forward between the front seats, becoming an impromptu third head at the front seat of the car.

	“Look at the guy in the red shirt,” he said, indicating one of the farm workers. She focused on him, catching a glimpse of his thoughts. His mother and father when he was a child, his son being called away to the war, his wife dying of tuberculosis.

	“Oh,” Jillian said. She had only experienced something like this once before. The man looked normal. Her quick view of his mind even showed that he was a good man. But he was also long dead. His son had been drafted to the first world war. He had worked this land more than a century before Jillian was even born.

	“They’re all ghosts,” she said, looking at everyone in the orchard. All of them toiling away like they were still alive. And in their minds, they were still alive. None of them knew.

	“Smells really bad like hot garbage—necromancy—out here. And maybe something spicy,” Dezzy added.

	“Spicy,” Jillian repeated absently.

	“I’ve seen ghosts before, but not farm ghosts picking lemons on the side of the road that didn’t know they’re ghosts,” Coulson said as they drove past.

	“What do you think it means? The demon uses Chaos, not necromancy,” Jillian pointed out.

	Coulson sat back, disturbing Icarus in the back seat, and pulled out another phantom cigarette. He himself was essentially a ghost now. He’d died in that field with the others during the ritual. Only his raw Fortean power let him interact in the real world like a solid, living being. He was no expert on being a ghost by any means.

	“Can’t imagine it’s anything good,” he said finally.

	“Most spirits aren’t meant to come back,” Dezzy said. “Those that do usually have a reason. And some help.”

	“How many other ghosts do you think are out there somewhere?” Jillian wondered. If there was a random lemon orchard full of them, there were certainly more all over the place.

	“No way to know,” Coulson said.

	“I know a guy who could help. Remember that job in New Hampshire?” Jillian asked. Coulson took a long pull on his cigarette.

	“The Marine?”

	“Former Marine,” she corrected. Coulson spit out a bit of phantom tobacco that had stuck to his tongue.

	“Yeah. I’d rather not.”

	Jillian gave him a funny look and he shrugged.

	“You saw as much of his mind as I did. I don’t think we need to fight darkness with darkness just yet.”

	“We may need all the help we can get if this keeps spreading. I don’t know how long it’s safe to let spirits roam around like this,” she told him.

	“If they don’t know they’re dead, then we’ll probably want to get that fixed kinda quick. Last thing anyone wants is a ghost pilot flying a plane and then vanishing mid-flight,” Dezzy added.

	“Is that a thing that can happen?” Jillian asked.

	Dezzy shrugged.

	“Uncle Stan will get it all sorted. He’s good with dead stuff. If not, maybe we can talk to that guy you’re talking about.”

	Coulson shook his head vigorously while Jillian rolled her eyes at the dead man.

	The bulk of the drive took them through the vast, empty deserts of Nevada. The air was dry, and the landscape was barren. Time ticked by with agonizing slowness. At irregular intervals, Dezzy would mention a smell in the air. Sometimes he’d say it was like old garbage and other times like leather or cologne. Jillian never sensed anything by way of a warning.

	More than once, they passed a hitchhiker on the road that was not alive, thumb out and just walking a dusty stretch. Once, they drove by an entire family next to a station wagon that Jillian was certain didn’t exist anymore.

	Jillian suggested trying to pick one up, but Dezzy vetoed the idea.

	“The dead like routine. It comforts them. And even when a break in the routine happens, they try to keep things flowing in a way they’d expect. And, if they find out they’re dead, it’d be bad. It’s too hard for a lot of spirits to accept. They can freak out sometimes.”

	“Bad like blood and guts?” she asked.

	“Maybe? I never got possessed when I was alive, but that’s a possibility. Or one of those time loop curses. Ghosts love those.”

	“What the hell is a time loop curse?” Coulson asked.

	“You’re looking at it right now, man. They repeat stuff again and again, and maybe if you get involved, you get stuck on repeat too. Cursed to forever drive this road picking up the same hitchhiker. It’s a little bit of blood magic and a dusting of Chaos that usually does it.”

	“For real? I never heard of that,” Coulson said. He looked at Jillian. She shrugged.

	“Well, have you ever been stuck in a time loop curse?”

	“No,” Coulson replied.

	“That’s why you never heard of it.”

	“So, what about regular people driving down this road?” Jillian asked. “Are they all going to get cursed if they meet a ghost?”

	“Maybe not all of them. But yeah,” Dezzy said slowly. “That’s why we tell Uncle Stan. See if he has some ideas that might help.”

	Icarus chittered and squeaked as they drove through Las Vegas, marveling at the lights and crowds. When they hit the desert again, the hybrid fell silent once more. Coulson had begun to feed him grapes that they’d picked up at a grocery store when they got supplies.

	They drove through the night, passing from Nevada into Oregon under cover of darkness. Though they had made several
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