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To my elementary school librarian,
who took me under her wing,
and turned me into a reader.
Thanks, Mrs. Shapiro,
wherever you are!
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Prologue: Allie the Outcast’s FAQs


If you’ve just woken up to find yourself in Everlost, you might be scared and confused. Don’t worry, everything’s going to be okay. Sort of. They call me Allie the Outcast, and I’ve put together a list of frequently asked questions for new arrivals. It’s a pretty good idea to read them, even if you’ve been in Everlost for a while, because in Everlost it’s so easy to forget. . . .

What is Everlost?

Everlost is a world in between life and death. If you’re stuck here, then it means you didn’t quite make it to the light. Of course, we can still see the living world, all around us, but we can’t be a part of it.

Why can’t I touch anything or talk to people? Why is the world around me so blurry and faded?

You’re dead. Get over it. You’re a spirit, or Afterlight. We’re called Afterlights because we give off a faint glow—which makes it easy to see things in the dark. We’re like our own flashlights. We call newly awoken Afterlights “Greensouls.”

It was winter when I crossed into Everlost, but now it’s fall. Why is that?

All Afterlights sleep for nine months when they cross over. That’s how long it takes to be “born” into Everlost. We call spirits that haven’t yet woken up Interlights.

Why do I sink into the ground if I stand still?

You’re a spirit, and spirits can walk through walls—and the floor is basically just a wall beneath your feel. We sink faster through wood floors than through concrete, dirt, or stone. It’s best to stay out of living-world buildings, or you might find yourself sinking to the center of the Earth.

If I’m a ghost, how come some places are solid for me?

Those are called “deadspots.” Places that no longer exist, but were loved, or important in some fundamental way, cross over into Everlost. Spots where people died cross into Everlost as well, and so do beloved objects.

What’s this weird coin in my pocket?

Don’t lose your coin, and don’t let anyone take it away from you! That coin will get you where you’re going, when you’re truly ready to go.

Uh . . . where was I going?

I wish I knew, but no one in Everlost can see into the light at the end of the tunnel, so no one knows what’s there. Maybe it’s whatever you believe is there . . . or maybe not.

How long will I be in Everlost?

That depends. If you’re ready to go, and you still have your coin, it might not be long. But if you lose your coin, or you choose to stay, you could be here for quite a while.

This weird thing keeps happening. I keep getting stuck inside living people. I can hear their thoughts, and it’s like I can take over their bodies. What’s up with that?

If you can do those things, then you’re a skinjacker. Congratulations! You have one of the most awesome powers in the world, because you can possess anyone you want. But be careful to use your power wisely. I’m a skinjacker, so I know how tempting it is to abuse that power. It’s important to remember not to stay too long in any one body, or you can get stuck there!

Why can I skinjack?

Because you’re not 100 percent dead. Your body is in a coma somewhere.

I can’t skinjack, but I do find myself changing in weird ways. Why?

We are what we remember. If we remember we had big ears, our ears slowly get bigger. If we remember we have freckles, suddenly we’re all freckles everywhere. I had a friend who died with a smudge of chocolate on his face. You don’t want to know what happened to him. . . .

Why do I find myself doing the same things over and over again every day?

You know how ghost sightings always seem to have the ghosts doing the same things every day? Well, we’re the ghosts now. Try to break the pattern if you can, otherwise you can find years have passed without you even noticing. It’s easier to break the pattern if you’re around skinjackers.

I can’t remember my name, and it’s freaking me out!

Unless you’re a skinjacker, you’ll tend to forget things. Maybe even everything about your life. That’s why most Afterlights have nicknames—it’s because they can’t remember their real names. Skinjackers might take nicknames too, but for entirely different reasons.

I’ve been hearing a lot about Mary Hightower, and how she can help me. Should I look for her?

Absolutely not! No matter what anyone says, Mary Hightower is NOT your friend—and if you find one of her books, remember you can only believe half of what you read . . . the hard part is figuring out which half.

I just fell off a cliff, and I didn’t even get hurt. How is that possible?

As far as I know, we can’t feel physical pain in Everlost. Wounds heal instantly, broken bones unbreak—because they’re not really bones at all, just the memory of bones.

I really hate this stupid shirt I’m wearing, but it won’t come off. What’s the deal?

Whatever you died in, you’re stuck wearing it. It’s a part of you now, just as permanent as your skin. You can cover it with something else, if you manage to find some clothes that have crossed, but you can’t take off what you died in. Just be happy you didn’t die wearing that tree costume from your third-grade play, or a Mexican wrestling mask.

Aren’t there any adults in Everlost?

No. There are lots of theories as to why. Some people say that they cross with so much baggage, they all sink to the center of the earth, but I don’t believe that. I think the older you get, the harder it is to break out of the tunnel. For grown-ups, that tunnel to the light is so thick, there’s no way they’re falling out of it. They get where they’re going whether they want to or not.

Did I just see a giant silver blimp in the sky?

It wasn’t a blimp, it was a zeppelin—a rigid airship. More specifically it was the Hindenburg, which blew up in 1937. It’s been here in Everlost ever since.

What’s a vapor?

It’s what you call a group of Afterlights. You know; a pod of whales, a pride of lions, a vapor of Afterlights. Mary made that up. She makes up lots of things.

Actually, I’m pretty cool with all of this. In fact, I feel more content than I ever have before.

Then you’re ready to move on. I wish you a safe journey into the light!

I have so many more questions, can’t you tell me more?

I’m sorry, but there are some things you’re going to have to learn for yourself. Good luck!

Allie the Outcast



PART ONE
Confernal Jamnation




CHAPTER 1
Jix


The boy jacked a jaguar, slipping into its sleek body and sending its simple feline mind to sleep. He owned the beast now. Its flesh was his. Muscular magic in a compact four-legged frame, perfectly designed for running, stalking, and killing.

He had taken on the name “Jix”—one of the many Mayan words for “jaguar”—due to his inclination toward great cats, and he furjacked one every chance he got. He preferred wild jaguars, living in the jungles of Mexico’s Yucatan Peninsula—creatures that hadn’t lost their will to hunt.

Reconnaissance was Jix’s specialty: tracking and spying on Afterlights who His Excellency the King believed to be a threat. Afterlights such as the Eastern Witch—the one they called Mary Hightower.

His Excellency had created a barrier of wind upon the Mississippi River to keep her and other intruders out, but the Eastern Witch was shrewd and relentless. With the help of her own skinjackers, she had destroyed a living-world bridge, causing it to cross into Everlost. Then with a train full of followers and slaves, she rode a powerful locomotive across the river.

At least that was the story.

Others said that she never made the journey herself—that something strange and mysterious happened to her, but no one could agree as to what it was. She flew off into the sky. She melted. She turned to stone. She turned to flesh. Each rumor was more outlandish than the last, and no one knew for sure if any of them were true.

Jix was called in for closer surveillance. Discover their numbers, discover their intent, then report back to the king. If these trespassing Afterlights were truly a threat, they would be dealt with quickly, and would never see the light of day again. It all depended on Jix’s report.

“You should skinjack the pilot of a flying machine,” His Excellency had suggested to Jix, “for speed in this matter would greatly please us.”

Jix, however, had resisted. “But sir, my skill to stalk comes from the jaguar gods. If I make my journey impure, they will be angered, and take the skill away.”

His Excellency had then waved his hand dismissively. “Do as you will—as long as you bring us the results We require.” The king always said “us” and “we,” even when there was no one else but him in the room.

So, on a bright autumn day, Jix set out in the borrowed body of a jaguar, and within that speedy beast, he forged over mountains and rivers, resting when he had to, but never for long. When he came near human villages he heard many languages. Remnants of ancient tongues, Spanish, and finally English. Once he heard English, and saw signs written in that language, he knew he was getting close, yet never once was he spotted, for he had the best of both species now: the keen senses of the jaguar, and the full faculties of a human mind.

The ghost train had crossed the bridge in Memphis, so this was his destination. He was certain to pick up a scent of the supernatural there, and track them down. As he drew nearer, he could feel the thrill of the hunt filling him. The intruders wouldn’t stand a chance.


        
CHAPTER 2
Figureheads


        The one positive thing
            Allie Johnson could say about being tied to the front of a train was that the view was
            spectacular. The sunsets were particularly stunning. Even in Everlost, where the colors
            and textures of the living world appeared faded and muted, dramatic skies lost none of
            their majesty, and painted the turning November leaves of every tree, living and dead,
            into shades of fire, before the sunset dissolved into dusk. It made Allie wonder if the
            clouds, the stars, and the sun existed in both Everlost and the living world equally.
            Certainly the moon was the same to the living and the dead.

        No, not dead, Allie had to
            remind herself. Caught between life and death . .
                . although Allie was closer to life than most others in Everlost. It
            made her valuable, it made her dangerous—and that was why she was tied to the front end
            of a ghost train.

        Right now Allie didn’t have much of a view. All she could see were the
            front doors of a white clapboard church. It would have been very picturesque if it
            wasn’t a foot in front of her nose.

        The train had been stopped at the church for hours,
            while Milos, Speedo, and a handful of Mary Hightower’s best and brightest kids pondered
            what to do.

        Mary herself was not available for comment.

        Speedo, who was perpetually dripping wet in the ridiculous bathing suit he
            died in, always offered the most labor-intensive, solutions to obstacles in their
            path.

        “We could backtrack again,” Speedo suggested, “then find another dead
            track and take it,” for a ghost train could travel only on rails that no longer existed
            in the living world.

        Milos, their leader in Mary’s “absence,” shook his head. “It took very
            long to find a track that was not a dead end. What chance is there of finding another?”
            He spoke in slightly stilted English and a faint Russian accent that Allie had once
            found charming.

        “Why don’t you just give up,” suggested Allie, who was in the perfect
            position to heckle them. “After all, Milos, you should be used to failure by now—and
            you’re so good at it!”

        He glared at her. “Maybe we should crash right through it,” Milos
            suggested, “using your face as the battering ram.”

        Allie shrugged. “Fine with me,” she said, knowing that it was impossible
            for her to be hurt in Everlost. “I just want to see the look on your face when the train
            derails and sinks to the center of the earth.”

        Milos just grunted, knowing she was right. One would think that ramming a
            wooden building would just shatter it, and the train would chug on through—but Everlost
            was not the living world. The church had crossed into Everlost, and things that cross
            into Everlost are permanent. They can’t be broken, unless it was their purpose to break.
            They can’t be destroyed unless destruction is what they were designed
            for. So crashing into the church was likely to derail the train, since the church’s
            memory of staying put was probably more powerful than a speeding locomotive.

        “How did it even get here?” Speedo asked, fuming. As the engineer, he had
            a singular mission: get the train moving. Anything other than forward momentum was his
            own failure as far as he was concerned. Typical for a thirteen-year-old. Milos, who had
            crossed into Everlost at sixteen, was a bit more calm about it. Still, Allie secretly
            relished the fact that every problem they came across made Milos look less competent in
            his role. Charisma went only so far.

        “It got here,” Milos calmly explained, “because it was built and torn down
            before the tracks were.”

        “So,” said Speedo, impatient as ever, “why is it in our way?”

        Milos sighed, and Allie chimed in her response. “Because, genius, if the
            living world tears two things down in the same place, and both cross into Everlost,
            we’re stuck with both of them.”

        “We didn’t ask you!” snapped Speedo.

        “But she is right,” Milos admitted. “Mary called it ‘jamnation.’”

        “Right. And then there’s ‘Marification,’” Allie added. “That’s Mary
            Hightower making up words so she’ll sound smarter than she really is.”

        Speedo glared up at her. “You shut up about Miss Mary, or your new place
            will be inside the boiler.”

        “Oh, dry up,” she said, which irked Speedo even more, because, as everyone
            knew, he couldn’t. Allie hated the fact that Mary, the
            self-proclaimed savior of lost children, had been elevated into goddess status by her
            mere absence. As for jamnation, Allie had come across plenty of examples of it in her
            travels. The strangest had been a school from the 1950s built on the same spot where a
            Revolutionary War fort once stood. When the school burned down, and crossed into
            Everlost, the result was a bizarre juxtaposition of brick and stone, classrooms, and
            garrisons. In Everlost the two buildings both still existed in the same space, and were
            melded together in bizarre ways.

        The evidence pointed to the same sort of thing here: that the foundation
            of the church and the train tracks had merged, leaving the train at a permanent dead
            end.

        Allie, however, knew something Milos and Speedo didn’t, and if she played
            it right, she could finally make a bargain for her freedom.

        “I know a way past the church,” Allie told them.

        Speedo thought she was just taunting them again, but Milos knew her well
            enough to know she wouldn’t say it unless she meant it. He climbed up on the cowcatcher,
            wedging himself between the train and the church so he could get close to Allie. Close
            enough to grab her—or slap her—but Allie knew he wouldn’t. In spite of everything, Milos
            was a gentleman. Sort of.

        “What are your thoughts?” he asked her.

        “Why should I tell you?”

        “Cooperation,” Milos told her, “may help your situation.”

        It was exactly what Allie hoped he would say.

        “She’s just wasting our time,” grumbled Speedo, but Milos ignored him, and
            leaned close to her so that Speedo couldn’t hear. “I cannot offer
            you freedom,” he whispered. “You are too much of a threat.”

        “But I don’t need to be tied to the engine.”

        “It is for your own protection,” Milos said, as he had told her before.
            “Mary’s children need a scapegoat. They need to see you punished, and since we feel no
            pain in Everlost, strapping you to the front of the train looks far more punishing than
            it really is. In fact,” Milos added, “I envy you. Your journey west is far more
            invigorating than mine.”

        “There are things worse than pain,” Allie told him, thinking of the
            humiliation she had to endure by being a captive on display.

        “How about this?” Milos said. “If what you have to say helps us, I will
            imprison you in a more comfortable manner.”

        “Untie me first,” Allie said, “and then I’ll tell you.”

        Milos smiled. “Not a chance.”

        Allie smiled right back. “Well, it was worth a try.” She knew that Milos
            was vain and self-serving—and that his conscience only went as far as it met his
            needs—but he did have a moral code, if you could call it that. He was a man of his word.
            Odd that Allie felt she could trust him after all the terrible things she had seen him
            do.

        “I see lots of things from the front of this train,” Allie said. “Things
            that the rest of you don’t see.” She paused, stretching it out, making them wait for it.
            Then she said, “I saw something when the train entered this valley—about a mile
            back.”

        “What did you see?” asked Milos.

        “If you’re not going to untie me,” Allie told him, “you’re going to have
            to figure it out for yourself.”

        “Very well,” said Milos. “We are in no hurry to leave
            anyway. We’ll figure out our own way around it.” Then he looked at the blank white face
            of the church before them. “In the meantime, enjoy the view.”

        Milos stormed away from Allie, refusing to be manipulated by her. She
            was the prisoner, not him—although more and more he felt like his own hands were tied.
            Around him dozens of Mary’s children had already come out of the train. Some played
            hide-and-seek, or tag—always moving fast enough to keep from sinking into the living
            world. There were girls on the roofs of the train cars playing jump rope, and kids
            beneath the wheels, playing cards—as if they knew they would be stuck here for days,
            maybe even weeks. In fact, they had come to expect it.

        Of course, they could always leave the train and continue on foot, but
            Milos decided long ago that it would not be wise. The train was a fortress for them. It
            could protect them against whatever they came across—and although they had not seen a
            single Afterlight since crossing the Mississippi, it didn’t mean they weren’t there.

        In the weeks since commandeering the train, Mary’s Afterlights had all
            settled into their own comfort zones, and the rail car population divided along
            predictable lines—or at least predictable by Everlost standards. There was an all-girls
            car, and an all-boys car, for those who bonded strictly along gender lines. There were a
            few “insomnoid” cars for souls who chose to give up sleep entirely, since slumber was
            optional for Afterlights. There was a car for sports-minded Afterlights who ran from the
            train each time it stopped, to play one ball game or another, and a
            car for those kids whose repetitive daily routines involved quiet, indoor activities—and
            of course the “sleeping” car, and the “prison” car—both of which served their own unique
            purposes.

        To keep Mary’s children happy and subdued, Milos made sure that the train
            would stop twice a day for several hours of playtime, and each day the games would
            eerily mimic the day before, down to the scores, the fights, and the things the kids
            shouted to one another. Each kid fell into his or her own personal pattern that was the
            same day after day—what Mary had called “perfectition”: the perfect repetition of a
            child’s perfect day. Milos figured the deeper the trenches of their personal ruts, the
            less Mary’s children would bother him.

        Then there were times like this, where the train came to one dead end or
            another, and was stuck for days until they figured out a proper course of action.

        Milos looked back to the church, and wondered what Mary would do . . . but
            he wouldn’t be getting advice from her anytime soon.

        As he strode alongside the train, considering the situation, Jackin’ Jill
            came up to him. As always, her blond hair was wild and full of nettles, as if she had
            been attacked by a tumbleweed. Was it Milos’s imagination or were the nettles in her
            hair multiplying?

        “If you’ve gotten us stuck again, then we should go skinjacking,” she
            said. As a skinjacker, she, like Milos, was much closer to life, and did not settle as
            easily into daily routines. But Milos knew Jill didn’t just want to go skinjacking. When
            she wanted to possess the living, she had a darker purpose in mind.

        “Call it what it is,” said Milos. “You don’t want to
            go skinjacking. You want to go reaping, don’t
            you?”

        “My last orders from Mary were very clear,” Jill said. “I won’t put
            everything on hold just because you’re a wimp.”

        Milos turned on her sharply. He would never strike a girl, but Jill often
            brought him to the very edge of his temper. “What I did for Mary proves I am anything
            but a coward.”

        “So why do you only let us reap once a week?”

        “Because there needs to be limits!” Milos shouted.

        “Mary’s vision has no limits, does it?” The fact that Jill could stay calm
            made him even angrier, but he resolved to calm himself down. Losing his temper gave her
            control, and he was the one in charge here. He had to remember that.

        “The difference between you and me,” said Milos, “is that I reap because
            it is what Mary wants. But you do it because you enjoy it.”

        Jill did not deny it. “In a perfect world,” she said, “shouldn’t we all
            enjoy our jobs?”

        Milos agreed to lead the skinjackers on a reaping excursion that night,
            but under the strictest of rules. “We will take no more than we can carry, and I will
            choose where and when.”

        “Whatever floats your boat,” Jill said, caring only that she would get her
            chance to do her dirty work.

        Moose and Squirrel were also part of the skinjacking team, bringing their
            number to four. Although Allie was also a skinjacker, Milos knew she would never come
            reaping, even if he did set her free from the train.

        “Can I take two, Milosh?” Moose asked. “Pleashe?” Moose was a linebacker who had made his unfortunate crossing into Everlost during a
            high school football game. As such, he was doomed to wear a blue and white football
            uniform. That uniform included a helmet and an eternal mouth guard stuck between his
            teeth, so everything he said came out slurred.

        “Yeah, yeah,” said Squirrel, “Moose can carry mine back to the train.”

        “Thatsh not what I meant!” said Moose.

        Squirrel was a twitchy rail of a kid. Milos never knew the manner in which
            Squirrel had crossed into Everlost, only that his exit from the world of the living had
            been supremely embarrassing, as evidenced by the way Squirrel’s cheeks and ears would go
            red at the mention of it. Since Afterlights had no flesh or blood, one had to be
            severely embarrassed for the distant memory of blood to turn one’s face red.

        “As I said, we will take what we can carry,” Milos told him. “Don’t get
            greedy.”

        They set out from the train at dusk. Perhaps it was his imagination, or
            maybe just his misgivings, but Milos couldn’t shake the uneasy feeling that they were
            being watched.

    
        
CHAPTER 3
Doomed Worthy


        Jix, still in the body
            of the jaguar, had tracked the ghost train from Memphis to Oklahoma, following the faint
            scent of the supernatural. It wasn’t a scent, really, but more of an absence of scent.
            It was that very specific feeling of fur standing on end for no apparent reason. No
            matter how keen the cat’s senses, though, it could not see into Everlost. So when he
            knew he was close, he marched that jaguar into a public park in broad daylight, and
            allowed himself to be captured by animal control, before leaving the jaguar’s body. He
            was himself again, and back in Everlost—but even as an Everlost spirit, he had absorbed
            enough from his feline hosts to be agile and stealth. He spent so much time furjacking
            cats that it had changed him. He had even begun to look like one. Although he still wore
            the tattered jeans he had worn on the night he crossed, he had crossed shirtless, and
            now his muscular chest had taken on a faint orange, velvety sheen—almost like fur. He
            had even begun to develop jaguar spots. His eyeteeth were slowly growing into fangs, and
            his ears had shifted higher on his head, becoming small and pointy. Jix was short for
            fifteen—at least by American standards—but he didn’t seem young for
            his age, for his frame had filled out nicely, and his serious expression made it clear
            he was not to be trifled with.

        Jix found the ghost train just south of Oklahoma City. It wasn’t moving,
            because its path was blocked. Jix was not foolish enough to approach the train; there
            was some sort of demon attached to the front of it. Who knew what the demon was capable
            of? Jix kept his distance, watching and waiting.

        Then at sunset, a team of skinjackers left the train. He knew they were
            skinjackers from the way they moved. Heavy on their feet, even though the earth
            threatened to pull them down. They walked with the brash arrogance of flesh, even though
            they had none of their own. It was the same way Jix walked—with the knowledge that
            living and breathing was only as far as the nearest heartbeat.

        There were four of them. Their leader was a tall boy of fifteen or sixteen
            the others called Milos, there was a disagreeable girl with wild hair, there was a boy
            in a football uniform, and there was another scrawny boy who talked a lot but said
            nothing. Jix knew their language. He had become fluent in English, since much of his
            life had been spent selling trinkets to American tourists in Cancun. One’s success
            depended on how much English one knew, and Jix had become exceptionally fluent. Even so,
            the small talk these four made didn’t give him much useful information.

        Were these the skinjackers who had destroyed the bridge? There was no way
            to be sure unless he followed them, but once they skinjacked, he wouldn’t be able to
            keep up . . . unless he was in the body of a creature with keen senses.

        When the skinjackers reached the highway, they leaped
            into four human bodies in a passing Cadillac that was headed toward Oklahoma City.

        That’s when Jix decided it was time to visit the zoo.

        Finding a suitable cat was easier here than in the jungle. Here, all the
            perfect predators were assembled in a central location and locked in foul-smelling
            cages. Fortunately unlocking cages was not a problem for a skinjacker.

        Since the Oklahoma City Zoo did not have a jaguar, and time was of the
            essence, Jix chose a panther, with charcoal-gray fur that looked blue in the moonlight.
            Good camouflage for a city night. Jix took over the body of a zookeeper just long enough
            to undo the locks on the habitat—but he left the gate closed. Then, once he had
            furjacked the panther, he pushed the gate open with his paws. There was something so
            satisfying in doing that part as a cat. It felt more like an honest and true escape.

        The zoo was quiet now, and the night watchmen had no idea that one of
            their most dangerous predators was loose. They were more worried about kids with spray
            paint than they were about the animals. Watchmen were always easy to evade.

        Out into the night, bounding through the shadows, he tracked his prey. Now
            he had a true scent to pursue—because the smell of a skinjacked human is strong, and as
            easy to follow as the blood trail of a wounded stag. A skinjacked human smelled of ozone
            and nervous sweat. It smelled like wet lightning.

        He picked up hints of them on the air among the various scents of the city
            as he approached downtown. Keeping out of sight in such a densely
            populated area was a challenge, but challenge was something he lived for—and since city
            folk were not expecting to see a panther in the shadows, it was easier than one might
            have thought for him to go unnoticed.

        The scent drew him toward a part of town still busy long after dark, a
            main avenue full of cafes and clubs. He quickly scanned the street for alleys and dimly
            lit crannies—places he could lurk without being seen—then padded off in the direction of
            the scent.

        But then something happened. Something unexpected. Something terrible.

        Jix felt the crash before he heard it—smelled it before he saw the flying
            shards of glass. The skinjackers’ Cadillac had plowed into the front of a café.

        Against all caution Jix loped forward to get a closer view.

        The entire glass front of the café was gone, and the scene was full of
            panic. The scattering living, the groaning injured, and the silenced dead. Although Jix
            had no particular attachment to the living world, he could not help but ache with sorrow
            at the scene before him, and he knew instinctively that this was no accident—it was
            intentional! These eastern skinjackers were like angels of death, slipping in and out of
            flesh as the whim suited them, creating mayhem. His heart, which had pounded steady at
            the pace of his chase, now quickened, fed by both terror and fascination.

        He leaped onto the hood of the Cadillac, and looked through the
            spider-webbed glass of the windshield into the car. Air bags and seat belts had saved
            the lives of the four passengers. They were as panicked and confused
            as everyone else—which meant that the skinjackers were gone. They had crashed the car,
            then had left their human hosts.

        So where were they now?

        Jix could no longer smell them, which meant they were no longer
            skinjacking. They were back in Everlost, and could be standing right in front of him,
            but as long as he was furjacking the panther, he couldn’t see them.

        “Oh my God! Is that some kind of tiger?” someone yelled, and Jix turned
            and growled menacingly, insulted for being mistaken for his brutish cousins. Then he
            peeled himself out of the panther, leaving the living world and transitioning back into
            Everlost.

        There was a moment of disorientation as he left the world of flesh. The
            living world became blurry and unfocused around him. He was now back in Everlost, where
            the living world seemed a little less real, and the only things that were solid were
            things that no longer existed.

        Immediately he saw the portals—four of them standing open before him. He
            knew exactly what they were, even though he had only seen a portal once—but the
            passageway to the afterlife is not something one easily forgets. It’s the tunnel every
            soul sees at the moment they die. Most don’t linger in Everlost—for the majority of
            people, Everlost is just a stepping stone—a springboard to launch oneself down the
            tunnel toward . . . well, toward wherever it is one happens to be going.

        But every once in a while something goes wrong.

        Standing at the mouth of the portals were the victims of the crash—high
            school age by the looks of them. They had been at the wrong place at
            the wrong time, and had been killed when the Cadillac crashed into the café. They stood
            in what should have been a brief moment of transition—and in spite of the shock of their
            sudden crossing, they seemed ready to move on, already reaching toward the light, which
            seemed both impossibly distant, yet close enough to touch. This moment was so personal,
            so private, that Jix felt ashamed to be watching it, yet he couldn’t tear his eyes
            away.

        That’s when it happened. Four other figures came up behind the unfortunate
            souls. It was the skinjackers!

        Each skinjacker grabbed on to a crossing soul, and held tight, digging in
            their heels, leaning away from the light with the full force of their wills, keeping the
            victims from going down the tunnel. It worked for three of them, but the scrawny one
            couldn’t keep his grip and lost his victim into the light, cursing as he did.

        In the end, the tunnels vanished, and, thanks to the skinjackers, three
            new spirits were committed to Everlost, collapsing into a deep sleep—the nine-month
            sleep all new arrivals had to endure before waking up as citizens of Everlost.

        “You killed them!” Jix didn’t even realize he said it out loud, until all
            the skinjackers turned to him.

        “Who the hell are you?” asked the girl with wild hair. The one called
            Milos put up his hand to silence her.

        “We freed them,” Milos said. “We released them from a life of pain. We
            saved them from that world.”

        Jix hesitated. Until this moment, it had never occurred to him that people
            could be brought into Everlost on purpose—or that a forced crossing
            could be a desirable thing. He wanted to think about it, let his mind see it from every
            possible angle, but there was no time for thinking now.

        “C’mon, c’mon, Milos. Let’s get out of here,” said the squirrelly one.

        “No,” Milos said, “I will not leave more of a mess than I have to.” Then
            he turned back to Jix. “Are you alone? Are there others like you?”

        But before he could answer, a scream rang out from the living world and a
            situation that was already bad, suddenly became a whole lot worse.

        Jix had always been careful to leave the great cats he furjacked in places
            where they could do no harm, but in the heat of this extraordinary and terrifying
            moment, he had released his beast in the middle of a crowd. Confused and frightened, the
            animal did what frightened predators do. It attacked.

        The cat turned on a girl who was no older than twelve. She wore a crimson
            dress. It was probably the blood color of the dress that got the cat’s attention in the
            first place. Her life ended quickly with the panther’s first pounce, then the cat
            bounded away, disappearing into the night. Jix wailed at the sight of his deadly
            mistake.

        Now the girl’s spirit stood in Everlost at the mouth of her own afterlife
            tunnel—and all because of him. Her eyes were fixed on the light, and she was already
            moving toward it.

        “I got thish one,” said the skinjacker in football gear, then he surged
            forward, and tackled the girl out of the tunnel like he was sacking a quarterback. She
            landed right at Jix’s feet and her tunnel disappeared. Jix knelt
            down cradling her head in his hands.

        “Lo siento,” Jix said. “I’m
            sorry. . . .”

        She looked up at him, her pupils wide and dilated, not yet understanding
            any of this. “I’m sleepy,” she said. “Tell my parents I’m taking a nap. . . .” Then her
            eyes closed and her soul plunged into a nine-month slumber.

        Milos knelt beside them. While the wild-haired girl seemed impatient, the
            squirrelly one just scared, and the football player proud of his accomplishment, Milos
            appeared to have genuine remorse. “What’s done is done,” Milos said. “At least she is at
            peace now. And when she wakes up, she will be young and beautiful forever, yes? Maybe
            someday she will thank you.”

        “Thank me? She’ll never forgive me!” Jix shouted.

        He held on to the sleeping girl, brushing her hair out of her face. She
            was Latinx, with very strong Mayan features, like himself. How could he have let this
            happen?

        “I have a friend who is very wise,” Milos told him. “Her name is Mary. She
            says that life in Everlost is a gift. She says we are all chosen to be here because we
            have been doomed worthy.”

        “Deemed,” corrected the
            wild-haired girl. “Deemed worthy.”

        “Yes,” said Milos. “Forgive my English. The point is, if she was chosen to
            be here, then there is no reason for you to feel guilt.”

        Jix turned to Milos, studying his face, and his eyes: bright blue with
            speckles of white, like a sky dotted with clouds. “What about you?” he asked Milos. “Do
            you not feel guilt for what you did?”

        Milos took a moment before answering. “None,” he said.
            “None whatsoever.”

        But they both knew he was lying.

        Around them, in the living world, the chaos born from this awful evening
            was taking root. Crowds were gathering, loved ones were grieving, distant sirens drew
            closer. Jix was glad that the living world could be so easily tuned out by Afterlights.
            He did not want to witness further results of their actions.

        “So what do we do with him?” asked the wild-haired girl.

        “Push him down! Push him down!” said the squirrelly one.

        “No,” said Milos, “he is a skinjacker. He deserves better than that.” Then
            he held out his hand to Jix. “Join us, and I promise you will be a part of something
            grand and glorious.”

        Still Jix made no move. Working under His Excellency, Jix had always
            dreamed he’d be part of something larger than himself. He even dreamed that he would be
            taken into the king’s inner circle, for Jix was a well-respected scout. But scouting
            kept him at a distance, and when it came to the king, out of sight was truly out of
            mind. Whenever Jix returned with news, no matter how important, His Excellency would
            never even remember his name.

        As Jix looked at these villainous, barbaric skinjackers, he found himself
            more and more curious about them, and oddly attracted to their way of life. Little was
            known about Mary the Eastern Witch—but here was an opportunity to learn more. What he
            ultimately did with that information would be entirely up to him.

        He looked down at the sleeping girl in his arms, and made a decision. “I
            want to be there when she wakes up. I want to be the first thing she
            sees when she opens her eyes. Then I’ll ask her for forgiveness.”

        The wild-haired girl rolled her eyes. “Whatever.”

        Jix gently lifted the spirit of the sleeping girl onto his shoulder. “Take
            me to the Eastern Witch.”

        The five of them made their way back to the train, everyone but
            Squirrel carrying a sleeping spirit.

        “It’s not my fault,” complained Squirrel. “I couldn’t hold on, my hands
            were greasy.”

        “Your hands are always greasy,” Moose pointed out.

        “Right—and it’s not my fault!”

        Jix spoke very little on the journey, but even so, he was still the center
            of attention. They all stared at him, some being more obvious about it than others.
            Jackin’ Jill didn’t even try to hide the fact that she was staring.

        “I’ve seen a lot of freaky Afterlights, but I’ve never seen one like you,”
            she finally said.

        Jix was not bothered. He prided himself on his ongoing transformation. He
            hoped that in time his form would match that of his animal spirit. These eastern
            Afterlights knew nothing of animal spirits. They were like the living, disconnected from
            the universe, seeing themselves as solitary. So self-centered. Yet Milos had asked him
            if he wanted to be part of something larger than himself, which pointed to some higher
            purpose. These eastern Afterlights certainly warranted closer observation.

        “There is art to what you have done to yourself,” Milos said to Jix, and
            Jix nodded his acceptance of the compliment.

        “So, are there any others in your litter?” said Jill. He didn’t have to see her face to sense the sneer in her voice.

        “Only me,” Jix said, offering her as little as possible.

        “You are the first Afterlight we have seen west of the Mississippi River,”
            Milos told him.

        “So, you’re all on your own?” Jill pressed. “No leader? No friends?”

        Jix considered how he’d answer the question before he spoke. “Cats are
            solitary animals.”

        They arrived at the train just after dawn, still carrying their sleeping
            souls. The kids who Jix had seen playing the day before were all in the train cars, but
            now that the sun was up, they would soon be out, and playing their games again. Jix had
            seen the train only at a distance, so as he drew closer with the skinjackers, he took
            note of everything.

        First, and most obvious, was the little church, curiously blocking the
            train’s progress. He had seen instances of jamnation before, although he had no such
            fancy word for it. This predicament made him smile. Such a little, unassuming building
            standing in the way of a mighty ghost train. It reminded him of a picture he had seen in
            a library book during his living days. A man standing in front of a giant tank in
            someplace Chinese. He suspected there was more to this church, however, than met the
            eye.

        The demon was still tied to the front of the train, and now he could tell
            that it was a she-demon, perhaps La
            Llorrona—the crying woman—although she didn’t appear to be crying. Not that
            Jix had actually ever met a she-demon, or knew for sure that such things existed, but
            he’d heard stories.

        The next thing he noticed was a caboose at the other end of the train,
            decorated with Christmas lights and shiny baubles that reflected the
            rising sun. He made a note to ask about it when he felt sure he’d get a truthful
            answer.

        And then there was the fourth passenger car. All of the other passenger
            cars seemed crowded with children, but the fourth car was crowded in a very different
            way. In the windows, Jix saw faces pressed up against the glass. It was quite literally
            crammed with Afterlights—there had to be a thousand souls stuck in that cramped space.
            Jix recalled one time when His Excellency had commanded a group of Afterlights to
            squeeze themselves into a large ceramic vase that had crossed into Everlost. In the
            living world it had been big enough to hold no more than two or three—but Afterlights,
            who are pure spirit, and have no true physical substance, can fit just about anywhere.
            They kept climbing in, and his Excellency got bored when the count reached fifty. There
            was no telling how many souls were shoved into this train car.

        “Wild, huh?” said Moose, looking at the crammed car. “Like clownsh in a
            car.” The faces in the window didn’t seem in distress, and Jix figured they had been in
            there quite a long time because they had gotten used to it. At most, it looked awkward
            and inconvenient, but they were still having conversations with one another as if this
            was just another normal day for them.

        “Why are they in there?” Jix asked. “For someone’s amusement?” That made
            Squirrel laugh, which was not a pleasant sound.

        “They were an enemy army,” Milos told him. “We defeated them a few months
            ago, and now we hold them in there for safekeeping.”

        “Yeah, yeah,” said Squirrel. “Prisoners of war.”

        “Bet you’ve never sheen sho many Afterlightsh,” said
            Moose.

        For a moment Jix wanted to brag about the great City of Souls, but decided
            to keep that to himself.

        The skinjackers brought their four slumbering spirits to an Afterlight who
            waited by a sleeping car.

        “Leave them with me,” the kid said, but Jix was reluctant.

        “It is all right,” said Milos. “Sandman will tag them, and mark them with
            the date they will awake.”

        Jix refused to give his sleeping girl to Sandman; instead he carried her
            into the sleeping car himself.

        “Hey,” said Sandman, “you can’t go in there.” Jix turned to him, bared his
            teeth and growled. Although his growl still sounded more like a boy than a wild cat,
            Sandman was intimidated enough to leave him alone.

        The sleeping car was already crowded. Each upper and lower berth had two,
            sometimes three sleeping kids, their chests rising and falling with the memory of
            breathing, but none of them snored or made the slightest sound. Jix found a comfortable
            place and left his sleeping girl there, making sure she looked comfortable, then kissed
            her forehead, because he knew she no longer had parents to do so, and because he knew no
            one was watching. Then he left the sleeping car and went straight to Milos.

        “I will meet Mary, the Eastern Witch, now.”

        “You will meet her,” said Milos, “when she is ready to be met.”

        “And when will that be?”

        Milos took a long look at him, perhaps trying to read something in his expression, but stealth also required a cool, unreadable face. Jix
            never gave anything away that he didn’t intend to.

        “Not today,” was all Milos said.

        “In the meantime,” suggested Jackin’ Jill, “why don’t you go lick yourself
            clean like a good kitty?”

        Jix suspected that he and Jill were never going to be friends.

    

CHAPTER 4
Green Goddess


Milos had not forgotten what Allie had told him, and although he hated the thought that she knew something he didn’t, he had to find out what she had seen from her perch at the front of the train. About a mile back, she had said. Figure it out for yourself. Once the newly harvested souls were safely in the sleeping car, Milos decided to set off alone to do exactly that.

He left Jill in charge of Jix, which she resented. “I don’t trust him,” Jill said. “No normal person skinjacks animals.”

“Would you rather Moose and Squirrel watch him?” suggested Milos. She just grunted in disgust. They both knew Moose and Squirrel had attention spans too short to effectively guard anyone. “Perhaps you could charm him into telling you more about where he comes from,” Milos said, with a grin. “After all, you’re a bit like a cat yourself.”

She raised her hand like a claw. “In that case, why don’t I just scratch that grin right off your face?” Still, Milos smiled. He had once been in love with Jill, as he had once been in love with Allie—but both times the love was bleached away by betrayal, leaving him with a wounded, if not broken, heart.

But then there was Mary.

All else in his life, and afterlife, had been mere preparation for her. She was his salvation—and in a very real way, he was hers as well.

Milos left the train in the afternoon, and followed the track, every couple of minutes looking around, trying to spot anything out of the ordinary, but nothing caught his eye. Looking back at the train proved to be a surreal sight: the locomotive, standing against the little white church right in the middle of its path. The way its steeple poked up at the sky made it appear as if the church was giving the train the middle finger.

Milos found nothing a mile back. Just a dead track, and the living world on either side of it. Whatever it was Allie saw, it was not revealing itself to Milos. He returned to the train, his afterglow faintly red with slow-boiling frustration.

When he arrived, all seemed the way it always did. Kids playing games, shuffling their feet to keep from sinking into the living world.

Speedo came running to him when he saw that Milos had returned. “What was there?” Speedo asked. “What did you see?”

“Nothing,” Milos told him. “I saw nothing at all.”

“So what do we do now?”

“I will figure something out!” Milos shouted at him. “Don’t ask me again!” When he looked around, he saw that his outburst had gotten the attention of some of the kids playing around them. When Mary’s kids saw him, they used to look away, too shy and respectful to make eye contact. But now when they looked at him, they stared coolly, and their gazes were an accusation. What are you doing for us? those gazes said. What good are you at all? Now it was Milos who looked away when they stared.

He considered going up to the front car, and bargaining with Allie to tell him what she saw, or perhaps threatening her—but he would not give her the satisfaction of knowing she had the upper hand. Instead, he turned, and strode toward the caboose.

“Wait, where are you going?” whined Speedo.

And Milos said, “I need to talk to Mary.”

When Mary’s army had acquired the train from the Chocolate Ogre, it did not have a caboose. It had been a simple steam engine with nine passenger cars, each from a different time period. The caboose was added at Milos’s insistence before they left Little Rock, Arkansas. He was adamant that they travel no further west until a final car—a special car—was found. No one argued. It was, in fact, the only order he gave that met with no resistance from anyone.

They finally found the caboose sitting on a slight stretch of dead track, hidden by a living-world apartment complex. Once found, attaching it to the train had been relatively easy. So was decorating it—because Christmas ornaments were both beloved and fragile, and so were naturally abundant in Everlost. The strings of brightly colored lights even stayed lit in Everlost without needing to be plugged in.

The caboose was decorated by Mary’s loving children, and the entrance was locked to everyone but Milos, the only one who knew the lock’s combination.

Now, as he spun the lock, and turned it to the combination, he took in a deep breath, for even though he no longer needed to breathe, the mere act of doing so helped him steel himself for the moment. Then, once he was sure he was ready, he stepped inside.

It was late afternoon now. Light poured into the windows of the caboose and onto an object that lay in the center. It was the only thing in the caboose.

The object was a coffin.

It wasn’t made of wood as one might expect, or even of stone, as had been done in ancient days. This coffin was made entirely of glass—bits and pieces of it, meticulously glued together with bubble gum and anything else sticky enough to do the job. There were pieces of crystal taken from chandeliers that had crossed into Everlost. There were bottles, and window panes and sunglass lenses, artfully arranged, and little stained-glass window hangings that added color. The casket was strange and piecemeal, yet perfect in its own way.

Within the glass coffin lay a figure in a shimmering green satin gown, ever silent, ever still. A girl once lost to this world, but now ever found.

“Hello, Mary . . .”

Milos knelt beside the coffin, gently moving his hand across the rough edges of joined glass. Tears filled his eyes, but not tears of sorrow. Far from it. It was joy that filled him when he looked at her. This is where Mary belonged—in Everlost—a world she was determined to tame, and dominate. The Chocolate Ogre had found a way to make her live again, sending her back into the world of the living, turning her spirit into flesh. Her untimely life was a shock to everyone, most of all to Milos—yet even in that dark time, Mary had orchestrated her own return to Everlost.

Bring me home, my love.

Those were the last words Mary said to him, before he took her life. She looked into his eyes, and steadied his hand as he thrust the blade through her heart. It was that singular act, as horrible as it was, that bound them together forever.

My love, she had called him—and in that moment Milos knew he had finally replaced Nick, that hideous chocolate-challenged spirit, in her heart.

In the living world Mary’s heart had lain mortally wounded, leaking its last ounce of life in an alley—but as her body died, a portal opened before her spirit, and Milos was there to catch her. Just as he’d promised, he was there to grab her and hold her tight in his embrace, denying the gravity of the light and preventing her from being sucked down the tunnel to some mysterious afterlife.

Perhaps the light wanted her. Perhaps God had already set a table for her in eternity . . . but Milos wanted her more. With every ounce of his will, he held her back until the light retreated, the tunnel vanished, and Mary’s spirit collapsed into his arms.

“I love you, Mary,” he had said to her, but she didn’t answer, and the moment after the light disappeared, her arms, which had held him so tightly, went limp and she fell into the deepest of sleeps, as they both knew she would. Nine months of dreamless slumber—for just as one is born to the world of the living, one must be born into Everlost. Not even the great Mary Hightower could escape that simple law of nature.

Even so, Mary had now accomplished something no one else ever had. . . . Never before had the same person lived and died twice. It changed everything.

Bring me home, my love.

And Milos did. On the day Mary re-died, he had carried her in his arms all the way back to the train. He walked with her through the crowd of Mary’s children so that they could all see. She had left in mystery—for Milos had never told the others what had befallen her—and now she was back. Not just back, but transformed. They were all too awed to do anything but whisper and reach out to touch her, feeling the smooth fabric of her green satin gown. When she was forced back into the living world, her tight Victorian velvet dress had quickly been ruined by a mere week of living on the street. She had shed it, replacing it with this gown of emerald satin. Now she looked less like a governess, and more like a goddess—a fallen goddess, waiting for her moment to rise.

That moment would come, but Milos feared it wouldn’t come soon enough.

Things had not gone well in the two months since he had brought Mary home. Just ten miles out of Little Rock, Arkansas, the ghost tracks had come to an end, and they had to backtrack, finding another set of rails that could carry them, and then another, then another—a constant series of false starts and dead ends. It was like navigating a maze, and finding alternate routes would take days. Even when they had forward momentum, they always moved at a snail’s pace, for fear that the tracks would unexpectedly end.

And then the desertions began.

Those who were loyal to Mary were loyal to the end—but others who feared the prospect of a dying/rising goddess, or simply distrusted Milos, were quick to run off. At last count they were losing a half dozen kids a day. Mary’s kids numbered close to a thousand when they started. He had no idea how many there were now. He was afraid to take a census.

“You’ll be lucky if you have any left at all by the time Mary wakes up,” Jill was quick to tell him. Milos did not want to face the prospect of explaining to Mary why he could not hold on to her children, and “protect them from themselves,” as she would put it.

This is why Milos allowed the reaping expeditions. If there were a good number of sleeping souls, it might make up for all the ones they had lost. And sleeping souls can’t run away.

“Everyone wants to know where we’re going,” Speedo had told him. “Did Mary tell you where she was leading us before you . . . uh . . . ‘made her cross’?”

“Of course she told me!”

“Well, it might make us all feel a little bit better if you told us.”

“That,” said Milos, “is between Mary and me.”

With all the starts and stops, backtracking and zigzagging, their journey was taking months. During that time, Mary’s kids all fell into new routines . . . yet even in their routines there was a sense of impatience—as if they were all reluctantly passing the time until something happened—until Milos actually DID something that brought them closer to their unknown destination. More and more he felt like a leader in name only.

Now, as he knelt alone in the caboose, he looked through the glass to Mary’s closed eyelids, trying to remember what her eyes looked like. Soft and inviting, while at the same time keen and calculating. It was an intoxicating combination.

“I have tried, Mary,” he said, in barely more than a whisper. “I have tried to lead your children and to bring even more into Everlost, just as you had asked . . . but there is only so much that I can do.” He found that he had forced his hands together, clasping his knuckles in something resembling prayer. “We face so many obstacles. And now this church . . .” He looked to the date she would awaken, written on the largest pane of glass. It was still more than six months away.

“I’m not sure I can do this without you, Mary,” he pleaded. “Please, please wake up soon. . . .”

For an instant, he thought he saw a twitch of her cheek. But it was just a trick of the light sifting through the crystalline coffin.

Late that afternoon, Milos gathered all of Mary’s children in a clearing just beside the train, then he climbed up on top of the caboose, and told them his plan. “We will build a bypass around the church,” Milos told them. “But to do it, we’ll need to find loose railroad tracks that have crossed into Everlost.”

Speedo jumped at the opportunity to lead the expedition. “Leave it to me,” he said. “I used to be a finder—I can find anything!” And since it was well known that he was, indeed, Mary’s favorite finder, he was chosen to lead an expedition of twenty-five souls to scour the Oklahoma City trainyards.

The crowd seemed to approve of the idea, but then a lone voice—it could have been anyone—called out from the crowd, “And then what? Where are we even going?”

The question brought absolute silence to the crowd. All eyes were on Milos, and Milos looked out at them, watching them watching him. They bobbed up and down in that odd way an Afterlight crowd did when trying to keep from sinking in living ground.

Milos cleared his throat, although there was nothing there to block his voice, and spoke as commandingly as he could.

“Mary wanted this to be a surprise, but maybe she won’t mind if I tell you.” Then he pointed off to the setting sun. “There is a deadspot in the West,” Milos told them. “A deadspot larger than any you’ve ever seen. It is a beautiful place filled with everything you could ever want or need. A place where you can all be happy forever. This is where Mary wants us to go.”

And the crowd applauded—some actually even cheered. There was one problem, though:

Milos was lying.

Mary’s plan was to head west, and conquer . . . but “west” was a direction, not a destination, and while these children could blindly trust Mary to lead them, they weren’t so blind when it came to Milos. He was afraid to consider what they might do to him if they knew Milos had no idea where they were going, or what to do when they got there.



CHAPTER 5
Allie in Distress


There were many things of which Allie was unaware. How could she know what went on behind her when her only view was the world in front of her? She knew that Mary Hightower had been pushed out of Everlost, and into the living world, because Allie had been there, and had helped turn her back into flesh and blood. . . . Yet Allie did not know that Mary’s second life was already over, and that she was just a few months away from awakening in Everlost again.

Allie knew that Nick, the “Chocolate Ogre,” had finally been overcome by his chocolate cancer, and had dissolved into nothing—but she did not know that Mikey McGill, still deeply in love with her, had gathered the shapeless melted mass that had once been Nick, and had given him shape once more.

Allie had no way of knowing that Charlie and Johnnie-O—Nick’s staunchest allies—were now hopelessly adrift in the Hindenburg, and that the massive airship was at the mercy of the Everlost sky.

And Allie didn’t know about reaping.

She knew it was possible, but even if she had known what Mary’s skinjackers were doing, what could she have done to stop them? To be imprisoned, unable to do anything was, for Allie, the worst punishment yet devised. She had been Allie the Outcast, an Afterlight to be reckoned with. Now she was a joke, and it burned her more than the heat of the earth’s core ever could. She immediately flashed to that stupid old silent-movie image of the damsel in distress tied to the railroad tracks, helplessly wailing. If she ever got off this train, she vowed never to be so helpless again. She’d rather sink to the center of the earth than suffer the indignity of needing rescue.

There was a way out of this—there had to be. In theory, she could skinjack her way off the train by touching a living person passing by, slip into that person’s body, and just walk away. However, the train never brought her in contact with the living. Even when they traveled through populated areas, the living never crossed directly into her path, and it wasn’t like she could shout to them and call them over.

Still, she would find a way out of this, and once she escaped the train, she would leave Everlost. She would not go down the tunnel and into the light—that was for those who were truly dead. But skinjackers had other alternatives. . . .

She had learned the secret of skinjackers—the thing that no skinjacker ever spoke of, but every skinjacker eventually discovered. Skinjackers are not dead, but are in deep, deep comas . . . not quite dead, but not quite alive, either.

But if her body was still alive . . . maybe—just maybe—she could skinjack herself.

There was one problem, however. If she did it, it meant leaving Mikey behind. The thought of it challenged her resolve. Could she say good-bye to him, after the years they’d spent together? She loved him. It was not a simple love—it was as deeply complicated as true love should be, full of strength and vulnerability, joy and frustration. A powerful connection between them, more tangible than eternity. Could she sacrifice that for a chance at living? She wondered where Mikey was now, and what he would say. Would he talk her out of leaving, or encourage her to go? With Mikey there was no telling. He was a spirit who could be both selfish and gallant at the same time. It was part of what made her love him.

Of course none of her musings mattered as long as she was tied to the grille of a train.

On the day that Speedo left on his expedition to find railroad tracks, Milos and his skinjackers went off as well, for their own dark purposes. Allie assumed it was their usual “skinjacking for fun and profit.”

Then, just a few minutes after they had gone, Allie was visited by the strangest spirit. A boy that seemed part cat. Clearly this was not one of Mary’s children.

“I thought you were bound by a spell,” he said as he approached, “but now I can see it’s nothing but rope that has crossed into Everlost.”

Allie had seen all sorts of body modifications in Everlost—some intentional, some not—but few were as exquisite as this boy’s. “Who are you?” Allie asked. She waited for an answer, but he gave her none.

“They fear you,” he said. “If they didn’t, they wouldn’t treat you this way.” She knew it was true, but it didn’t change her sense of powerlessness.

“Are there many of you?” Allie asked. “Are you going to attack the train?” If there was a whole army of cat-kids, then this could be a good thing. If they saw Milos and the others as enemies, then they could see Allie as a friend, and might free her.

“I am here as a guest of the Eastern Witch,” the cat-boy said, which, again, did not answer her question.

“There is no Eastern Witch,” Allie told him, taking a little bit of pride in the fact. “She won’t be back, no matter what her children think.”

The cat-kid raised an eyebrow. “Then who is it who sleeps in the last car?”

At first she thought she had misheard him. Then she thought he was making some sort of joke. Then she realized he didn’t have a sense of humor. He was dead serious. But if Mary was in the last car, she wasn’t just sleeping, she was hibernating. She was in transition between life, and—

“No!” Allie didn’t want to believe it. “No! Milos didn’t! He couldn’t have . . . he wouldn’t dare!” But she knew he would dare. Milos was audacious to an extreme—he would have no compunction about killing Mary, then pulling her out of the tunnel. It explained so many things. It explained why they were still pushing westward, following Mary’s directive, as if she’d be coming back.

Allie had thought that the one consolation of being on the front of a moving train was knowing that they were moving away from Mary. . . . Little had she known that Mary was with them all along.

This was the worst of all possible news—because Allie had seen into Mary’s mind, and knew the monster she was. Allie knew what Mary planned to do.

“You have to help me,” Allie said to the cat-kid. “Mary can never be allowed to wake up.”

“And why is that?”

“Because she plans to end the living world. She means to kill everyone and everything.”



CHAPTER 6
Cat on a Cold Tin Roof


Jix found Allie’s accusation against Mary worthy of further investigation. He wasn’t sure he believed that the Eastern Witch would dare to do such a thing as end the living world, or if she even could. Regardless, with so many months until Mary Hightower woke up, there were more immediate things to tend to.

Jix found that he had freedom to move through the train as long as Jill was with him. She was assigned to escort him wherever he went.

“I’m not an escort,” Jill grumbled to Milos when he gave her the assignment. “I’ve got better things to do.”

“I don’t see you doing anything,” Jix pointed out.

“Nobody asked you,” Jill said in a threatening growl—a tone that suited her.

Milos had grinned. “I am beginning to like this guy.” Which is exactly why Jix had said it.

Jix made note of everything. He learned how many kids were in the regular train cars—about fifty in each—which made it cramped but not unlivable.

 More than once he witnessed kids deserting the train—usually in groups of four or five. Safety in numbers.

“Let them go,” Jill had told him. “If we catch them now, they’ll only run away tomorrow.”

Once a day, Jix would go to the sleeping car, and visit the girl he had killed, making sure she was kept comfortable, and whispering his apology into her ear. In the living world, his younger sister would be much older than him now. He preferred to think of this girl as his sister, perpetually twelve, just as he was perpetually fifteen.

He would join in the various games the children played when the train stopped—everything from jump rope to hopscotch to tag. He got to know many of the kids, and although they were put off at first by his odd appearance, they always warmed to him.

Only the caboose was off-limits to Jix, which just piqued his desire to get in. He wanted to see the face of the sleeping witch. So great was her legend that gazing on her would be like gazing on the face of a queen. He couldn’t help but feel a sense of awe each time he looked at the brightly decorated tomb—for a tomb is exactly what it was. In Everlost, however, a tomb was only a temporary thing.

After a few days, Jill seemed less and less attentive of Jix’s comings and goings. On Thanksgiving night, the skinjackers went off to feast on turkey in the bodies of fleshies, and Mary’s children, who had lost all track of living-world celebrations, settled into their evening routines. Jix decided this was the perfect moment to pay a visit to the Eastern Witch. He used his catlike stealth to climb up to the roof of the caboose, cold and rough beneath his bare feet. Then he pried open the small skylight, and quietly slipped inside.

The glass coffin in the center of the caboose was impressive, and the girl inside was at peace—as if she knew Everlost was still under her control even during her slumber. She was both unremarkable and extraordinary at the same time; an angelic face that could belong to any girl and yet also unforgettable. He knew that if Afterlights dreamed, Mary Hightower would be at the core of many of them . . . and perhaps at the core of many nightmares as well.

“Estos niños te veneran,” he said, slipping into Spanish. “These children worship you—I’m not surprised you rest in such peace.” He wondered which would be better: to be in the service of Mary Hightower, or to present her as a gift to His Excellency? Certainly Jix would be rewarded for it; in fact, the king might even remember his name.

“Take a picture. It’ll last longer,” Jill said.

Jix spun and growled, reflexively crouching to a pounce position.

Jill came out of the shadows—but how could she even be in shadow? Afterlights all have a glow about them—the dark provides no concealment. Even now Jill’s glow filled the dim caboose as brightly as his own. How could he have missed seeing her?

“What are you doing here?” he growled, but it came out more like weak mewling.

“Waiting for you.” She pointed up to the skylight. “I saw you climbing up to the roof.” She produced the combination lock from her pocket. “Milos thinks he’s the only one who knows the combination.”

“So you were stalking me. . . .”

“Maybe you’re just not as stealthy as you think.”

Jix quickly composed himself. Jackin’ Jill was shrewd and crafty. He already knew she was dangerous—he knew that on the night he met her reaping. The thought of how dangerous she must be made him feel the slightest bit electrified.

“You hid in the shadows. How did you do that?” he asked.

“I dimmed my afterglow.”

“How?”

“You’re in no position to ask questions,” she told him. “I should go to Milos right now, and tell him I caught you breaking in on Mary.”

“You’re the one with the lock. I could tell him I caught you.”

“Do you really think he’ll believe that?”

“Yes,” said Jix. “Because he trusts you even less than he trusts me.”

The smug expression left her face, and she took an aggressive step closer. If she attacked him, it would be an interesting contest. Would she scratch or punch or slap? Or maybe she would move in closer than that, and wrestle him. Jix would often volunteer to fight for His Excellency’s amusement, and he knew many impressive wrestling moves. Which moves could he use on Jill, he wondered? Would he choose to pin her, or throw her off? Again, the thought of it sent a wave of excitement running through him.

“Why did you come in here?” she asked.

“I was curious.”

“Curiosity killed the cat,” she quickly replied—exactly as he knew she would. It put him in control of the conversation without her even realizing it.

She glanced down to the coffin. “So now you’ve seen her. Is she everything you imagined she’d be?”

Jix shrugged. “She’s just a girl who sleeps, verdad?”

“And yet she’s more powerful asleep than most of us are awake.” Jill looked him over, and he tightened his abs for the event. “I still haven’t figured you out,” she said. “Why are you even here on this train? It can’t be because you want to be one of Mary’s loyal servants. You’re too much of a loner for that.”

“Like you,” Jix pointed out.

“I stay because I find it amusing. I like watching Milos spin his wheels and try to play ‘daddy’ to Mary’s little snot-noses. But you don’t have a reason to be here, and you never say anything about yourself. I find that highly suspect.”

Jix smiled and gave her his best catlike stare. Jill was unfazed. What was it about her that intrigued him? She was not particularly attractive, and yet he enjoyed gazing at her. There was a certain . . . rudeness to her soul that Jix could not define. It was almost like a scent; sharp, but not entirely unpleasant. It made his nose twitch. When he had first met Jill, he had despised her . . . but there’s a fine line between hate and certain other emotions.

“Are you going reaping tonight?” Jix asked.

“Mmmmmaybe,” she said. It came out like a purr. “If Milos lets me.”

How strange, thought Jix, that she shows Milos such disrespect, yet knows which rules must be obeyed. So very feline.

“You have an urge to hunt and to kill,” Jix said. “As a human, that makes you a criminal. But as a cat, you’d merely be following an instinct.”

She gave him an arrogant glare. “I don’t furjack,” she said. “If you ask me, I think it’s sick.”

“You say that only because you’ve never done it.” He moved closer to her. “Don’t you ever long to be something different? Something . . . other?” He reached out his forearm toward her. “Touch my arm.”

“Why?”

“It’s not just the color and the spots—it’s beginning to feel like fur.”

Cautiously, she reached out and brushed a finger across his velvet forearm the way one might touch a snake.

“It takes a very long time,” he said, “but you can change yourself into what you choose to skinjack.” Then he locked his gaze on hers. “There are no jaguars this far north, but there are mountain lions, I think. . . . If you became a lioness, I could be your male.”

“Gross!” she said, but Jix just smiled.

“Your lips say ‘no,’ but your eyes tell a different story.”

And at that, Jackin’ Jill, who clearly never stepped back from anyone, took a major step backward.

“We’re done here, Simba.”

“For now,” said Jix, the grin never leaving his face.

She turned and headed for the door, but didn’t leave quite yet. “Think of something awful,” she said, with her back to him.

“¿Como?” he asked. “What?”

“That’s how you dowse your afterglow. Think of something awful, and your glow goes away, but just for a few seconds.” And then she was gone, locking the door, and forcing him to leave the way he came in.


 In her book Tips for Taps, Mary Hightower has this to say about human emotions:

“We in Everlost are bound by many of the same emotions that we had in life. Joy and despair, love and hate, fear and contentment. Only skinjackers, however, who still have access to flesh, are cursed with those unwholesome feelings brought on by biology, which includes all forms of burning desires. They should be pitied, because unlike the rest of us, they are closer to animals.”
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