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A “Read Me” from Mary Hightower

Hello, and welcome to Everlost. For new arrivals, I am happy to provide a comprehensive list of everterms and definitions that may help you in your postmortal journey. Naturally I’ve included my own personal opinions as well, for what list would be complete without the wisdom of someone who knows? Thank you, and I look forward to meeting you very, very soon.

Yours most truly,

Mary Hightower

afterglow: This is the gentle light that all spirits in Everlost generate. Of course some shine more brightly than others.

Afterlight: All residents of Everlost are properly referred to as “Afterlights.” To call us ghosts is insulting.

chime: To hang one’s captives upside down by their ankles from long ropes, allowing them to swing free. As it is impossible to feel physical pain in Everlost, certain evil entities, such as the McGill will chime their prisoners in an attempt to induce long-term boredom.

chiming chamber: A place where such unfortunate afterlights are chimed.

deadspot: This is a small patch of ground that has crossed from the living world into Everlost. In most cases these spots are just a few feet wide, and mark the place where someone has died; however, in certain instances deadspots can include larger areas.

dominant reality: When a building is destroyed, and crosses into Everlost, and a new structure is built in the living world to take its place, which of those buildings is more real? To us in Everlost, the older, “crossed” building is the one we see. Therefore, it is my opinion that Everlost is more real. You can read more about this in my upcoming book The Living World and Other Myths, as Told by Mary Hightower.

ecto-ripping: One of the criminal arts, as I like to call them. “Ecto-ripping” or “ripping” is the ability to reach into the living world, and rip things out of it, and into Everlost. Avoid ecto-rippers at all costs. Any ecto-ripper sighting should be reported to an authority.

evercookies: Certain individuals (whose names I shall not mention) claim that all Chinese fortune cookies cross into Everlost, and if that’s not enough, they also insist that every fortune in Everlost is true. I say that these are lies, lies, lies. I advise you to stay away from fortune cookies as if they carry the plague. 

eversight: We Afterlights can see the living world, but it looks blurry and out of focus to us. Even the colors of the living world are subdued. Only the things and places that have crossed into Everlost appear bright, solid, and clear to us. Such is the nature of eversight.

everslugs: You may have discovered a time-worn coin in your pocket when you awoke in Everlost. Throw it away. It’s worthless. 

The Everwild: The unexplored, uncharted, and mostly dangerous regions of Everlost.

fleshie: A skinjacker slang term for a living, breathing human being. 

gravity fatigue: Afterlights are not immune to the force of gravity—it pulls down on us just as it does to the living. Unfortunately, since we sink in the living world, there is always a clear and present danger that we might sink all the way to the center of the earth if we don’t keep moving when on living ground. Once one sinks over one’s head into the ground, there is usually no hope that that person will ever pull himself back to the surface. We call this gravity fatigue.

Interlights: After crossing into Everlost, Afterlights sleep for nine months before awaking in Everlost. During that hibernation period, they are properly referred to as Interlights.

peel out: When a skinjacker pulls out of a fleshie, it is sometimes referred to as “peeling out.”

skinjacking: Another criminal art—perhaps the most useful— if any of the criminal arts can be called useful. Skinjacking is the ability to “possess” a living person, by leaping inside of that person, and taking control of, him or her.

vapor: This is the proper way to refer to a gathering of Afterlights. A flock of birds, a gaggle of geese, and a vapor of Afterlights. 
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PART ONE
A Vapor of Afterlights




CHAPTER 1
Fresh Havoc

There were rumors.

Of terrible things, of wonderful things, of events too immense to keep to oneself, and so they were quietly shared from soul to soul, one Afterlight to another, until every Afterlight in Everlost had heard them.

There was the rumor of a beautiful sky witch, who soared across the heavens in a great silver balloon. And there were whispers of a terrible ogre made entirely of chocolate, who lured unsuspecting souls with that rich promising smell, only to cast them down a bottomless pit from which there was no return.

In a world where memories bleach clean from the fabric of time, rumors become more important than that which is actually known. They are the life’s blood of the bloodless world that lies between life and death.

On a day much like any other in Everlost, one boy was about to find out if those rumors were true.

His name is unimportant—so unimportant that he himself had forgotten it—and less important still, because in a brief time he will be gone forever.

He had died about two years earlier, and, having lost his way to the light, he slept for nine months, then had woken up in Everlost. The boy was a wanderer, solitary and silent, hiding from others who crossed his path, for fear of what they might do to him. Without camaraderie and friendship to remind him who he was, he forgot his identity more quickly than most.

On the occasions that he did come across packs of other Afterlight kids, he would listen to them from his hiding spot as they shared with each other the rumors of monsters, so he knew as well as any other Afterlight what lay in store for the unwary.

When the boy had first crossed into Everlost, his wanderings had a purpose. He had begun in search of answers, but now he had even forgotten the questions. All that remained was an urge to keep moving, resting only when he came across a deadspot—a solid, bright patch of earth that had, like him, crossed into Everlost. He had learned very quickly that deadspots were unlike the faded, unfocused world of the living, where every footfall pulled you ankle-deep, and threatened to take you all the way down to the center of the earth if you stood still for too long.

On this day, his wanderings had brought him to a field full of deadspots—he had never seen so many in one place … but what really caught his attention was the bucket of popcorn. It just sat there on a deadspot, beside a huge Everlost tree, like it had no better place to be.

Somehow, the popcorn had crossed over!

The dead boy had not had the luxury of food since arriving in Everlost—and just because he didn’t need to eat anymore, it didn’t mean the cravings ended—so how could he resist that popcorn? It was the largest size, too—the kind you order with big eyes in the movie theater, but can never finish. Even now the corn inside glistened with butter. It seemed too good to be true!

Turns out, it was.

As he stepped onto the deadspot and reached for the tub, he felt a trip wire against his ankle, and in an instant a net pulled up around him, lifting him off the ground. Only after he was fully snared within the net did he realize his mistake.

He had heard of the monster that called itself the McGill, and his soul traps—but he had also heard that the McGill had traveled far away, and was now wreaking fresh havoc across the Atlantic Ocean. So then, who had set this trap? And why?

He struggled to free himself, but it was no use—his only consolation was that the bucket of popcorn was trapped in the net with him, and although half of its contents had spilled onto the ground, half still remained. He savored every single kernel, and when he was done, he waited, and he waited. Day became night, became day over and over, until he lost track of time, and he began to fear that his eternity would be spent strung up in this net… . Until he finally heard a faint droning sound—some sort of engine approaching from the north. The sound was echoed from the south—but then, as both sounds grew louder, he realized it wasn’t an echo at all. The sounds were different. He was being approached on two sides.

Were these other Afterlights coming for him, or were they monsters? Would he be freed, or would he become the victim of fresh havoc himself? The faint memory of a heart pounded in his ghostly chest, and as the whine of engines grew louder, he waited to see who would reach him first.


        CHAPTER
                    2
The View on High

        “Miss Mary, one of our lookouts spotted a trap that’s sprung.”

        “Excellent news! Tell Speedo to bring us down close, but not too close—we
            don’t want to frighten our new friend.”

        Mary Hightower was in her element this far from the ground. Not so high as
            the living flew, where even the clouds were so far below, they seemed painted on the
            earth, but here, in that gap between earth and the heavens, is where she felt at home.
            She was queen of the Hindenburg, and she liked that just fine. The massive
            silver airship—the largest zeppelin ever built—had gone up in a ball of flames way back
            in 1937, leaving the living world and crossing into Everlost. Mary, who believed all
            things happened for a reason, knew why it had exploded: It had crossed into Everlost for
            her.

        The Starboard Promenade, which ran the full length of the passenger
            compartment, was her plush personal retreat, and her center of operations. Its
            downward-slanted windows gave her a dramatic view of the ground below: the washed-out
            hues of the living world, speckled with features both man-made and
            natural that stood out more boldly than the rest. Those were the places that had crossed
            into Everlost. Trees and fields, buildings and roads. While Afterlights could still see
            the living world, it was blurred and faded. Only things and places that had crossed into
            Everlost appeared bright and in sharp focus. Mary estimated that one in a hundred things
            that died or were destroyed crossed into Everlost. The universe was very selective in
            what it chose to keep.

        Only now, as she spent her days riding the skies, did she realize she had
            stayed put for way too long. She had missed so much up in her towers—but then the towers
            were a citadel against her brother, Mikey—the monster who called himself the McGill.
            Mikey had been defeated. He was harmless now. And now Mary no longer had to wait for
            Afterlights to find her. She could go out and find them herself.

        “Why are you always looking out of those windows?” Speedo would ask her,
            when he took a break from piloting the airship. “What do you see?”

        “A world of ghosts,” she would tell him. Speedo had no idea that the
            ghosts she spoke of were the so-called living. How insubstantial that world was. Nothing
            in it lasted, not places, not people. It was a world full of pointless pursuits that
            always ended the same way. A tunnel, and surrender. Well, not always, she
            thought happily. Not for everyone.

        “I’d still rather be alive,” Speedo would say whenever she spoke of how
            blessed they were to be here in Everlost.

        “If I had lived,” Mary would remind him, “I’d be long dead by now … and
            you’d probably be a fat, bald accountant.”

        Then Speedo would look at his slight physique, dripping
            wet—always dripping wet in the bathing suit he died in—to reassure himself that he’d
            never have grown fat and bald, had he lived. But Mary knew better. Adulthood can do the
            most horrific things to the best of people. Mary much preferred being fifteen
            forever.

        Mary took a moment to gather herself and prepare to greet the new arrival.
            She would do it personally. It was her way, and it was the least she could do. She would
            be the first out of the ship—a slender figure in a plush green velvet dress, and with a
            perfect fall of copper hair, descending the ramp from the impossibly huge hydrogen
            airship. This is how it was done. With class, with style. The personal touch. All new
            arrivals would know from the first moment they met her that she loved each and every
            child in her care and they were safe under her capable protection.

        As she left the Starboard Promenade, she passed other children in the
            common areas of the ship. She had collected forty-seven of them. In her days at the
            towers, there had been many, many more—but Nick had taken them from her. He had betrayed
            her, handing each of her children the key to their own undoing. He had placed a coin in
            each of their hands. The coins! Those horrid little reminders that a true death did
            await all of them if they were foolish enough to seek it—and just because there was a
            light at the end of the tunnel, it didn’t mean it was something to be desired. Not the
            way Mary saw it. Heaven might shine bright, but so do flames.

        As the ship descended, Mary went to the control car— the ship’s bridge
            which hung from the belly of the giant craft. From there she would
            have the best view as they descended.

        “We should touch down in a few minutes,” Speedo told her, as he intently
            piloted the sleek silver beast. He was one of the few Afterlights to refuse to take a
            coin on the day Nick betrayed her. That had earned him a special place. A position of
            trust and responsibility.

        “Look at that field.” Speedo pointed it out. “Do you see all those
            deadspots?”

        From the air it looked like a hundred random polka dots on the ground.

        “There must have been a battle here once,” Mary suggested. “Perhaps the
            Revolutionary War.”

        There was one Everlost tree, standing on its own deadspot. “The trap is in
            that tree,” Speedo told her as they neared the ground.

        It was a grand tree, its leaves full of rich reds and yellows, set apart
            from the greener summertime trees of the living world. For this tree it would always be
            the early days of fall, but the leaves would never drop from its branches. Mary wondered
            what had caused it to cross over. Perhaps lovers had carved their initials in it, and
            then it was struck by lightning. Perhaps it was planted in someone’s memory, but was
            then cut down. Or maybe it simply soaked up the blood of a fallen soldier, and died
            years later in a drought. For whatever reason, the tree didn’t die entirely. Instead it
            crossed into Everlost, like so many things that the universe saw fit to preserve.

        The foliage of the tree was so dense, they couldn’t see the trap, even
            after they had touched down.

        “I’ll go first,” Mary said. “But I’d like you to come
            too. I’ll need you to free our new friend from the net.”

        “Of course, Miss Mary.” Speedo smiled a smile that was slightly too large
            for his face.

        The ramp was lowered, and Mary stepped from the airship to the earth,
            keeping the grace of her stride even as her feet sank almost to her ankles in the living
            world with each step.

        But as she got closer to the tree, she saw that something was terribly,
            terribly wrong. The net had been taken down, and there was no Afterlight inside. All
            that remained was the empty popcorn tub on the ground—the bait she had left, just as her
            brother used to—but while the McGill offered his captives slavery, Mary offered them
            freedom. Or at least her definition of it. But there was no Afterlight in the net to
            receive her gift today.

        “Musta gotten out,” Speedo said as he came up behind her.

        Mary shook her head. “No one gets out of these nets.”

        And then a scent came to her from the tree. It was a sweet, heady aroma
            that filled her with a rich blend of love, swirled with loathing.

        The aroma was coming from a brown handprint on the trunk of the tree. A
            handprint left there to mock her.

        “Is that dried blood?” Speedo asked.

        “No,” she told him, maintaining her poise in spite of the fury that raged
            within her. “It’s chocolate.”

        
            
                	In her book Caution,
                            This Means You, Mary Hightower says the following about the “evils”
                        of the chocolate one: “Wise Afterlights would do well to heed the many
                        warnings relating to the creature known as the Chocolate Ogre. He is a force
                        of chaos and distress in this world. Indeed, Everlost itself shakes in fury
                        at his terrible misdeeds. If there is justice in this world—and I believe
                        there most certainly is—he will be held accountable when he meets his maker.
                        Should the ogre be seen anywhere near your vicinity, it is best to seek
                        shelter, and immediately report his presence to an authority.”

            

            
                	By “authority,” one can only assume that Mary
                        means herself.

            

        

    
        CHAPTER
                    3
Audience with an Ogre

        It was an old steam engine, forged and destroyed in the nineteenth
            century, but so well-loved by its conductor that it earned a place in Everlost. Of
            course it could travel only on tracks that no longer existed. Such were the
            inconveniences of life after life.

        A kid with hands much too large for his body, and with a cigarette that
            never went out dangling from his lip, had freed the boy from Mary’s net. Now he gripped
            the kid’s arm a little too hard as he moved him through fields and woods toward the
            waiting train.

        “Whose train is it?” The boy asked in a panic, “What’s gonna happen to
            me?”

        “Don’t ask stupid questions,” said the kid with big hands, “or I’ll send
            you down soon as look at you, I swear I will.” Then he pushed the boy up the steps and
            into a parlor car.

        The smell hit him right away.

        “Oh, no! No!”

        As wonderful as that chocolate smell was, it could only mean one thing. The rumors were true, and he was doomed.

        At the other end of the car sat a figure wearing a tie and a white shirt,
            although the shirt had become stained with countless brown smudges. So was the rich red
            carpet. So were the red velvet chairs.

        “Don’t be afraid,” the Chocolate Ogre said—which was always what monsters
            said when you really should be afraid.

        Light poured in from the windows into the frightened boy’s eyes, so he
            couldn’t see the face of the ogre clearly, but then the ogre stood and came into the
            light. All at once everything became clear.

        It was as if someone had dipped the entire left half of his face in a
            fudge bucket. It seemed to ooze right out of his pores—even the color of his left eye
            had gone chocolate-brown. It was the other half of his face that was the more
            surprising, for that half did not look monstrous at all. In fact the right side of his
            face looked like that of an ordinary fifteen-year-old boy.

        “Let me go,” the terrified Afterlight begged. “I’ll do anything you want,
            just let me go.”

        “I will,” said the Chocolate Ogre. “Even better than letting you go, I’ll
            send you on your way.”

        That did not sound good, and the boy waited for the bottomless pit to open
            beneath his feet. But that didn’t happen.

        “What’s your name?” the ogre asked.

        It was something the boy had not thought about for a long time. “I’m …
                me.”

        The Chocolate Ogre nodded. “You can’t remember. That’s
            okay.” Then the ogre held out his hand to shake. “I’m Nick.”

        The boy looked at the ogre’s hand, and didn’t know how to respond. It was
            much cleaner than the other one, which was totally covered in chocolate—but still even
            his “clean” hand had plenty of stains, probably from touching all the other
            chocolate-splattered things on the train.

        “What’s the matter? You didn’t expect the ‘Chocolate Ogre,’ to actually
            have a name?” His smile made chocolate drip from his cheek and to the darkly stained
            carpet.

        Then the big-handed kid, still standing behind the boy, nudged his
            shoulder hard. “Shake his hand—you’re being rude!”

        The boy did as he was told—he shook the ogre’s hand, and when he brought
            his hand back, there was chocolate on it. Even in his fear, that chocolate on his hand
            looked better to him than the popcorn had.

        As if reading his mind, the ogre said, “Go ahead—it’s real, and it’s just
            as good as when you were alive.”

        And although the boy sensed this was a trick—that maybe it was somehow
            poisoned, or worse—he raised his fingers to his lips, and licked the chocolate off. The
            ogre was right—it was real and it was good.

        The ogre pointed to his face. “The only good thing about it is that I get
            to share.”

        “And it’s milk chocolate today,” said the kid with big hands. “You must be
            in a good mood.”

        The Chocolate Ogre shrugged. “Any day I save someone from Mary is a good
            day.”

        This monster was being far too friendly. The boy would
            have much preferred a fiery temper. At least then he would have known exactly where he
            stood.

        “What are you going to do to me?” he asked.

        “I’m not going to do anything. The question is, what are you
            going to do?” He folded his arms. “You crossed over with a coin. Do you remember what
            happened to it?”

        The boy shrugged. “It was just a slug,” he said. “I threw it away.”

        Then the Chocolate Ogre reached into a rusty gray bucket. “Hmm … looks
            like I found it.” He pulled a coin out of the bucket and held it out to the boy. “Take
            it.” And when he hesitated, the big-handed kid behind him nudged him again.

        The boy took the coin. It did look much like the slug he had tossed when
            he first arrived.

        “Tell me how it feels in your hand,” the ogre said.

        “It feels warm.”

        The ogre smiled. “Good. Very good. Now you have a choice. You can keep
            holding it in your hand … or you can put it into your pocket, and save it for another
            time.”

        “What happens if I hold it?”

        “I really don’t know. Maybe you can tell me.”

        And although the boy had not been this frightened since his first days in
            Everlost, there was a certain comfort coming from the coin itself. It filled his hand
            with a relaxing warmth—a sense of peace that was already radiating from his hand to his
            arm, to his entire spirit. His afterglow—the faint aura of light that every Afterlight
            radiated—seemed to grow brighter.

        Before he could change his mind, he closed his fist on
            the coin which grew ever warmer in his hand, and in a moment, space itself seemed to
            split before him, revealing a tunnel. Its walls were blacker than black, but at some
            impossible distance ahead was a light, as bright as the walls were dark. Why, this
            wasn’t a bottomless pit at all! He had seen this before! Yes! He had seen it the very
            moment he—

        “—Jason!” he shouted joyfully. “My name is Jason!”

        The ogre nodded. “Have a safe trip, Jason.”

        He wanted to thank the Chocolate Ogre, but he found he was already too far
            away, shooting down the tunnel, finally on his way to where he was going.

        A rainbow sparkling of light, a shimmer in the air like heat on a summer
            road, and the boy was gone.

        “They never tell what they see,” complained Johnnie-O, cracking his
            oversized knuckles. “You’d think at least one of them would.”

        “If you really want to know what they see,” said Nick, “then take a coin
            yourself.”

        Johnnie-O shifted his shoulders uncomfortably. “Naah,” he said, “I’m not
            done makin’ your life miserable.”

        Nick had to laugh. With all of Johnnie-O’s tough-guy attitude, he had
            turned out to be a solid friend. Of course it hadn’t started that way. Johnnie-O was
            none too happy when Nick showed up with his magic bucket of coins. That bucket, like the
            fortune cookies, like the coins themselves, was a gift from the unknown places beyond
            the tunnel— because the bucket was never empty as long as there was a soul who needed a
            coin. Nick thought he’d have to search far and wide for those coins,
            and the fact that the bucket would refill itself the moment no one was looking was a
            sign to Nick that he was doing the right thing.

        Johnnie-O had watched as every member of his gang took a coin, and
            completed their journey out of Everlost. Why Johnnie-O didn’t use his own coin is
            something only he could know—Nick never asked him why—such a decision was too personal
            to ever question.

        “I’ll send you down!” Johnnie-O had screamed the day his gang
            took their coins and disappeared. “Even if I gotta go down to the center of the
                earth with you, I’ll send you down!” And he had almost done it too. He and Nick
            had fought and struggled until both were chest deep in the earth. But when Johnnie-O
            realized he really would go down along with Nick, he backed off, pulled himself out, and
            let Nick pull himself out as well.

        Nick liked to think that, in the end, Johnnie-O realized that giving those
            kids a ticket out of Everlost was the right thing to do. Nick liked to think Johnnie-O
            respected him for it. Of course Johnnie-O would never admit that aloud, but the fact
            that he stayed with Nick, and helped him in his own intimidating way, was proof enough
            for Nick.

        With the boy dispatched to his destination, Nick went up to the train’s
            engine, where a nine-year-old who called himself Choo-choo Charlie stoked the boiler and
            studied a map that he had drawn himself. Aside from Charlie’s map, no one had ever made
            a record of Everlost’s rail lines.

        “D’ya think Mary would put my map in one of her books?” Charlie asked.

        “Mary won’t put anything in her books that doesn’t help Mary,” Nick told him. “You’d probably have to draw a map where all roads lead to
                her.”

        Charlie laughed. “Most of ’em kinda do,” he said. “She’s got her fingers
            in everything.” Then he got a little quiet. A little scared, maybe. “D’ya think she
            knows I’m helping you?”

        “She’ll forgive you,” Nick said. “She prides herself on how forgiving she
            is. She’d even forgive me if I gave up my ‘evil ways.’ Anyway, you’re not ‘helping
            me’—I’ve hired you, and business is business, right?”

        Then Nick handed Charlie a mug full of chocolate. Payment for his
            services.

        “Someday I’m gonna get tired of this stuff,” Charlie warned.

        “Well,” said Nick, “it’s all I’ve got to give.”

        Charlie shrugged it off. “No worries. I can always trade it for something
            else.”

        He was right about that. As awful as Nick’s affliction was, in Everlost
            dripping chocolate was like dripping gold. It was his bad luck to die at fourteen with a
            chocolate smudge on his face, and as he forgot more and more of his life on earth, that
            little smudge spread. In Everlost, we are what we remember, Mary had once told
            him. So why did he have to remember that stupid chocolate stain?

        Allie—who had died in the same accident as Nick— had never laughed at Nick
            because of it. And when other kids in Mary’s domain had taken to calling him “Hershey,”
            she helped him fight to keep his memories and his name. The thought of Allie saddened
            him. They had arrived here together, and had journeyed through Everlost together. He had always felt that their fates were somehow intertwined, but they
            had both gone their separate ways, and Nick never even had the chance to say good-bye.
            No doubt Allie finally made her way home to find what became of her family. He wondered
            if she ever took hold of her coin, and completed her journey. He hoped she had, but
            another, more selfish side of himself hoped that she remained here in Everlost, so he
            might see her again someday.

        “Look,” said Charlie, “Mary’s already leaving.”

        Sure enough, Nick could see the Hindenburg in the distance,
            rising up to the sky.

        “I should have stayed there by that tree,” Nick said. “Then she’d have to
            face me.”

        “Wouldn’t work,” said Johnnie-O. “If she saw you there, she’d never get
            out of that ship.”

        Johnnie-O was, right, of course. Still, Nick longed for the moment they
            came face-to-face. It wasn’t just about seeing her frustration—it was about seeing
                her. Being close to her again. In spite of everything, he still loved her.
            It made no sense to Charlie or Johnnie-O, but it made perfect sense to Nick, because he
            understood Mary more than she understood herself. She was a victim of her own righteous
            nature—a slave to the order she tried to impose on Everlost. If he could, Nick would
            open her eyes to the truth of it, making her see that she was creating far more harm
            than good. Then, he would be there to comfort her in that moment of revelation, when all
            she believed about herself crumbled before her. Once she understood what was
                truly right, Nick had to believe she would embrace it, and together they
            would free as many souls from Everlost as they could. This was the
            Mary he loved. The Mary that could be.

        Each time Nick arrived at one of her traps, and freed one of her snagged
            souls, he hoped for that moment of confrontation, where her anger would be undermined by
            the love he knew she felt for him. But she never came forward to face him. Instead, Mary
            always left without affording him the dignity of a proper slap in the face.

        “She’s heading northwest,” Charlie said. “D’ya want to follow her
            again?”

        “Where are we?” Nick asked.

        Charlie looked at his map. “Somewhere in Virginia. East of Richmond.”

        This was the farthest south they’d ever been—but there were Afterlights
            who Nick had come across, who spoke of things even farther south than this. Rumors.
            Things that could not be believed in the living world, but in Everlost, anything was
            possible. So Mary would not face him—and now he suspected she never would without a
            full-out war. There was no question her soul traps were all about gathering up an army.
                Fine, Mary, thought Nick. If that’s what you want, then I’ll
            play.

        “Head south.”

        Charlie shook his head. “Can’t. I haven’t charted any tracks south of
            Virginia. Why d’ya wanna go south anyway? Nothing there but the Everwild.”

        Nick grunted in frustration at the mention of it. “That’s all I ever hear!
            Everwild to the north, Everwild to the west, Everwild to the south—”

        “Hey, it’s not my fault no one knows what’s out there!”

        “And to the Afterlights there, we’re in the Everwild.”

        Perhaps the living world had finally connected
            coast-to-coast and around the world, but Everlost was a new frontier. It was just like
            the days when America was still the New World, and no one knew what breathtaking vistas
            and unforeseen dangers lay over the next ridge. Perhaps the unknown wouldn’t have been
            so daunting if they had an entire crew—but unlike Mary, Nick hadn’t been interested in
            collecting followers. His job was to get rid of them, which made it hard to maintain
            more than just the barest of skeleton crews—namely, himself, Charlie, and Johnnie-O. It
            was time to change all that.

        “Come on, Charlie—let’s tame the Everwild! We’ll chart the rails, and mark
            the deadspots on the way!”

        And although Charlie was reluctant to travel to places unknown, Nick knew
            he was tempted. There was a certain excitement in breaking away from the familiar, and
            shattering old routines.

        “We’ll need to look for a finder who can trade us the paper we’ll need to
            make a new map,” said Charlie, “but until then I can scratch the map into the engine
            bulkhead.”

        Nick slapped him on the back, leaving an accidental chocolate stain.
            “Let’s get started, then. We’ll get to the southern Afterlights before Mary can!”

        With the furnace blazing on the memory of coal, the steam engine headed
            south into a vast unknowable wild.

    
CHAPTER 4
The Outcast

On a warm June afternoon, two finders came to a small-town diner that had burned down many years before. The living world had paved over the spot, and turned it into a parking lot for the bank next door, but in Everlost, the diner remained, its chrome siding shining in the afternoon sun. It was the only building in town that had crossed, and so had become a home to about a dozen Afterlights.

The finders, a boy and a girl, arrived riding a horse. This was unheard of. Well, not entirely unheard of. There were stories about one finder in particular who traveled on the only horse ever known to have crossed into Everlost—and it was said she did travel with a companion, although he never played into the stories much.

As the kids stepped out of the diner, they kept their distance, wanting to, but also afraid to believe that this could be the finder of legend. The cluster of Afterlights were young—and the oldest girl from the diner (who, not surprisingly called herself “Dinah”) was their leader. She was ten when she had died, and the thing she remembered about herself more than anything else was that she had long, luxurious hair—so now it trailed behind her like a smooth amber bridal train.

It had been a while since finders had come to town, and their arrival always began with hope, and ended with disappointment. Finders were endlessly searching out objects that crossed into Everlost, bartering and trading the items they found for things of greater value. But nothing much crossed here. The finders usually left with a sneer and didn’t come back.

“Sorry,” Dinah said to the two, as they got off their horse. “We don’t have much to trade. Just this.” And she held out a shoelace.

The boy laughed. “The lace crossed, but not the shoe that went with it?”

Dinah shrugged. She expected this reaction. “It’s what we’ve got. If you want it, then give us something in return. If not, then leave.” She looked over at the girl, daring to ask what the younger kids in her care were too afraid to ask. “You have a name?”

The girl smiled. “If you want my name, it’ll cost you a shoelace.”

Dinah pulled the shoelace back, shoving it in her pocket. “A name’s not even worth that much here. It’s probably made up anyway, like everyone else’s.”

The girl finder grinned again. “I think I have something to trade for the lace.” Then she reached into a saddlebag and pulled out a shimmering ornament that said Baby’s first Christmas.

All the younger kids oohed and ahhed, but Dinah kept her stony expression. “That’s worth more than a shoelace. And finders don’t just give things away.”

“Consider it a gift of good will,” the girl said, “from Allie the Outcast.”

This was the moment Allie loved most. The gasps, and the expressions on their faces. Some would believe she was who she claimed to be, others would have their doubts, but by the time she left, they would all believe—because it was true, and she liked to believe that truth did make itself clear in the end.

The young Afterlights, who had been so standoffish just a moment ago, now crowded around her, bombarding her with questions.

“You’re Allie the Outcast?”

“Is it true you can skinjack?”

“Is it true you spit in the face of the Sky Witch?”

“Is it true you charmed the McGill like a snake?”

She glanced at Mikey, who was not at all amused.

“I admit nothing,” Allie said with a smirk, which just made them believe it all the more.

Dinah, however was only partially convinced. “All right, if you are who you say you are, then let’s see you skinjack.” The kids all voiced their nervous approval of the suggestion. “Go on—there’s plenty of fleshies around.” Allie looked around them, and sure enough the moving blurs of the living swept by them on the street, so easy to tune out when one wasn’t looking.

“I’m not a circus act,” Allie said sternly. “I don’t perform on command.”

Dinah backed off, then turned her eyes to the other half of the team. “So if she’s Allie the Outcast, who are you?”

“My name’s Mikey.”

Dinah laughed. “Not much of a name for a finder.”

“Fine,” he said, clenching his fists by his side. “Then I’m the McGill.”

But that just made all the other kids laugh too, and Mikey, who had a low threshold when it came to being mocked, stormed away.

Allie still held the ornament out to Dinah, but she didn’t accept it. A small boy that had been hiding in Dinah’s long trailing hair peered out.

“Please, Dinah … can’t we keep it?” But Dinah shushed him.

“Do other finders come this way?” Allie asked.

Dinah paused purposefully before answering, perhaps to make it clear that she was in control of the conversation. “Sometimes.”

“Well, I’ll give you this ornament,” Allie said, “if you promise to save all your really good finds for me.”

“We promise, Allie,” all the little kids said. “We promise.” Dinah nodded, reluctantly giving in to the wishes of the others, and took the ornament from Allie.

“You also have to promise one more thing.”

Dinah’s face hardened. Allie could tell by that look on her face that although she appeared to be no older than ten, she was an old, old soul. “What do I have to promise?”

“That if Mary the Sky Witch ever darkens the sky with her great balloon, you’ll hide, and you won’t let her take you away.”

The kids all looked to Dinah for guidance. “Then who will protect us from the Chocolate Ogre?” Dinah asked. “Who will protect us from the McGill?”

“It looks like you’ve done a pretty good job yourself,” Allie told her. “And besides, there’s no reason to fear the McGill or the Chocolate Ogre. Mary’s the one you need to worry about.”

They all nodded but seemed unconvinced—after all she was the Outcast. No matter how starstruck they might be, Allie’s advice was suspect.

Dinah gave the ornament to one of the other children. “Hang it on the coatrack,” she told him. “It’s the closest thing we have to a Christmas tree.” Then she turned back to Allie. “We’ll keep our promise; we’ll save the best finds for you.”

It was a satisfactory business deal. She had won the loyalty of many groups of Afterlights. No—not groups—vapors, she thought, with a bitter little shake of the head. In one of Mary’s annoying little etiquette books, she had insisted that a gathering of Afterlights was properly referred to as “a vapor.” A flock of birds, a gaggle of geese, and a vapor of Afterlights. It irritated Allie no end that Mary so effectively determined the language they all used. Allie wouldn’t have been surprised if Mary herself had coined the name “Everlost.”

Allie found Mikey a street away, stomping on a huge lawn, watching the ripples it created in the living world. He seemed embarrassed to be caught doing something so childlike. Allie tried to hide her smile, because she knew it would embarrass him even more.

“Are we done here?” Mikey asked.

“Yes. Where to next?” Allie made room for him on the horse—letting him ride in front of her, holding the reins. In so many other ways he had taken a backseat to her, the least she could do was allow him the dignity of deciding where their travels would take them.

“I have an idea where we should go,” Mikey said. “It’s not too far from here.”

Allie had learned that being a finder was mostly about luck, and keen skills of observation. Some finders were hearse-chasers. That is to say, they lingered around the dying, hoping they might drop something in Everlost while crossing to the other side. But the best finds were always made quite by accident, and the best trades were made by being shrewd but honest. Even now the horse’s makeshift saddlebag was full of crossed items—a crystal doorknob, an empty picture frame, a well-worn teddy bear. In Everlost all these things were treasures.

But locating and trading crossed objects was only part of a finder’s job. Their real mystique came from their stories— because while most Afterlights stayed put, finders traveled. They saw more, heard more than others, and spread the tales wherever they went. This is exactly the reason why Allie had decided to become one. When Allie first arrived in Everlost, she had heard tales of monsters and miracles, terror and salvation—but now she had some measure of control over the tales being told. She could spread the word that Mary was the real monster of Everlost and try to set people straight about Nick.

A chocolate ogre? Hah! Nick didn’t have an ogreish bone in his body, so to speak. The problem was, Mary was far better at spreading her misinformation. It was much easier for other Afterlights to believe that beauty and virtue went hand in hand.

However, tales of Allie the Outcast were being spread far and wide too. Not all of them were true, of course, but she was developing quite a reputation as Everlost’s loose cannon. That got her a certain amount of respect. She could grow used to that.

In fact, she already had.

Cape May: population 4034 in winter, and at least ten times that in the summer. It’s the farthest south you can go in New Jersey. Everything after that is water.

Allie stood in front of the town’s quaint WELCOME sign, frozen by the sight of it.

“You’re sinking,” said Mikey, who was still on the horse. Shiloh the horse, having grown accustomed to the strange texture of the living world, kept pulling its hooves out of the ground with a sucking sound, as if it were slowly prancing in place. Allie on the other hand, was already in the ground to her knees.

She reached up, and Mikey helped her out of the ground. “That’s it, isn’t it?” Mikey asked. “Cape May? I remember you said you lived in Cape May.”

“Yes.” With all their wanderings, Allie had lost her sense of direction. She had no idea they were this close to her home.

“It’s what you wanted, isn’t it? To go home?”

“Yes … from the very beginning.”

Mikey hopped off the horse and stood beside her. “Back on my ship, I used to watch you look out to shore. You had such a longing to go home. You don’t know how close I came to taking you there, even then.”

Allie smirked. “And you called yourself a monster.”

Mikey was suitably insulted. “I was an excellent monster! The one true monster of Everlost!”

“‘Hear your name and tremble.’ “

Mikey looked away. “No one trembles anymore.”

Allie was mad at herself for mocking him. He didn’t deserve that. She touched his face gently. To look at him now, you’d never guess that the fair skinned, blue-eyed boy was once the terrifying McGill, but every once in a while Allie could still see a bit of the beast in him. It was there in the shortness of his temper, and the clumsiness of his hands, as if they were still claws. It was there in the way he approached the world—as if it still owed him something. Yes, the monster still lingered there inside him, but his face was that of a boy, attractive by any standards, if somewhat doleful.

“I like you much better this way.”

“Why should I care?” But he smiled, because he did care and they both knew it.

“You must teach me to be human again,” he had told her, when he first lost his monstrous form. Since then, she had done everything in her power to do so. It was in small moments like these that she caught glimpses of his successful steps back from being a monster. How long ago had that been? As is the way in Everlost, the days had blended until there was no telling. Weeks? Months? Years? Certainly not years!

“So,” he asked, “does bringing you home make me more human?”

“Yes, it does.”

Even his selflessness was wrapped in self-interest. It would have bothered her, but she knew that he would have done this for her anyway, even if it had no benefit for him. It made him different from his sister, for while Mary pretended to serve others, deep down she was serving no one but herself.

“Just remember—I can’t help you if you sink,” Mikey said. “You know how it is when you go home—you’ll be sinking too fast for me to ever catch you.”

“I know.” She was well aware of the dangers of going home—not just because of Mary’s Everlost-for-idiots warnings, but because of Mikey’s firsthand account.

Home, he had told her, had a certain gravity to an Afterlight. The ground becomes more and more like quicksand the closer to home one gets. Mikey had told Allie how he and his sister had gone home more than a hundred years ago, shortly after they died. The moment he saw how life had gone on without them, Mikey sunk into the ground in a matter of seconds. Mary had been lucky—somehow she had avoided his fate. She never had to endure that long, slow journey down to the center of the earth.

Mikey, however, had discovered a skill—perhaps the rarest of all Everlost skills. His will was so great that he could force change upon himself—his hands turned to claws, tugging at the earth around him. His memory of flesh was replaced by a full body scar, thick as leather and as pocked as the surface of the moon. He made himself a monster, and as a monster he could rise, fighting the relentless pull of gravity year after year, until the day he broke surface.

But that was all over now. He was Mikey again, and he was slowly growing used to his old self, just as Allie was growing accustomed to Everlost.

Yet through all of their travels, in the back of her mind, Allie knew she had business left undone. Going home had been so important to her when she had first arrived here. But somewhere along the line, it became something best saved for tomorrow, and then the tomorrow after that—but unlike other Afterlights, she did not forget her life on Earth. She did not forget her family, she did not forget her name.

She didn’t know why she should be different from others. Not even Mary wrote about such things in her books of questionable information. But then, Allie had powers that other Afterlights didn’t possess. Why she and no one else should have these powers was a mystery to her as well. Allie could skinjack. The living might call it “possession,” but she much preferred the Everlost term—for she was not a demon taking control of a human being for evil purposes. She merely “borrowed” people, wearing their bodies for a short time—and only when absolutely necessary.

They made their way down the quaint main street of Cape May. The living went about their blurred, muffled business. Cars passed through Allie and Mikey, but they had grown accustomed to the flow of the living world through and around them so they barely noticed it anymore. Not even their horse did.

“Turn left here,” Allie told Mikey at the next corner, and as they turned onto the street where she once lived, a sense of dread began to fill that place that ought to be filled with great joy and anticipation… .

… For what if her father hadn’t survived the crash after all?

What if he went down that tunnel into the light in that terrible head-on collision, leaving her mother and sister to mourn for both of them?

“Are you okay?” Mikey knew something was wrong. Perhaps it was the way she sat so stiffly on the horse behind him, or perhaps their spirits had become so in tune, he could sense the things she felt.

“I’m fine.”

She also had another reason for her reluctance, and her mind was drawn to her coin. It had been cold in her hand, which meant she was not ready to leave Everlost. She was not ready to move on. Now, as she thought about it, she realized why. She would never be ready for that final journey until she went home, and saw the truth with her own eyes. Her whole Everlost existence had been leading to this—and yet she had stalled for as long as she could.

Because going home meant completion.

Once she learned what had become of her parents, there would be nothing holding her to Everlost. Her coin would grow warm, and although she could resist it at first, she knew she wouldn’t be able to resist it for long. She would hold it in her hand, she would make the journey.

And she would lose Mikey.

For this reason, her return to Cape May was both something she longed for, and something she dreaded—but she would not share such private feelings with Mikey.

When they stood on her street, a pang came to her chest. She knew she shouldn’t be able to feel pain, but sometimes emotions could coalesce into phantom aches when they were strong enough.

“There it is,” she said. “The third house on the right.”

Home. Even in the faded tones of Everlost, it looked just the same as she remembered. An unassuming Victorian house, white with blue trim. Her parents had moved to Cape May to capture some rustic charm in a modern world, so they bought an old house with plumbing that rattled, and thin wiring that could never quite grasp the concept of computers and high-voltage appliances. Circuit breakers were constantly popping, and Allie had complained endlessly about it when she was alive. Now she longed for the simple act of turning on a hair drier and plunging the house into darkness.

“Wait here,” she told Mikey. “I need to do this alone.”

“Fair enough.”

She hopped down from the horse, already feeling an uncertainty in the ground beneath her. It felt less like tar, and more like Jell-O just before it sets. She had to move fast.

“Good luck,” Mikey said.

She crossed the street toward her home, not looking back at Mikey for fear that she might change her mind— but rushing headlong to her front door was not wise either. With the threat of sinking so very real, she needed someone who could carry her home safely.

Someone like the UPS man.

The brown truck turned onto the street, and stopped at a neighbor’s house. The deliveryman pulled a package from the back of the truck, and carried it toward the neighbor’s front door. Allie followed him, preparing to make her move before he rang the neighbor’s bell.

Skinjacking was not a pleasant sensation. It was like diving into water that was too cold, or stepping into a tub that was too hot. Even though Allie had gotten much better at it, the sudden sensation of flesh, and all that went with it, was always a shock. She took a moment to brace herself, then she stepped inside the UPS man—

—Three more hours—I should just quit—I can’t quit but I wish I could—three more hours—can’t quit—wife would be furious—but there’s got to be more work out there—I never should have taken this job—three more hours to go—

The chill of the air, the pumping of a heart, the sudden brightness—solidness—of the living world around her. She was in! The volume of his thoughts was painful—like they were being blasted through a megaphone.

—Three more hours—but wait—wait—I don’t feel right— what’s this? Who—huh—what—?

Allie quickly clamped her spirit down, taking control of his flesh, and at the same instant she forced his unsuspecting consciousness deep down into the limbic system—that primordial part of the human brain where consciousness retreated during the deepest of sleeps. It was easy to put him to sleep; he wasn’t all that conscious to begin with.

She turned back to Mikey, but he was invisible now, as she knew he would be. She was seeing through living eyes now, seeing only the things that living eyes could see. As long as she stayed inside the delivery man, Everlost would be hidden from her.

Once the initial shock of the skinjack had faded, she took a moment to enjoy it, luxuriating in the warmth of the sun on this warm June day. Even the heaviness of the package in her arms was a fine thing; yet another memory of the wonderful limitations of being alive.

She lingered at the neighbor’s door a moment more, then left, taking the package with her to the front door of her own home. Then she stood at her own front door, frozen, just as she had been frozen at the city sign. This was the moment she had waited for. All she had to do was ring the bell. All she had to do was lift her finger—his finger—and do it. Never had a living hand felt so heavy.

Then, to her surprise, the door opened without her ever ringing the bell.

“Hi, is that package for us?”

The woman who opened the door was not her mother. She was a total stranger. She was in her twenties, and had a baby on her hip, who was very excited by the prospect of a large box.

“Just bring it in, and put it by the stairs,” the woman said. “Do I have to sign for it?”

“Uh … uh … It’s not for you.” Allie cleared her throat, startled by the way she sounded. She could never get used to the masculine timbre of her voice when she cross-jacked. It was one of several troubling things that came with being temporarily male.

“Well, if it’s not for us, then who is it for?”

“The Johnson family.”

“Who?” she asked, then realized. “Oh, right. We got things for them every once in a while, once the forwarding order expired.”

They had moved—but that could just be her mother and sister, who weren’t in the car. She still had no way of knowing if her father had survived.

“Any idea where they went?”

“No,” the woman said.

“Wasn’t there an accident?” Allie asked. “I heard about it—they lost a daughter.”

“I wouldn’t know about that. Sorry.”

And then Allie asked the big question. “How long have you been living here?”

“Almost three years now.”

Allie closed her eyes, and tried to take that in. She had been in Everlost for three years. Unchanged, never aging. Still fourteen. How could so much time have passed?

“Wait a second,” the woman said. “Of course, I can’t be sure, but I seem to recall something about Memphis. I think that’s where they went.”

It made sense—her mother had family there … but did that mean her father had died in the crash, and her mother had sold the house? There were so many questions still unanswered.

The woman shifted the baby to her other hip, getting impatient. “The neighbors might know more, but then a lot of them are just summer renters.”

“Thank you. Sorry to have bothered you.”

Then the woman closed the door, to the protests of the baby, who began to wail over the fact that the box was not for him.

Allie went to other homes on the street, but few neighbors were home, and the ones who did come to the door were clueless.

Allie returned to the UPS truck, took one last breath of the flavorful June air, then pulled herself out of the delivery man. Ending a skinjacking was as unpleasant as beginning one, and sometimes a fleshie who fit too well was hard to escape from—especially when she’d stayed inside for a while. Fortunately the UPS man was not one of those. She was able to extricate herself without too much effort, peeling him off like a loose-fitting robe. She suffered a moment of vertigo, and the instinctive panic of spirit separating from flesh. She endured the transition, and when she opened her eyes, the living world had faded to blurred, washed-out hues. She was back in Everlost. Beside her, the deliveryman stumbled for a moment, quickly shook off his confusion, and went to deliver his package to the proper house, never knowing that he had been skinjacked.

“What happened?” Mikey asked, coming up to her. “Were they there? Did you talk to them?”

“They moved to Memphis,” she told him, still a bit dazed by it all.

Mikey sighed. “So … I suppose that means we’re going to Tennessee.”

She offered him an apologetic grin that wasn’t all that apologetic. It was disheartening to know that her home was no longer hers, and troubling to have so far to go until she could find out the truth. Yet there was relief in it as well … because Memphis was far, far away, and that meant she wouldn’t be losing Mikey so quickly! Looking at him now, he seemed taller. Majestic. There was a reason for that.

“You’re sinking,” Mikey said.

Laughing, Allie reached out to him. He took her hand gently but firmly, and eased her out of the ground.

They left, but as they did, Allie couldn’t help but look back toward the deliveryman, who was now heading back to his truck. She couldn’t deny how much she enjoyed the lingering sensation of flesh. Each time she skinjacked, it felt more and more seductive.


	In her book Caution, This Means You, Mary Hightower has this to say about the Everwild:


	“Finders who survive excursions into the untamed corners of Everlost tell stories of things strange, mystical, and dangerous. Whether or not these stories of the Everwild are true do not matter to the sensible Afterlight, for all sensible Afterlights know that it’s best to leave the wild wild, and the Unknown unknown. Venturing beyond one’s personal zone of safety is always ill-advised, and can only end in profound unpleasantness.”


	It is important to note that Mary wrote this before she, herself, took to the skies.





CHAPTER 5
Southern Discomfort

Nick had never seen a city with so many deadspots. They were so numerous that they could hardly be called deadspots at all. The city of Atlanta belonged as much to Everlost as it did to the living world. The streets were part cobblestone, part asphalt, part dirt. The night was lit by just as many gas lamps as modern street-lights. Buildings from multiple time periods seemed to occupy the same space, fighting to claim “dominant reality.” It made it very clear to Nick that as much as he thought he knew and understood Everlost, he barely knew anything at all.

Their train slowly, cautiously rolled forward on tracks that once carried the Civil War dead. Then, as the train neared the center of Atlanta, the living world road began to fill the train like an asphalt river.

“We’re sinking!” shouted Johnnie-O. “We’re sinking into the earth! Stop the train!”

“I don’t think that’s it,” said Charlie. “It’s more like the street’s rising. We’re still riding on tracks.”

“I have a feeling we’re in for a few more surprises,” said Nick.

* * *

Long ago, when the battle between locomotive and automobile came to Atlanta, the city was caught in a dilemma. Atlanta, being the chief railroad city of the south, had so many trains, there was simply no room for cars. Then the city planners had a brilliant idea. The words “brilliant” and “city planning” usually don’t go together. However, in this instance, the solution was not only brilliant, it was elegant.

Why not build roads above the train tracks?

And so by building automobile viaducts above the central railroad gulch, the city of Atlanta was effectively raised almost twenty feet. The first floor of every building was now underground—and second floors became the new ground floors. Then, as cars took over, and rail lines closed down, those old subterranean storefronts were forgotten. Thus was born underground Atlanta—and although modern business interests have turned parts of it into a mall, the real Atlanta underground belongs to Everlost.

The train rolled down the underground street in near darkness, but then the faint, pale blue glow of Afterlights began to fill the street around them. Afterlights were quite literally coming out of the woodwork—not dozens, but hundreds, and, like the buildings around them, these kids were from every era in history. Some held bricks, others metal pipes or bats—but one thing was clear—every single one of them was armed and prepared for a fight.

“Sticks and stones can’t break my bones,” said Johnnie-O, reciting the familiar Everlost rhyme.

“But names can always hurt me,” finished Nick. True enough, because an Everlost name can define you, and not always for the better. “It’s not the sticks and stones I’m worried about,” Nick said. “It’s that look in their eyes.”

Nick could see the intensity of their stares. It was a look that spoke of first strikes against intruders. These kids had a communal instinct for self-preservation that left no room for compassion.

“If they want a fight, they’ll get one,” said Johnnie-O.

Charlie looked at him, worried, and Nick gripped Charlie’s shoulder to ease his mind, leaving behind a brown handprint. Johnnie-O might think with his fists, but Nick knew better than to provoke a fight here. More and more kids flooded the street around them. Then, when it seemed that every Afterlight in Atlanta had come out of hiding, Nick said, “Stop the train.”

Charlie turned to him, and Nick swore that his afterglow grew a little pale. “You’re kidding, right?”

“Dead serious.”

Charlie gripped the brake lever, but made no move to stop the train, for his fear would not allow it. “But look— they’re keeping out of our way. If we just keep moving, we’ll make it through, doncha think?”

“Who says I want to make it through?”

Charlie shook his head, as if trying to shake off the thought. “You can’t be thinking of giving them all coins! There’s not enough in the world!”

But that wasn’t true; the bucket was never empty. Still, it wouldn’t be a good idea to start making kids disappear. The mob would get confused and frightened. The mob would attack. Nick, however, had another reason for making a pit stop here.

“Trust me,” Nick said, although he wasn’t really sure he trusted himself. Still, Charlie sighed and pulled on the brake. The steam engine came to a wheezing, shuddering halt.

“Now what?” asked Johnnie-O.

Nick reached for the door. “I’ll be right back.”

Johnnie-O stepped in front of him. “I’m going with you.”

“No … . Your hands might scare them.”

Johnnie-O smirked. “And your face won’t?”

He had a point. “Okay,” said Nick, “but you’ve got to lose that scowl. I want you to smile like an idiot. Can you do that?”

Johnnie-O took a deep breath and smiled like the best of idiots. He did it so well, it was scary. Probably scary enough for the kids outside to throw bricks. So Nick pulled Johnnie-O aside and whispered to him. “Actually, I’m more worried about Charlie panicking. It might be a good idea to keep an eye on him.”

The grin left Johnnie-O’s face, and he nodded, accepting this new security detail. “On second thought,” he said loudly, “maybe I’ll stay here and keep my buddy Charlie company.”

Charlie seemed relieved to know he wasn’t being left alone.

Nick opened the door and stepped down from the engine. Around him the Afterlights of Atlanta backed away, cautious and guarded. He didn’t know whether they had heard of the so-called Chocolate Ogre, but even if they hadn’t, seeing a face such as his gave him a psychological advantage. A kind of authority of the uncanny.

“Who’s in charge here?” Nick asked them.

No one answered right away.

“C’mon—a group this big has to have someone in charge.”

There were murmurs in the crowd, and then someone spoke, Nick couldn’t be sure who it was. “You mean in charge of us, or all Atlanta?”

Interesting, thought Nick. That meant that there was some sort of structure here. Maybe even a government.

“When I say in charge, I mean in charge,” he answered.

The crowd murmured again, and once the murmurs had died down, Nick said, “I’ll be waiting.” Then he strode back to the train, and prepared for a meeting with the eminent ruler of Atlanta.

They kept Nick waiting in the parlor car for more than an hour. It could have been intentional, or it simply could have taken that long to retrieve the kid in charge. Nick gave them the benefit of the doubt. The kid who finally climbed into the parlor car was a tall and gangly African-American Afterlight, about sixteen or so. The torn, shabby clothes he wore made Nick wonder if perhaps he had been a slave when he was alive, and yet there was a confidence to his stride that bristled with powerful independence. Whatever this boy had been forced to endure in life, he had certainly risen above it here.

He looked Nick over and said, “What’s wrong with your face?”

Apparently stories of the Chocolate Ogre had not reached Atlanta after all.
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