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DEDICATION



To Sam
For always being sure,
even when I’m not





EPIGRAPH



It is by going down into the abyss
that we recover the treasures of life.


Where you stumble, there lies your treasure.


—Joseph Campbell





MAP



THE EVERNEATH
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PROLOGUE


Ancient Greeks called it the Underworld or Hades. Ancient Egyptians called it Aaru or the Duat. Both believed it was a place for the souls of the dead.


Both were wrong.


Those who know the truth call it the Everneath, and it’s not an afterlife. It’s a place for the Everliving and the Forfeits.


The Everliving are immortals who survive by feeding on the emotions of humans.


Forfeits are humans trapped in the Tunnels of the Everneath, being drained of all energy to supply the Everneath with power. The only escape from the Tunnels is death.


Jack—the boy who got me through hell, the boy I Returned for, the boy I love—is in the Tunnels. He is a Forfeit.


I know the truth. It should’ve been me.




ONE


AT NIGHT


My bedroom.


I see Jack every night. In my dreams.


He’s lying next to me. Parallel worlds—the Surface for me, the Tunnels of the Everneath for him—that overlap at this one spot, and only for a moment. In my bedroom, while I dream.


His hair still curls in perfect waves past his ears. Tonight, the steel post that pierces his eyebrow shines in the dull moonlight through my window. It looks as if I could raise my finger and touch it.


But I have to remind myself that it doesn’t really shine, because the post is a faint copy of the real object. Just like Jack is.


He is starting to forget little things. Things he never would have forgotten before.


“What do we talk about when I’m here?” he asks.


“All sorts of things,” I say.


“Like what?”


“You always say you miss me.”


He puts his hand over mine, and it slips right through. He has forgotten he is a ghost to me. Or maybe I am the ghost. “That’s obvious,” he says. “What else?”


“You talk about the time Jules told you I liked you.”


“And?”


My words flow out as the memories wrap around my heart like a blanket. “You talk about your uncle’s cabin. The Christmas Dance. How my hair hides my eyes. How my hand fits in yours. How you love me. How you’ll never leave.”


“And what do you say to me?”


“I say I’m sorry. And I ask you how I’m supposed to do this.” My voice wavers. “How am I supposed to do this, Jack?”


“Do what?”


“Live this borrowed life. Without you. Knowing that you’re there because of me.”


He is quiet. The first rays of sunlight stream in and morning is upon us, always too fast, and I can’t help but stir in my sleep.


He watches me. He knows I am about to wake up. “How do we say good-bye?”


I try not to let my face show my heartache at that word, or my anger at the Everneath for existing in the first place, or my resentment of Cole for taking me to the Feed just over a year ago. But mostly, I have to hide how angry I am with myself. Jack doesn’t like to see me angry.


When I speak, I make sure my voice is calm. “We say ‘See you tomorrow.’”


“See you tomorrow, Becks.” He squeezes his eyes shut, as if he can’t stand to watch me disappear.


I place my hand over his, helplessly grasping at air.


I am worried about the forgetting. Most nights he is lucid; his thoughts are clear. But then he has bad nights, like this one; and I wonder if he will eventually forget me, and then he won’t visit me in my dreams anymore.


If that happens, will I be able to keep him alive?


The sun rises, I open my eyes, and Jack is gone. My bed is empty, and I’m left with only my guilt for a companion. I hug my pillow tight and wonder how long I will be able to survive with the crack in my heart.


Perhaps it will grow large enough to consume me.


If it does, will I find Jack in the next life?


NOW


The Surface. My bedroom.


The headline read THE DEADS POP UP IN AUSTIN.


I rolled my eyes. That made it sound like the beginning of a zombie apocalypse and not what it really was, which was a surprise concert given by the Dead Elvises in Austin, Texas.


A couple of months ago, a reporter from Rolling Stone magazine dubbed them the “next Grateful Deads.” Ever since, the nickname the Deads had stuck. I wanted to punch that reporter.


But lately, I kind of wanted to punch everybody.


I printed the article, cut out the headline, and took it over to my desk. Probably most people would have kept things like this on their computer, but when it came to my search for Cole—and the rest of the Dead Elvises—I liked the tangible clues. The map I could spread out. The headlines I could fold and refold.


If it kept my hands busy, it kept my brain busy; and if it kept my brain busy, it was almost possible to keep the memories of my latest dreams of Jack tucked away.


Almost.


Who was I kidding? Most mornings it felt as if I had to glue the pieces of myself back together just to start the day. Because what Jack had done for me—when he jumped into the Tunnels and took my place in hell—it had fractured my soul.


I stole a glance at the shelf above my desk, where several pictures of Jack and me rested alongside a crumpled note with the words Ever Yours scrawled in Jack’s messy boy handwriting. The ghost of his presence was everywhere—in the deck of cards set out on the desk, the quilt on my bed, the book he’d lent me years ago—but it was especially strong on this shelf. I didn’t know how many times I’d tried to put the pictures away, in a drawer or under my bed, out of sight. But I couldn’t.


I went to reach for one in the corner that showed half of my face and all of Jack’s. It was one of those self-taken shots. Jack had turned the camera around on us at the top of the Alpine Slide, but all you could see was our faces and the blur of evergreens in the background.


The memory squeezed me like a vise around my heart, and just as my fingers touched the frame I yanked my hand back, sending the picture flying off the shelf. The glass in the frame shattered on the wood floor. The sound it made was more than glass shattering. It was the sound of old wounds reopening, and it echoed from deep inside of me. I put my hands over my head and squeezed. Sometimes it was the only way to keep the pieces inside from falling out.


It was thoughts like this that made me realize no amount of visualization exercises from Dr. Hill—my Dad-mandated therapist—could help me.


I heard the sound of footsteps in the hallway, and I held my breath. Maybe my father had heard the glass break. I kept waiting for a knock on the door, but it never came. Running my fingers through my hair, I tried to straighten up my desk and focus on the map. I couldn’t let my dad see how broken I was. Not just the kind of broken warranted by the sudden disappearance of the boy I loved. The kind of broken where I knew I was the only one to blame.


My dad had been through enough.


The top middle drawer of my desk was large and flat, perfect for the map of the United States. I uncapped my red pen and put a shaky little red dot over Austin, then added the clipping to the pile of headlines next to the map.


DEAD ELVISES SAY “THANK YOU” TO CHICAGO FANS WITH SURPRISE CONCERT


DEAD ELVISES GIVE IMPROMPTU FREE CONCERT IN NYC


NEXT STOP ON THE MYSTERY TOUR: THE DEADS IN DURHAM


LOOKING FOR THE DEADS: A VLOG


I was looking for the Deads too, but not because I was a fan. Cole Stockton, their lead guitarist, had disappeared on me three weeks ago without a trace, taking away my only chance to get to the Everneath.


My only chance to find Jack.


I closed my eyes.


Stay with me, Becks. Dream of me. I am ever yours.


Two months ago Jack said those words to me. They were the last words he spoke before the Tunnels of the Everneath sucked him away. The words haunted me, and I knew I wouldn’t be able to live any kind of life until he was back with me. The problem was, how to get him back.


Not just anybody can go to the Everneath. In all the research I’d done over the past two months, I’d never come across a human who’d made it to the Everneath without the help of an Everliving. No one who’d made it there—and back—alone.


So it all came down to Cole. He and his band were the only Everlivings I knew.


Cole had visited me once, about a month after that horrible night. He’d stood in the yard outside my house, his swagger gone. He wanted me to become immortal like him.


I have ninety-nine years until I have to Feed again, he’d said. What makes you think I’d ever give up?


He’d seemed so smug. I’d placed my hand on his chest.


If you feel anything, please leave me alone, I’d said.


I didn’t think he would, but he did. He’d disappeared. My only connection to the Everneath was gone. Now I regretted asking him to leave me alone.


I wrote the date next to Austin, Texas. 6/1.


Running my finger eastward, I read the previous tour stops: Houston, 5/29; New Orleans, 5/27; Tampa, 5/24.


The Dead Elvises were heading west. For a little while, I had tried to guess which city they’d end up in next, pack up my car, and take off. But my dad could only take the sudden disappearances of his daughter so many times, and I was already in enough therapy now.


Besides, the spontaneous trips never helped my search, because I always guessed wrong. It was a pointless quest. As much as I thought I knew Cole, I was bad at anticipating his moves.


I ran my finger west of Austin, toward the possible cities for their next surprise stop. Fort Worth? Albuquerque? Phoenix? I bent the path northward until my finger rested on my hometown. Could I allow myself to hope that the Dead Elvises would return to Park City? That I would finally get my chance to grab a strand of Cole’s hair and go to the Everneath?


I leaned back in my chair and looked at all the red dots. From farther away, they formed the shape of a backward C, starting in Chicago and swinging to the east before dipping to the south and now heading west. Yes. I could hope they were coming home, to Park City.


If there was one way I’d changed in the past few months, it was this: I always hoped.


But the fact was, until I found Cole, or a lock of his hair, I was stuck on the Surface. I’d seen a human sacrifice swallow a strand of Everliving hair once. A woman, in clothes that didn’t fit right, with a face that had seen too much of the world, had sat in the back of the Shop-n-Go, on the spot that was the weak point between the Surface and the Everneath. Maxwell Bones, second guitarist of the Dead Elvises, had handed her a pill. She swallowed it and slipped downward beneath the floor.


At the time, the scene had made me sick. But I would do it now if it meant I could get to Jack.


Not that I had a plan for what I would do if I got to the Everneath. Cole once told me I wouldn’t know where to start looking for the Tunnels that held Jack captive. But maybe the arbiters of energy—the Shades—would find me first. They were in charge of maximizing the energy stolen from humans to fuel the Everneath. They were the ones who took humans to the Tunnels. Two months ago I was running away from them; but maybe now the Shades would find me and take me to the Tunnels, and maybe then I could figure out a way to get to Jack.…


But I was getting ahead of myself, thinking of all the things I didn’t know. I had to focus on the one thing I did know, and that was the fact that I couldn’t save Jack without getting to the Everneath; and to do that I needed Cole.


Or at least a piece of his DNA.


Because as long as I was stuck on the Surface, Jack would be stuck in the Tunnels. Until the Tunnels drained every last drop of energy inside of him.


Until he died.


My hand went to my stomach, fighting against the sudden pain that always hit when I thought of Jack dying. I looked at the shards of glass on the floor. They would never be whole again.


Wasn’t I just as irreparable?


Shaking my head, I closed my eyes and tilted back on my chair, imagining instead seeing Cole again. His dark eyes. Cheekbones that looked as if they’d been chiseled by a sculptor thousands of years ago. His blond hair, specifically the wispy hairs that always ran wild around his face.


If I could get close enough, I could pluck one of those hairs out of his head.


It was all I could think about. Especially considering the task ahead of me today. I opened my eyes and reached for the knitting basket lying at the side of my desk. This was going to be one of those days when I would be able to start and finish an entire sweater rather than let my mind go to the dark places.


As I completed the first row of stitches and looped the red yarn around the end of the needle, the knots in the pattern tightened and the knots in my stomach loosened. Knitting was survival.


A pungent aroma made me freeze midrow.


Bacon.


Something was wrong. Bacon cooking? Maybe no one else would’ve been alarmed by this, but I hadn’t smelled fresh bacon in our house in almost two years.


Since before my mom died.


I flattened the headlines and closed the map drawer. As far as I knew, my dad didn’t know about the drawer, and he never would.


As I opened my bedroom door, the bacon smell was joined by the clattering of pans coming from the kitchen. I didn’t know if it was because of the smell and the sounds, but a sudden memory flashed through my brain—of my mom and me sitting at breakfast on a Sunday morning. I used to love bacon. Sometimes the smell and the promise of bacon was the only effective incentive for me to do my chores. Before she died, my mom had used the tactic several times. But no one else in my family liked bacon very much, which is why I couldn’t figure out who would be cooking it.


I quickly dressed and then followed the scent of bacon to the kitchen, where my dad was bent over the stove, a spatula in hand. His freshly combed hair looked grayer than usual in the morning light that streamed through the window. His face was still too hollow in the cheeks, as it had been for a few months now.


The guilt weighed heavy in my stomach for a moment.


“What’s the occasion?” I asked.


“Morning, sunshine.” He infused his voice with exuberance. “No occasion. Just thought it’s been a while since we’ve had a proper breakfast. You still love bacon, right?”


He was so … chipper. “Yes,” I said warily.


“Excellent!” He grabbed a plate off the granite countertop and filled it with scrambled eggs and about half a pig’s worth of bacon. “There’s some juice on the table.”


“Okay. Um … thanks.”


I sat next to Tommy, my ten-year-old brother, who was making his way through a pile of eggs. He held up his fork and gave me a goofy grin. “Breakfast is awesome!”


Okay, maybe it had been longer than I’d thought since we’d done this.


“Yeah, it is.”


I looked down at my own plate of protein and resisted the urge to vomit. Maybe eating bacon wasn’t like riding a bike. My stomach was protesting just looking at it.


My dad clicked off the stove and brought his own plate over to the table.


“This is nice, isn’t it?” he said.


“It’s awesome!” Tommy said.


I suppressed a laugh. It was as if we’d never eaten before.


“You were up late last night,” my dad said. He probably noticed the light on in my room. “Couldn’t sleep?”


“I was reading.” More like studying. Every myth I could get my hands on.


My dad hoisted his briefcase onto the table. “That reminds me. I have something for you.”


I narrowed my eyes at the bacon suspiciously, thinking that it suddenly looked like a bribe. “What is it?”


“Hold on.” He fished around deep inside the leather case. “Ah. Here it is.” He pulled out a large, worn book. “Sally at the office had it.”


He handed it to me. The cover read D’Aulaires’ Book of Greek Myths. I couldn’t have been more surprised if he’d handed me a unicorn. I thumbed through the first few pages. They told the story of Gaia the Earth, who fell in love with the Sky. Accompanying the story was a series of beautiful artwork. “Okay, Dad. What’s going on?”


He diverted his eyes. “Nothing. Can’t a dad give his daughter gifts?”


“Yes. But not when that gift is a book about mythology and you’ve been trying to cure your daughter of her ‘unhealthy obsession’”—I curled my fingers into air quotes—“with mythology.” He didn’t know that my obsession was really a desperate search to find a story that would hold the key to rescuing Jack. That there really was an Underworld, once ruled by Persephone. That myths were real. To him, it just looked like another red flag for a therapist to investigate.


“I never used the word unhealthy.”


I held up the book so that the cover was facing him. “Dad. What’s going on?” I demanded.


His smile faded. “I was hoping that if I gave you this, you might do something for me.”


I eyed him suspiciously. “What?”


He looked sheepish. “Maybe you could spend today reading instead of … doing other things.”


And there it was. The real reason for the bacon. And the book.


I put the book on the table and slid it toward him. “I’m going to graduation.”


Any remnants of his earlier levity disappeared, and his expression shifted to a pained look. “Why? It’s not your graduation. Why are you putting yourself through this? Dr. Hill is very concerned.”


“I don’t care what Dr. Hill thinks,” I snapped. My dad winced. I hated that I couldn’t talk to him without upsetting him anymore. I lowered my voice. “I’m going because the graduation ceremony is where he would be.”


“But Jack’s not here.”


I flinched at his name. “I know—”


“And you going to graduation won’t bring him back.”


“I know that!” I said, more harshly than I’d intended.


Silence fell upon us. The only sound came from Tommy’s fork scraping across his plate. He was used to this discussion.


“I’d feel better about it all if you’d at least talk about J … him to Dr. Hill. You know it would all be confidential.”


Confidentiality wasn’t what I was worried about. I was more worried about the fragile dam I’d constructed around my heart over the past two months. It had taken me this long just to find a way to function. To stand without falling. To breathe in and out without concentrating. To talk without sobbing. If I started to let those feelings out, I’d never stop; the broken dam would destroy everything around me, and I’d be back to where I was.


Dr. Hill couldn’t help me face reality, because my reality was so unreal to humans. My dad always said honesty is the best policy; but when I imagined telling Dr. Hill the truth, it was almost comical.


“So, Nikki, what’s really on your mind?” she’d say.


You see, Dr. Hill, there’s this Everliving named Cole—an immortal—who feeds on the emotions of humans. He Fed on me in the Underworld for a hundred years; and when I survived the Feed without growing old, he became convinced I was destined to be the next queen. Then I Returned to the Surface, where I had six months to be with my family and make amends with my ex-boyfriend, Jack, before the Tunnels of the Everneath came for me.


And, oh yeah, Dr. Hill, Jack and I tried to kill Cole by smashing his guitar; but that didn’t work, so Jack jumped into the Tunnels, taking my place in hell, and now he’s being drained of everything—like a battery—until he wastes away and dies.


“I’m sorry, Dr. Hill. What was the question?”


I’d be taken away by the men in white coats. But the truth was, I didn’t belong here, in this kitchen, in my bed, in my car. Breathing air. Free. I didn’t belong in this life on the Surface. The life that should’ve been his.


I was going to the ceremony, and no amount of mythology books could convince me otherwise. Jack had taken my place in hell. The least I could do was take his place on Earth.


My eyes started to sting, and I tried to blink back the tears. I pushed the book toward my dad. “I’m going.”


He watched me carefully, then put his arms around me. My dad isn’t usually a hugger, and it didn’t last long; but it told me what my face must’ve looked like.


“I know,” he said, running his hand through his hair, messing up the perfect comb lines. “Will you be okay?”


I half smiled. Jack was gone. I didn’t think I’d ever be okay again.


“I’ll be fine.”




TWO


NOW


The Surface. Graduation day.


As I drove to the school, clouds from an early-summer storm rolled over the mountains, sweeping everything away, leaving only clear blue sky in their wake. I wished the wind could do the same thing to my soul: sweep away all of the horrible things I’d done until there was a clean soul left, with no memories, no guilt.


Most of the horrible things, though, were just the fallout from one stupid decision: going with Cole to the Feed. He had taken me to the Everneath and fed on my emotions for a hundred years. I relived that decision a thousand times a day, adjusting the factors that led to it to see if I could mentally change the outcome. What if my mom hadn’t been killed by a drunk driver the year before? Her death changed me. What if the driver of the car hadn’t been acquitted? I didn’t know I had it in me to be so angry after the verdict. What if I’d stayed home instead of driving up to Jack’s football camp? What if I hadn’t seen Lacey Greene leaving his dorm room, in shorts that were barely there?


What if I had stayed and let Jack explain instead of peeling out of the parking lot and going straight to Cole?


I shook my head. That was the decision I was most ashamed of. Jack had never done anything to jeopardize my complete trust in him. It had been my own stupid insecurities that let doubt of his character in. If I had stayed …


If I had just stayed.


But I hadn’t. I’d gone straight to Cole’s condo. I’d begged him to take my pain away, and he did. Cole drained me of my emotions. I was his Forfeit. For a hundred years, he fed off my energy, leaving me a shell of my former self.


Brake lights ahead of me snapped me back to the present, and I made the final turn toward the school. A half hour before the start of the ceremony, the parking lot was already nearly full, but I found a place at the end of the farthest row, turned off the engine, and sat quietly for a moment.


Despite what I’d said to my dad, I still wasn’t sure about my decision to be here. There would be more than a few people in the audience who blamed me for Jack’s disappearance, even though nobody knew the truth about what had happened that night. It was an undisputed fact that I was the last one who had seen Park City’s football hero. I couldn’t go anywhere in this town without feeling the unspoken scorn directed at me. Thankfully, because I’d recovered all of my own emotions, I could no longer taste other people’s like I could when I’d first Returned to the Surface. I imagined that the scorn would’ve tasted bitter and would’ve stung as it traveled down my throat.


But I deserved it, because it was true. I had been the last one to see Jack the night the Tunnels came for me, and he had pushed me out of the way and taken my place. I had been the last one to touch his hand as the mark on my arm—the black Shade inside of me that led the Tunnels directly to me—had jumped from my skin to Jack’s.


I had been the last one to scream his name. I had been the last one to stop crying over Jack.


The truth is, I never stopped.


I had no control over the tears. They fell even now as I sat in my car, wiping at them futilely. They fell even though I was sure there couldn’t be any moisture left inside of me. They stained my pillow every night and greeted me in the mirror every morning.


When I’d first Returned from the Feed, I’d been drained so dry that I wondered if I would ever be able to feel anything again.


Now it felt as if I were made up of shards of glass and tears, and nothing else.


I grabbed two tissues from the box I kept in my car, emptying it out. Balling up one in each hand, I shoved the tissues against my eyes. Lately, I’d started to attack my tears as I would any other bleeding wound in my body. Apply pressure until the bleeding stops.


Despite the tears, I knew I would eventually get out of the car. I would be at the ceremony, just like I’d watched spring football tryouts from the bleachers and the Park City soccer games from the parking lot. I couldn’t help going to the places where Jack should’ve been.


But maybe my dad was right. What difference did it make if I was here or not? It wasn’t as if Jack would know. I felt like a hypocrite. I leaned my head on the steering wheel and closed my eyes. Maybe I should just drive away.


A knock at my window made me jump. I raised my head to find Will’s face staring back.


I smiled.


I’d seen Jack’s older brother a few times since the night we’d tried to kill Cole. Will’s eyes were clear. If there was one good thing that came out of this whole mess, it was that Will had stopped drinking the moment the Tunnels took Jack. Maybe, like me, he needed to feel the pain—not numb it—to be closer to his brother.


I rolled down the window.


“Hey, Becks,” he said with a sympathetic smile. He leaned his elbows on the car door. “I thought I’d find you here. You weren’t having second thoughts, were you?”


I shook my head. It was hard when Will was so nice to me, because I felt guiltiest around him. Two months ago he had watched the Tunnels of the Everneath come for me, and leave with his brother. How could he look at me without thinking that they’d taken the wrong person?


“I was just psyching myself up,” I said.


He opened the door. “C’mon. We’ll sit together.” He tilted his head to the side, just enough to let a flash of sunlight blind me; and in that flash, with his profile against the light, Will looked like Jack. So much so that I held my breath and had to stop myself from reaching up to touch his face.


The moment passed.


We walked side by side, silent through the first few rows of cars, our feet crunching against the gravel. The sun shone especially bright and strong. As I stepped onto the sidewalk that led to the football field, Will stretched out his arm in front of me and pulled me back.


“What is it?” I asked. I followed his gaze to see Mrs. Caputo—Jack and Will’s mom—a few yards ahead of us. “Oh.”


Will shrugged and gave me a guilty look. “Sorry, Becks.”


“No, it’s fine.” I forced a smile. “Of course she blames me.”


Will’s cheeks turned pink, and he shook his head. “It’s not that she blames you. She just doesn’t know anything about what happened, except that you were the last one to see him. If it wasn’t for Jack’s note …”


Jack’s note. His mother found the note the day after Jack disappeared. In it, Jack had said that he was running away. He begged them not to look for him. I hadn’t known about the note until after he was gone.


“Do you … do you think he knew what he was going to do?” My voice cracked at the end, and I took a deep breath. “I mean, how could he have known? How could he …” But he did know. The note proved it.


Will put his arms around me and held me tight as I focused on not causing a scene.


“I was as surprised as you were. He never said a word about taking your place. If anything, I thought he was planning on going with you.”


“It’s my fault.”


“Don’t say that. Jack knew what he was doing. Besides, if he were still here and he had lost you again … there’d be no living with him.” Will’s lips pulled up in a sad smile. “Trust me, I’ve seen it. There’s a lot of moping, body piercing, bad poetry, tattoos. It’s not pretty.”


I smiled and thought about the tattoo on Jack’s arm. It said Ever Yours in ancient Sanskrit symbols. The same words he had written to me after our first dance. His last words to me before the Tunnels took him.


“Nothing could have changed Jack’s mind,” Will said.


I didn’t answer, but I knew Will was wrong. I was the reason Jack was getting the life sucked out of him. Some part of Will had to believe that too, even though he’d never say.


I shivered despite the warmth from the sun. He held me quietly for a few moments more until my regular breathing had resumed and his mom had made it a sufficient distance away.


We started walking again.


Will broke the silence first. “It’s been two months. Do you think he’s still alive?”


“I know he is.” That was the truth. I’d told Will about my dreams countless times, but I could understand how difficult it was to believe. Or maybe it was comforting to hear me say it again and again.


“Tell me how you know,” he said.


I smiled. “He’d told me that the symbols on his tattoo were ancient Sanskrit. I researched it, and it’s true. How could my subconscious have known to look in ancient Sanskrit?”


He nodded.


I grabbed his arm. “I’m going after him, Will. You know that, don’t you?”


Will shook his head and smiled faintly. “How, Becks?”


I hesitated to tell him about my map of the Dead Elvises sightings and my theory that they were getting closer to Park City. I didn’t want to get his hopes up, but then I thought about our history. For a few of us there was no such thing as getting our hopes up too high. It wasn’t possible.


“Cole’s band was in Austin last night,” I said. “He’s getting closer. I think he’s coming back.”


Will’s face changed so slightly, I almost didn’t catch it. But there it was. In the tiny lines around his eyes, in the microscopic twitch of his mouth. Hope.


Not the beach sands of hope of someone who hadn’t been through what we’d been through. Will’s hope was like mine. A tiny kernel. One grain of sand coursing through our bodies, leaving traces of it in ways only the other could see.


I grabbed his arm. “And if Cole comes back, all I need is one little part of him. One strand of hair. One … I don’t know … fingernail. Anything I can swallow in the Shop-n-Go.”


We were at the bleachers now, the graduates and their families filing past us, but Will stopped.


“If Cole comes back,” he said, “I’m gonna kill him.”


I snorted despite the seriousness of the situation. “You can’t kill him.”


“Why not? We know where his heart is now. I can break his pick.”


“But if you do, we lose our best chance to get back to the Everneath.” He was quiet for a moment as he considered this. “Besides,” I added. “We aren’t even sure what would happen if we broke his pick.”


It was true. We’d only been acting on a theory about breaking Cole’s heart. Another Forfeit, named Meredith, had given me an ancient bracelet with Egyptian symbols on it. She was convinced that it held the key to killing an Everliving, but the Tunnels captured her before she could find out. Jack and I showed a picture of the bracelet to a professor of anthropology named Dr. Spears; after he studied the symbols, he’d theorized that breaking the heart would destroy the Everliving.


Because Everlivings such as Cole didn’t have real hearts inside their chests. Their hearts had been transformed into objects they could carry around with them. It happened the instant they became immortals. The emptiness in their chests symbolized their unbreakable link to the Everneath, and also meant that they couldn’t survive on the Surface unless they stole emotions from humans. There was a point when I thought I’d figured out that Cole’s heart was in his guitar and that smashing it should’ve killed him. Or at least made him mortal. But Cole’s heart was actually in his guitar pick, and the Tunnels came for me anyway.


It was still hypothetical. We didn’t know what would really happen because we never got that far.


“A guy can’t live without his heart,” Will said, but I could tell he was reconsidering Cole’s immediate demise.


“C’mon.” I tugged on the sleeve of his shirt. “We can’t miss this.”


But he didn’t move. “Becks.”


“What?”


“I want you to know, here and now, that if we can’t get Jack back … you won’t be able to stop me from killing Cole. Whether I have to break his heart or tear him apart.”


I let out a breath. “If it gets to that point, it’s you who won’t be able to stop me.”


I didn’t know if I could physically kill Cole. Breaking a guitar pick was one thing, but doing something more violent? Such as … stabbing someone? Strangling someone? That was another thing entirely.


Then again, wasn’t it murder just the same? I didn’t know. But I had plenty of time to contemplate it because the graduation speakers were boring. Jennifer Carpenter talked about how the future was theirs for the taking, and Dione Warnick—yes, that was her real name—gave a resounding speech that had something to do with the size of the graduates’ shoes and their carbon footprint on the earth. She even had visual aids: a pair of her grandpa’s old hiking boots.


The principal spoke last. He made a reference to “loved ones who are no longer with us.” All eyes shifted to the empty seat between Farah Cannon and Noni Chatworth, where Jack would’ve been sitting.


A few people glanced back toward me, which meant I hadn’t entered as stealthily as I’d thought. Looks that said, You were the last one with him. You should know where he is.


The commencement announcer got to the Cs and called Jack’s name; and despite the number of times I’d imagined this moment, and thought I’d prepared myself for it, hearing his name felt like a hammer on my heart, threatening the dam that I’d built up there.


In the silence that followed, a woman near the front stood and walked toward the podium. Jack’s mom. I sank a little lower in my chair, trying not to think of the times she had grilled me since his disappearance. My story never changed. I didn’t know where he’d gone or when he’d be back.


Mrs. Caputo climbed the stairs to the stage and took the diploma, shaking the principal’s hand. She turned away and wiped under her eyes, and the audience applauded. Scattered football players in the crowd jumped out of their seats, and soon it turned into a standing ovation. I was at once overcome by the outpouring of love for Jack and immobilized by the guilt in my chest. I stayed in my seat, my head lowered.


The rest of the ceremony was a blur, only partly because of the fresh moisture in my eyes.


A series of hugs. Hats thrown in the air. Yearbooks signed.


I saw it all from the shadows of the old sycamore trees at the end of the field. Will was off to the side, his arm around his crying mother. I watched them for a long time, until I caught something out of the corner of my eye. The sun glinting off long, blond hair and shining in my eyes.


Jules.


My best friend. Former best friend. Still best friend?


She was talking to Dan Gregson, the head of the yearbook committee. Like me, Jules wouldn’t graduate until next year, so I wondered why she was here today. Maybe it was for Jack. After all, she’d been friends with him too. When I left last year, she became his best friend. Maybe even more than friends.


I studied her face. Her cheeks were not as round as they had been just two months ago. She was smiling at Dan, but the smile didn’t reach any other part of her face.


I was so focused on Jules’s face that I didn’t see Jack’s mom coming. I heard her before I saw her.


“You have some nerve showing up here!”


I turned to find Mrs. Caputo marching toward me, flanked by Will, whose expression seemed to read I tried to stop her. Her hand trembled at her side, as if she wanted to slap me but didn’t dare.


“You avoid my phone calls, your father won’t let me on your property, and then you show up here?”


Avoided her phone calls? My dad wouldn’t let her on our property? I had no idea what she was talking about. All I knew was that she had backed off over the past couple of weeks. I thought she’d given up.


“What are you doing here?” she demanded.


She was right on top of me now, and I took a step back. “I … I just wanted to …”


“To what? Keep up this … charade you’ve been selling?”


“What charade?”


“The one where you act like you don’t have the first clue where my son is when you know damn well it’s a lie.”


Will put a hand on her shoulder. “Mom—”


She shook him away. “She pretends to be a friend, pretends to love Jack, and she won’t even answer one question about where he went.” She was talking to Will but glaring at me. Her voice grew softer but still resonated with anger. “You don’t know anything about love.”


Her words stung. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Caputo. I didn’t know you were trying to get hold of me—”


“Enough with the innocent act,” she said. “I can’t even stand to look at you anymore.”


She whipped around and stalked off. It wasn’t until that moment that I realized we had an audience. Several people had wandered over, obviously curious about all the shouting. Now that she and Will had left, I was alone, the center of a dozen accusatory stares.


I put on my sunglasses to hide my eyes and set off for the parking lot. It wasn’t an act. I really didn’t know she had been trying so hard to talk to me. Was my dad playing the buffer? If so, part of me wanted to thank him, but another part of me was angry that he didn’t tell me about it.


Mrs. Caputo’s car came around the corner, and I ducked behind a tree. Of course I could understand her anger. The only thing keeping her from killing me had to be Jack’s note. She could never know exactly how much I was to blame for Jack being gone, but I silently made her the same promise I made to Will.


I will find your son. As soon as I find Cole.


The moment I thought the words, a strange feeling came over me. It was unsettling, like a pull at my back. A warning, almost. I crept farther behind the tree as Mrs. Caputo’s car passed by and suddenly, from behind me, two hands grasped my shoulders.


I jumped. Whipped around. Found myself staring into two dark eyes. And then I tried to stifle a scream that was equal parts panic and excitement.


“Hi, Nik,” Cole said.




THREE


NOW


The Surface. Park City High.


Cole. Standing in front of me. No matter how many times I’d imagined this moment, it didn’t prepare me enough. I forgot what I was supposed to be feeling. It wasn’t relief that my best chance to get Jack back was here now, even though that’s what I should’ve been feeling.


Instead, my emotions were much more basic.


Hatred and anger. As long as Jack was dying, it was easy for me to hate.


A group of seniors in caps and gowns wandered by, loudly congratulating one another, so Cole pulled me farther behind a small grove of trees until we were safely separated from everyone else.


Cole took a step closer. His dark eyes searched my face. “You look good.”


I lowered my hands, which had been covering my mouth. “You disappeared.”


His lip twitched. “Yes, well, I thought it only appropriate considering that you tried to kill me. I knew it was only a matter of time before you’d get that urge again.”


We were quiet. He seemed just as oblivious to the graduation hoopla going on as I was. He hadn’t changed since the first time I had ever met him, at Harry O’s club during the Sundance Film Festival. I’d just lost my mother, and unlike everyone else, Cole hadn’t tried to make me forget my pain. Instead, he’d given me space to feel every last drop of it.


Now I know he was probably feeding off every last drop of it.


Today he wore his regular uniform of black jeans, black T-shirt, black jacket. His eyes were still dark. His hair still blond.


His hair. His hair. My ticket to the Everneath, right in front of me. I looked at his face, but all I could think about was the last time I’d seen him, and how he’d promised to never give up trying to make me an Everliving and take over the throne, together.


My head was spinning.


“Nik? You okay?”


I tried to take a step away, but it was more like a lurch, and Cole reached out a hand to steady me.


I shook my arm free. “Don’t touch me.”


He pulled his hand back, palm outward. “Fine.” He raised his eyebrows in a question, which made me want to gouge out his eyes. As if he should question why I’m so upset.


“Do you know what I’ve been through?” I said. “I lost …” I wanted to say Jack, but somehow it felt wrong to utter his name in front of Cole. In fact, I never said it anymore. And why was I talking about this? Wasn’t I supposed to be asking Cole how to get to the Tunnels? But now that he was here, I suddenly needed him to understand my pain. To feel it. Because he looked so fine, as if he had been through nothing, and I knew how I looked.


Broken.


“Yes,” Cole said.


“Yes what?”


He frowned and inclined his head toward me. “Yes, I know what you’ve been through. I know loss.”


I shook my head and looked away.


“You may not believe me, but I do,” he said, his voice quiet.


I faced him. “Why are you back?”


“We have some unfinished business.”


“You or the band?”


He gave a soft smile. “Both. Maybe. In fact, I learned a few things in my travels. Things that might interest you.”


“Like what?”


“Like how you survived the Feed.”


My whole body tensed. “What do you mean?”


“I mean I know that Jack saved you, through his undying love for you while you were in the Feed.”


My face went blank. If Cole knew that Jack was my anchor, did he also know that now I was keeping Jack alive? I didn’t want him to know about my connection to Jack, or anything else that he could use against us.


Cole studied my face. “I can see this is not brand-new information. You already know how you survived, don’t you? You’ve known all along.”


“Not all along.” Not until Meredith made the connection for me. “A friend helped me figure out about the anchors.”


“Yes, well, I couldn’t stop there. I had to find out more, but I couldn’t think of a mythological precedent to go with the anchor theory.” His forehead wrinkled as if he was working out a math problem. “Which is strange, considering how much of our real history is hidden in the myths. I was frustrated until some friends pointed me to the most obvious source.”


“Which is?”


“Morpheus. The god of dreams.” He let the name hang in the air for a moment before he continued. “Do you remember how I told you that mortals are consistently exchanging energy? How a smile can be infectious? And a bad mood can spread? Well, the same is true in dreams. The dreamer can provide energy to …” He waved his hand as he seemed to search for the right word.


“The dream-ee?” I offered.


He quirked an eyebrow. “The subject of the dream. This happens all the time. The Greeks simply created a god who embodied the connection between dreamer and … dream-ee.”


“Morpheus.”


“Yes. It’s an even stronger connection when one mortal is in the Everneath, because the Everneath is fueled by emotions and therefore is closer to an actual dream state than anything on the Surface. I think that’s how Jack kept you young during the Feed.” He said this triumphantly. When I didn’t respond immediately, he added an exasperated “Ta-da.”


“So he kept me alive through his dreams.”


He nodded.


I waited for him to go on, but he remained silent. “I’m happy you found your answers, but what was the point?”


“Well, on the off chance things don’t work out between the two of us—”


I couldn’t help snorting, and he gave me a faux-offended look.


“May I continue? If we don’t work out, I’m going to have to find another Forfeit in about ninety-nine years. And I’d like to find one who has the same sort of attachment to the Surface. Of course, it will be infinitely more difficult to convince a Forfeit who is still attached to someone to come to the Everneath with me.”


I narrowed my eyes. “You can be very persuasive though.”


“Quite.” He gave me a mischievous grin, and my mind flashed to how easily he’d persuaded me to give up everything.


I hurried to change the subject. “So why are you telling me this?”


“Because, Nik.” He seemed to choose his words deliberately. “Haven’t you figured out why? Now I know it’s your turn to keep Jack alive.”


I could feel my eyes go wide, and he grinned, satisfied that he finally had my undivided attention.


“How do you know he’s still alive?” I said.


“Because you’re still standing.” He tilted his head in a knowing sort of way. “You’ve been dreaming about him, haven’t you?”

OEBPS/images/titlepage.jpg
BOUND?

An EVERNEATH Novel

BRODI ASHTON

BALZER + BRAY
An Iprint of HarperCollinsPublishers






OEBPS/9780062071187_page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/Cover.png





OEBPS/images/f0vii-01.jpg
s or ikl






