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    For my mom and Erin . . .


  




  You are my girls. My people. My home.




  







  

    “Some of us think holding on makes us strong; but sometimes it is letting go.”


  




  —Hermann Hesse
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  THE EVERLIVING




  Mythology enthusiasts call them Akh ghosts, Akh referring to life after death.




  Others call them the souls of the dead, the inhabitants of the Underworld.




  But I know they are really the Everliving. They live in an Underworld known as the Everneath, and every hundred years they must feed on—steal emotional energy from—a human sacrifice,

  called a Forfeit.




  I was once a Forfeit.




  Now I am an Everliving.




  But I will destroy the Everneath before I feed on another human being. And I will destroy anything, or anyone, that stands in my way.




  







  PROLOGUE




  TWO WEEKS AGO




  The Surface. My bedroom.




  Jack rubbed his eyes and sat up in my bed. “Wait. What did you just say?”




  “The Everneath,” I replied. “I said I want to take the whole thing down. Let’s blow it up. Nuke it or something.” My hands started to shake.




  Jack glanced at the clock, then reached out toward me. “Come back to bed. Everything is fine. The Tunnels aren’t coming for either of us. It’s over.”




  Over. It would never be over. Not anymore. I glanced at the open window, the one Cole had just jumped through after he’d stolen my heart. Jack followed my gaze, saw that the window was

  open, and looked at me with furrowed brows as if finally sensing that something was very wrong.




  “What just happened, Becks?”




  “Cole was here.” My voice sounded shaky. “He said that I fed off him three times in the Everneath. He said I’ve lost my heart now. He saw a compass on my desk, and he

  took it, and . . . and . . .” I gasped.




  Jack was by my side in a flash, his thick arms around me. “Shhh. It’s okay. Slow down. You’re saying Cole stole a compass?”




  I squeezed my eyes shut. “It was lying there on my desk. He said it was my heart.”




  Jack held his breath for a moment. “Your heart?”




  I nodded and took a deep breath, then did the one thing I’d been scared to do. I grabbed Jack’s hand and placed it over my chest where my heart should’ve been, just as Cole had

  taken my hand and done the same thing only minutes before.




  There was nothing. No heartbeat.




  My breathing became frantic. Jack pressed his hand harder onto my skin, held it there for a long moment. His face turned pale. “How . . . ? Why . . . ?”




  His voice drifted off as if he weren’t sure what question he wanted to ask.




  I flashed back over the past week, to the journey Cole and I had taken through the labyrinth to the center of the Everneath to rescue Jack. The next words spilled out. “When we went

  through the maze to find you, there were times I had to feed on Cole to keep going.” I shook my head. “He said that since I fed on him three times, I’m going to become an

  Everliving. Then he said there were certain perks for the Everliving who held my heart. Then . . . he took off with the compass.” I stared at Jack. “My heart.”




  Jack looked at the open window. “Why didn’t you wake me?”




  “You were so tired. And I didn’t think there was anything to be afraid of. It was Cole. He . . . he helped me rescue you. He was . . .” My friend. I squeezed my eyes

  shut and chastised myself. My friend. How could I have been so stupid? So blind? “He tricked me. He only came to the Everneath to get me to feed on him. He never meant to save you. He was

  even surprised you were here. I should’ve seen it coming.”




  I felt my knees buckle, but before I sank too low, Jack held me tighter. “Shhh. It will be okay, Becks.”




  “We have to destroy it,” I said. “The Everneath. We have to take the whole thing down.” How could my blood be pulsing so fast without a heart?




  Jack nodded and pulled me over to the bed, where we both sat down. “Let’s think this through. The first thing we have to do is get your heart back.” At my manic expression, he

  held his hand out, palm down. “First, your heart,” he repeated. “Then, after we get it back, we’ll talk about blowing stuff up. I promise.”




  “Why?” I sniffed. “What will getting my heart back do?”




  “Cole obviously wants it for some advantage. Maybe so he can always have the threat of breaking it.”




  I shook my head. “That’s the thing. We were wrong about his heart. His guitar pick. It wouldn’t have killed him if we had broken it that night.” I blew out a breath of

  air. “He told me every Everliving has two hearts. A Surface heart and an Everneath heart. Break them both, and you become mortal again. That’s how the woman who turned him into an

  Everliving regained her mortality. But breaking just the Surface one?” I racked my brain, trying to remember what it would mean. All I knew for sure was that it wouldn’t kill him.




  “Then that’s why he wants it. Breaking that heart is the first step to making you mortal again. You can’t become human if he has your Surface heart.” He grimaced.

  “I still can’t believe we’re talking like this. How did he . . .” His voice trailed off as he shook his head. “That bastard.”




  “It’s my own fault.”




  He gave me a stern look. “Don’t say that, Becks.”




  “It’s true. I trusted him. I begged him to come with me. I gift wrapped myself for him, with a giant red bow.”




  He pressed his lips to my head. “My life was on the line. I would’ve done the same thing.”




  I looked up at him. He dipped his head and kissed me, and in that moment the calmness of his soul washed over me like a warm blanket, quieting my fears. It wasn’t long ago that we

  couldn’t kiss without me stealing energy from him, but this was just a regular kiss.




  Wait. It was just a regular kiss.




  If I were a true Everliving, wouldn’t there be a transfer of energy? There was always a whoosh of emotions shifting from one person to the other whenever Cole’s lips had gotten near

  mine. Wouldn’t it be the same for me now?




  I pulled back.




  “What is it?” Jack asked.




  “I didn’t feel anything. Nothing. I didn’t take anything from you. If I were an Everliving, I would’ve stolen energy from you.”




  Jack breathed out through his nose. “See? You can’t be an Everliving yet. It can’t be too late. It’s not. We’ll find your heart; we’ll break it. It’s

  not too late.”




  I nodded and then leaned into him and buried my head in his chest. Maybe Jack was right. I didn’t feel any different, except for the fact that I didn’t have a heart; but even without

  it, I had a pulse. I’d kissed Jack without stealing any energy from him. Relieved, I lifted my face toward his again. Maybe it wasn’t too late.




  







  ONE




  NOW




  The Surface. The library.




  Ninety-nine years until the next Feed.




  My bitterness toward Cole had reached extreme levels. There had to be a special word for how I felt about him, but I couldn’t figure it out. Hate wasn’t

  enough. It didn’t convey the eternal aspect of my feelings. It didn’t explain the exponential enormity of its growth every day.




  Cole had once told me how some punishments were perpetual: Sisyphus rolling the rock up the mountain only to have it roll back down again; Prometheus getting his liver eaten every day by an

  eagle only to have it grow back the next day and be eaten again. My hate for him was just as timeless. Just as undying.




  I heard Jack shift in his chair.




  “You’re doing that spiral-of-hate thing again, right?” Jack said.




  I opened my eyes and caught a glimpse of him looking at me from under the lampshade on the desk in the corner of the library. He set down a yellowed piece of paper on a large stack of similar

  pages, all part of the documents I’d taken from Mrs. Jenkins’s house after she’d been killed.




  I shook my head, trying to erase the memory of finding Mrs. Jenkins’s body on her couch, the life drained out of her. Cole had told me Max and the other Dead Elvises had killed her.

  She’d known too much about me, and Cole didn’t want word getting back to the queen that a Forfeit had survived the Feed. I didn’t know how Cole planned to take over the throne,

  but I knew he was counting on the element of surprise.




  The documents in front of Jack were the only thing left of Mrs. Jenkins. And since Cole had taken my heart two weeks ago and then left town—like he always seemed to do when we needed

  him—these documents were all we had to focus on.




  “How did you know I was doing the spiral-of-hate thing?” I said.




  Jack frowned. “Because your eyes were squinty. And your hand was over your heart. And you have that look that says you want someone’s head on a stick.”




  I reached across the table and brushed a clump of brown hair from his cheek. “You hate him too.”




  He shrugged. “That’s an absolute. But I’m trying to focus my hate on finding a cure for your . . . condition.”




  “Is that what we’re calling it? A condition? I’m missing a vital organ. I’m not sure if condition covers it.”




  “We still don’t know if you’re an Everliving. You haven’t been able to feed on me.”




  Jack was right. Since that first night, I’d tried to feed off him, but nothing had happened. Could it be possible that Cole had stolen my heart yet I was still human?




  If Cole were here I’d ask him, but he’d taken off with the band. And most likely with my heart. Jack and I had camped out at his condo for three days before we started seeing

  internet chatter about a Dead Elvises concert in Milwaukee. He’d been gone ever since.




  “Can I be truthful?” I asked.




  “You mean, can you be pessimistic,” Jack said.




  “Truth. Pessimism. They’re sort of one and the same lately.”




  Jack sighed. “Go ahead.”




  “We’ve been through the documents. A thousand times. We’ve found nothing.”




  Jack pointed to one of the papers he’d been looking through. “Actually, this one has instructions on becoming a Shade. Apparently if you’ve been an Everliving long enough and

  then you miss a Feed, you become a Shade.”




  Miss a Feed. I’d known only one Everliving who’d missed a Feed. I thought back to my trip through the labyrinth. “Cole’s friend Ashe missed a Feed. He looked like

  he was made of smoke. Maybe he was becoming a Shade.” I shook my head. “It doesn’t matter. Instructions on how to become a Shade don’t help me.”




  “You never know what will help. We’ll keep looking.” He leafed through a few more pages, then held up one. “Here’s something about a glowing rock. Maybe that will

  mean something. Something we could take to Professor Spears.”




  I rolled my eyes and glanced out the window. We’d done that already too. We’d gone to Professor Spears. He was able to help us once before, when he’d deciphered an ancient

  bracelet and told us that Cole’s heart was an object.




  Last week we’d sat in his office and told him the truth about Cole, and me, and my missing heart, and the fact that I was an Everliving now. He’d accused us of playing an elaborate

  prank on him. Stopped just short of running us out of the building. We’d had Meredith’s bracelet with us, but that wasn’t necessarily proof of anything; and I didn’t think

  documents about a glowing rock would make any difference. It was frustrating that I couldn’t make him understand.




  “Professor Spears can’t be the only person who knows about this stuff,” Jack said.




  “He’s not, but the people who do know about it—the Daughters of Persephone, or the Everlivings themselves—don’t exactly have loose lips.” From the window, I

  could see across the street to the city park. A mother and father taking turns pushing their toddler on the swing, a man throwing a Frisbee to his golden retriever, a bunch of girls playing some

  sort of game that involved tagging and freezing, out enjoying the blue sky of the coming summer. But my focus was on the mother and father. Would Jack and I ever grow old together? Would I ever

  grow old at all?




  “Look at me, Becks,” Jack said.




  I turned away from the window toward Jack.




  “We’ll find a way to save you.”




  I smiled. “Look at me. I don’t need saving. I’m just not going to ever grow old. And then when the next Feed happens, in ninety-nine years, I’ll skip it and die.

  I’m not ancient, so skipping a Feed won’t make me a Shade. So we have ninety-nine years.”




  There was one part of my diagnosis that I hadn’t told him about yet, though. The day after Cole had stolen my heart, I’d started to feel weak. The feeling had only gotten

  progressively worse since then. But I didn’t want to scare Jack.




  Jack reached across the wide desk and put his hand on my cheek. I was surprised he could reach so far, but then again, he’d come out of the Tunnels so much bigger and taller than he had

  been before. It affected his wingspan.




  “Maybe you’re the one who needs saving,” I said.




  Jack raised an eyebrow. “Why is that?”




  “Because you came out of the Tunnels bigger. And taller. And who gets taller at eighteen years old?”




  Jack pressed his lips together and dropped his hand. “Nobody dies from getting taller. And bigger.”




  “Yes, but there was that one boy in Indiana who died from too many abs.”




  Jack’s lips quirked up in a grin. “Now you’re just making stuff up.”




  “Nothing is as it seems in the Everneath. The fact that it made you bigger . . .”




  “We’re not going to worry about maybes right now either. I don’t know why I came back bigger, but at least I have all my vital organs.” He reached his hand across the

  table again, only this time he placed it directly beneath my collarbone. “Call me selfish—and really, I’m completely selfish when it comes to you—but I want you. All of you.

  Your heart included.”




  “You have my heart.”




  “Only metaphorically.”




  “If you want to drop the metaphors, you can have my hands,” I said.




  Jack smiled, and then he wrapped his fingers around my wrists and brought my hands to his lips. He kissed each fingertip. “What else can I have?” he asked.




  “Hmmmm,” I said, still focusing on the way his lips moved softly against my skin. “My elbows. I can throw those in for good measure.”




  He released his grip on my wrists and grabbed my elbows. “If I have the elbows, I might need the rest of your arms.”




  “I think we can negotiate those,” I said.




  With a grin, he stood up and pulled me to a nearby corner behind a wall of books. He guided me gently until my back was up against the wall. His hands moved up and over my elbows to my neck. I

  looked past him to make sure no one could see us; but when he pushed the collar of my shirt aside and put his lips on my shoulder, I stopped caring if we were in anyone’s view. I

  shivered.




  “Um, we never discussed the shoulders,” I said, my voice ridiculously breathless.




  “Sorry,” he said. “I get carried away talking about elbows and things.”




  My head tilted so his lips could get better access to the base of my neck. “Just wait until I tell you about my kneecaps.”




  He put his lips on mine, and it was a long time before I thought about kneecaps again.




  A buzzing sound made us pull apart and catch our breaths. Jack pulled out his phone and checked the screen.




  “Jules just texted. She and Tara Bolton want to know if we’re up for a concert. Apparently the Deads are doing a surprise gig in Salt Lake.”




  My eyes went wide. “Cole’s back in town. That means . . .”




  “That means we have plans tonight.” He grabbed my arms and looked into my eyes. “Cole would never leave your heart in another city. He wouldn’t risk it being so far from

  him. And I don’t think he’d chance taking it with him to a concert. I bet it’s at the condo now. Which means tonight we’re going to find your heart.”




  







  TWO




  NOW




  The Surface. Home.




  I raced through a dinner of pizza and wilted salad with my dad and Tommy. It reminded me that if my life ever got back to normal, I was going to make some changes of

  the nutritional variety around here.




  I shoved the last pepperoni into my mouth and put my napkin down on my plate.




  My dad froze with his full piece of pizza halfway to his mouth. “Is there some speed-eating award you’re going for tonight?”




  Tommy giggled.




  “No. I’m just getting ready to go out with Jack,” I said, pushing myself back from the table. “May I be excused?”




  “That’s fine. But don’t be too late. Summer school starts tomorrow, right?”




  I sighed. As if he didn’t know. As if he didn’t make special arrangements with Mrs. Stone to allow me into the class even though my grades weren’t exactly stellar.




  My dad still had hope for my academic excellence.




  “I’ll be there.” Right after I break into the Dead Elvises’ condo and retrieve my missing heart.




  I stood up and ruffled Tommy’s hair as I walked out of the kitchen. Jack would be waiting for me in my room to make our plans. My stomach erupted in butterflies. Breaking and entering.




  This was a first for me.




  Midnight. The parking lot of Cole’s condo.




  There were no lights on inside Cole’s place.




  At least I guessed there were no lights on. I couldn’t see every angle from where I sat in the passenger seat of Jack’s car.




  Jack opened the brown paper bag at his feet and took out one of the black ski masks. He tossed it onto my lap, and my feet literally went ice-cold.




  “What if it’s a trick?” I said.




  Jack froze, one side of his lips raised in a half smile. “You mean like an ambush?”




  I nodded.




  Jack turned fully toward me, resting one elbow on the steering wheel and flashing me a reassuring smile. “So you’re saying the Dead Elvises faked a concert tonight in the city, and

  fake sold tickets, and fake booked the venue, all so they could turn out the lights in their condo and wait, real quiet like, crouched behind the furniture, on the off chance we were planning to

  break in?”




  I nodded again. “Exactly. That sounds reasonable. We should just go home.”




  He shook his head. “We wouldn’t be doing this if we didn’t have to. If it didn’t mean the best chance to cure you.”




  “I know,” I said. “But I can’t help wondering if it’s a trap.”




  “Cole needs you alive. That’s why we can feel safe doing this.” At my concerned expression, he added, “Look, Jules is at the concert. I’ll text her to see if

  the band’s really there or if they’re just holograms.”




  He pulled out his phone and tapped on the screen. I stared at the darkened condo again and bit my lip.




  “Have we thought through everything?” I said.




  Jack continued to type while talking. “We know they don’t have an alarm system.”




  “Not as of a couple weeks ago,” I said, remembering the last time I was in Cole’s apartment. Before we’d gone to the Everneath to save Jack. Before Cole had betrayed me.

  It was a lifetime ago.




  “You know the code to his door,” Jack said.




  “One-four-oh-seven,” I said. I’d seen him open the door enough times to remember.




  “And we know Cole has a safe in his wall,” Jack said.




  I nodded. I remembered seeing it.




  “We know the one thing we’re looking for,” Jack said.




  I nodded and frowned. “A compass. My heart.”




  If we could find it and break it, maybe that would cure me. If not, it was still a big step toward making me human again.




  Jack reached over and squeezed my hand. “It’s in the safe. Has to be. And once we get into the safe, you’ll know this was worth it.”




  He took the cordless drill out of the bag next and held it pointed outward, like a cornered cowboy would wield a gun.




  I stared at it. “Explain the drill again?”




  “Safecrackers always use drills,” Jack said, exasperated, as if he’d told me this a hundred times.




  “Safecrackers in the movies,” I clarified.




  “Yes, and all movies are rooted in some truth.”




  “Like Xanadu? With the roller-skating Greek muses?” Xanadu had been one of my mom’s favorite obscure movies.




  “Yes,” Jack said, forcing a straight face. “Everyone has a roller-skating Greek muse. And you, Becks, are stalling.”




  I nodded. “I’m about to commit a felony. Of course I’m stalling.”




  “It’s not a felony. It’s self-defense.”




  I took a deep breath and then pulled the ski mask over my head. “Let’s do this.”




  Jack’s phone vibrated with a text and he checked the screen. “Jules says she’s loving the concert.” He put the phone in his pocket. “It’s not a trap.

  We’re a go.”




  We left the car and crept up the stairs to the balcony where the front door was located. There was movement in the front window of the condo adjacent to Cole’s, and I started to rethink

  the ski masks.




  “You know, if someone did see us, the masks would probably draw more attention to us, not less.”




  “Too late,” Jack said.




  We reached the door, and I entered the code into the keypad. The light above it turned red and flashed several times before going dark again.




  I tried the handle, but it didn’t budge.




  “Do it again,” Jack said.




  I reentered the code, paying special attention to the numbers, but again it flashed red.




  “Crap,” I said.




  A motion-sensor light turned on at the end of the balcony. I ripped off my mask. “Let’s go.”




  Jack shook his head. “We’re already here. We’re not wasting this opportunity. There’s only one thing to do.”




  “Jump off the balcony?” I suggested hopefully.




  Jack smiled. He took a step backward, raised his foot, and lurched at the door. It cracked open, shattering the part where the lock had once been. A dog barked in the distance.




  “Seriously?” I whisper-yelled. “That was the ‘only one thing to do’?”




  “We’re in, aren’t we? Besides, if we steal back your heart, Cole will definitely know we’ve been in here, so it won’t matter that the door is broken.”




  We went inside and shut the door behind us. Jack turned on a flashlight and tossed it gently to me, then grasped the drill he was carrying in both hands and held it in front of him.




  I wasn’t sure he’d even need the drill. I wouldn’t have been surprised if he could simply grab the safe in his hands and rip it clean in two.




  We made our way quickly to Cole’s bedroom. I shone the light until it landed on the metal box in the wall.




  “There it is,” I said.




  We ran forward. Jack tossed the drill onto Cole’s bed. From here I could see that the drywall around the safe looked to be covered in fresh paint, as if it had just been installed. I

  didn’t get a chance to comment on it because Jack reached an arm back and punched a hole in the wall to the right of the safe.




  “Jack!” I said.




  “I’m fine.” He reached his arm into the hole he’d just made, past his elbow, grabbed hold of the back of the safe, and ripped the entire thing out of the wall.




  My mouth hung open for a long moment. Moves like that only happened in superhero movies. I didn’t know he was that strong.




  He brought the safe over to a desk in the corner of the room, then picked up the drill again. But before he turned it on, I caught a glimpse of something scratched into the metal surface of the

  front of the safe. We didn’t see it earlier because of the dark.




  “Stop,” I said. I pointed to the note.




  Turn me, it said.




  Underneath the words was a large arrow pointing to the side of the box, where a small crank was sticking out of a hole in the metal.




  “Why does it have a crank?”




  “More important,” Jack said, “why does it have a note?” After a moment’s hesitation he reached out and pinched the end of the crank.




  “Wait!” I said. He froze.




  “What if it’s booby-trapped?” I said. “Like with a bomb?”




  He looked at me. “That makes no sense.”




  “Well, what if there’s something horrible inside?”




  “Like what?”




  I shrugged.




  Jack started to turn the crank.




  “Like a head!” I blurted out. “A severed head.” I put my hands on the safe, measuring the length, height, and width. “That’s about head size.”




  I could tell Jack was raising an eyebrow even under his ski mask. I reached up and pulled off the mask. Yep, he was raising an eyebrow.




  He tilted his head. “So Cole decapitates some random person, puts his head in this safe, adds a crank, and leaves a note so that anyone who breaks in would be . . . grossed out enough to

  leave without taking anything?”




  I nodded again.




  He turned the crank one full rotation. Nothing happened. He turned it again, and again, and a slow tune began to play.




  Jack looked up at me. “Is that . . . ?”




  “‘Pop Goes the Weasel.’” I nodded, my metaphorical heart already sinking. Nothing good could come out of “Pop Goes the Weasel.”




  Jack turned the crank faster and faster; and when he reached the “pop” part of the melody, the top of the safe burst open, and a clown’s head exploded out. I jumped at least a

  foot off the ground, even though I could see it was a harmless piece of plastic on a coiled spring.




  On the clown’s bow tie hung another note.




  Jack leaned forward to read it.




  “It says, ‘Bet you were expecting a heart, shaped like a compass. . . .’” Jack paused and pulled the note off the bow tie. “. . . And then he drew a frowny

  face.”




  I snatched the note from his hand, looked at it briefly, crumpled it up, and threw it into the corner of the room. At the same time, it felt as if I’d crumpled up any lingering hope and

  thrown it away.




  “I hate Cole,” I said. I looked at Jack, the full weight of my immortal future pressing heavy on my shoulders. “Tell me it’s going to be okay. Tell me I’ll be human

  again.”




  Jack nodded and put his arm around me. “It’s going to be okay. You’re going to be human again.”




  Jack held me for a few moments until his phone vibrated. He pulled it out of his pocket.




  He read the screen and frowned.




  “Who’s it from?” I asked.




  “Cole. It says, ‘No, she won’t. She’s going to be a queen.’”




  My eyes darted around the room, searching for whatever microphone was relaying our words back to Cole, but I couldn’t see anything out of the ordinary. I closed my eyes.




  “I’d rather die than be your queen,” I said.




  Moments later another text buzzed through, and Jack read it aloud. “It says, ‘Let’s see what the Hulk has to say about that.’ I can only assume by ‘Hulk’

  he’s referring to me.”




  “It’s not his choice whether I live or die,” I said loudly toward the ceiling. Then I turned toward Jack and whispered, “It’s not your choice.”




  “I know,” Jack whispered back. “I know, Becks.”




  I put my hand over my mouth, annoyed at myself for giving voice to the one wedge between me and Jack, the one thing that we would always disagree on. I would rather die than rule the Everneath.

  Jack would rather I live, no matter the cost. It was true, but it gave Cole too much information. When it came to me, he had a track record of exploiting any and all weaknesses he could find.




  And now he was listening to every word we were saying. Max and Gavin probably started their guitar-and-drum duet when Cole discovered we were in his place.




  Jack mouthed the words Let’s go.




  I nodded. I didn’t want to let Cole overhear anything else. Jack took my hand, and I followed him to the front door and through it to the balcony. He shoved the door closed despite the

  shattered lock, and we had just started down the balcony when I noticed a dark figure blocking the staircase. Jack saw him too and jerked to a stop.




  I couldn’t see his face, because he was backlit from the light on the stairs, but his silhouette showed he was wearing a hat with a wide brim—maybe a cowboy hat?—and a long

  coat, like a trench coat.




  Whoever it was, he just stood there. I couldn’t actually see if he was looking at us or not, but for some reason I felt his eyes on me.




  “Try to act normal,” Jack said. It was a little late for “normal,” considering we’d just come stumbling out of the condo, shoved the broken door shut, and then

  frozen at the sight of the man.




  Nevertheless, we started walking toward him.




  He made no move to stand aside. Jack flipped on the flashlight and shone it momentarily in the guy’s face, and at first I didn’t notice anything strange until I got a look at his

  eyes. They were pitch-black. A chill went down my back as the man smiled, revealing two rows of black teeth.




  We stopped again.




  “Um, let’s go down the back way,” I said, my voice cracking.




  “What back way?” Jack whispered.




  I pulled on his arm. “I don’t know, but there’s got to be a back way. If not, we’ll make one.”




  Jack nodded. “I think that’s a good idea.”




  We ran in the opposite direction, following the balcony past several other condos, until we saw an emergency exit sign. Jack barreled through the doorway, and we ran to the car.




  When we got there, I lunged toward the passenger’s side. I was about to rip the door open when my knees buckled beneath me. I caught the side of the door just before I fell to the

  ground.




  “Becks? You okay?”




  “Yes,” I called out, trying to mask how out of breath I was. I still didn’t know what this new weakness meant, and until I did, I didn’t want Jack to worry.




  Part of me, the naive part maybe, hoped the weakness would go away before anybody else noticed. Part of me hoped the weakness had nothing to do with my missing heart.




  But another part of me knew it had everything to do with it.
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  The Surface. In the mountains.




  Who was that guy?” Jack said, driving way too fast down the mountain switchbacks. “Or maybe I should ask, what was that guy?”




  I shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ve never seen anything like it. Maybe we didn’t get a good enough look at him. We only had a glimpse. Maybe he was dressed up for some . . .

  costume party.”




  “Right. Costume party. In June. On a balcony. By himself.”




  I glanced in the side-view mirror several times over the next few minutes, even though I couldn’t think of a reason the man in the trench coat would’ve been following us.




  When I was sure we were in the clear, I said, “The bigger problem is, Cole anticipated us.”




  Jack sighed and flipped on the signal to turn into my subdivision. “So what do we do now?”




  “Move to Tahiti,” I said. I stared out the window as Jack pulled up in front of my house.




  “That would look suspiciously like running away from our problems.” Jack grabbed my hand and brought it to his lips. “Meet you in five?” he said.




  I nodded. “I’ll leave the window unlocked.”




  I ran inside, straight past my dad’s study. As I walked by, he looked up from his laptop.




  “It’s a little late. How was your date?” he asked.




  “Fine.” We broke into an immortal’s condo, looking to steal my heart, which is now a compass. But we came up emptyhanded. “Um . . . the usual boring stuff. Good

  night,” I called out over my shoulder.




  “Next time, you’re home by midnight,” my dad said back.




  As I got ready for bed, I could no longer keep my disappointment at bay. We didn’t have my heart, so we were no closer to turning me back into a human. Not only that, but tonight showed

  that Cole had anticipated we would search his apartment. He wasn’t just one step ahead of us; he was several.




  He’d predicted we’d go for the safe.




  I shook my head as I put toothpaste on my toothbrush. Cole had always known me too well. It was how he’d convinced me to go to the Feed with him in the first place. It was how he’d

  been able to trick me into feeding on him three times in the Everneath.




  I washed my face and then looked at myself in the mirror and yawned. There were dark circles under my eyes, the kind that had only ever appeared when I’d been out all night, and my face

  was paler than usual.




  Maybe I wasn’t sleeping very well.




  I went to my room and opened the window for Jack.




  “Are you okay?” he asked.




  My hand f lew up to my face. It must’ve been more noticeable than I thought. “Yes. I just suddenly felt really exhausted.”




  Jack frowned. “Are you sick?”




  I shook my head. “No. I’m sure I’m just tired from breaking and entering. Nothing more.”




  Jack pressed his lips together as if he were reluctant to give up on the subject, but I pulled him toward my bed and wrapped my arms around him.




  “We’re never going to find my heart if Cole doesn’t want us to,” I said, my eyelids drooping. “Now that he’s back in town, I say that tomorrow we confront

  him.”




  Jack smiled. “Tomorrow you have summer school.”




  “Ugh,” I said. “Okay, after summer school.” I could hear the exhaustion in my voice.




  “Just sleep for now, Becks. We’ll figure it out.”




  When I could no longer keep my eyes open, I fell asleep entangled in Jack’s arms. There was nowhere else I’d rather be. I just had to find a way to stay there.




  At night. My bedroom.




  I’m running down a series of hallways. Something, or someone, is after me. The walls of the hallways begin to close in. Hands reach out from deep within the walls,

  grabbing at my hair, my arms, my legs.




  I turn a sharp corner and run into a tall, regal woman with fiery red hair.




  The queen of the Everneath. Adonia. My heartbeat speeds up at the sight of her.




  “I see you,” she says.




  “No,” I try to say, but no sound comes from my mouth. I scramble backward and trip over something at my feet.




  It’s a body. Lying on its stomach. I grab the shoulder and turn the body over, and there is my own face, staring back at me. Lifeless. I try to scream, still unable to make a

  sound.




  The queen crouches down beside me. “I see you. You will try. You will lose. You will die.”




  “I don’t want the throne!” I try to scream, but it comes out in a whisper. “I don’t want it!”




  I woke with a start, my hand pressed against my chest. I knew it was a dream. Only a dream. But dreams had a funny way of being connected with the Everneath. I was scared the queen really could

  see me: the girl who threatened the throne. What was worse, I was scared the queen would find me.




  It took me several long blinks to wipe the cobwebs from my eyes, and even then the world seemed smoggy, as if I’d taken a sleeping pill last night.




  Jack wasn’t in bed, so I hoisted myself up and went to the kitchen looking for him. Movement from the window caught my eye. There he was, standing in front of the chestnut tree, his feet

  apart in an athletic stance, his shoulders hunched, his fists in front of his chest, ready to throw a block. He cocked his arm back and then punched the trunk of the tree over and over, his

  knuckles becoming bloody and torn. Shards of wood exploded from the tree each time his fist made contact.




  I grabbed the windowsill for support. I’d never seen anything like it. Yes, he’d punched through the wall last night, but this tree was a solid oak.




  He wouldn’t let us focus on the mystery of why he’d come back the way he had, because he said we had more pressing matters, such as my immortality. But watching him right now, I

  wondered if we were focusing on the wrong thing.




  I leaned closer to the window. “Jack!”




  He didn’t turn around for a moment. His shoulders relaxed and lost most of their rigidity from just seconds before. But no matter how he tried to compose himself, I knew he was upset about

  our failed attempt to retrieve my heart. Even more upset, probably, that I had told Cole I’d rather die than become queen of the Everneath. After everything we’d been through, I knew

  that Jack would prefer I stay alive no matter the cost. It was the one point we’d never agree on. I would never become an Everliving if it meant feeding on other people. At the same time, he

  would rather become my Forfeit than see me die.




  I’d given up hope that we’d ever agree. Now I could only hope it would never come to that.




  He finally turned around and flashed me a dazzling smile.




  “Hey, Becks,” he said. “I didn’t know you were awake.”




  “I didn’t know you hated trees so much.” I frowned. “What are you doing?”




  He looked down at his hands, his bloody knuckles. He stretched his fingers wide and clenched them again. “I don’t know. I was trying to see just how much pain I could

  withstand.”




  I let out a breath I didn’t realize I was holding. “A lot, apparently. Do you feel better now, knowing?”




  He nodded, about as out of breath as if he’d just jogged for a block. I’d exerted more effort climbing out of bed. There was no wincing or tightness in his eyes. No sign that

  he’d felt any pain at all, even as a small drop of blood ran down his hand and off his finger. He wiped it on his jeans.




  A folded piece of paper at his feet caught my eye. “Did you drop something?”




  Jack looked down and quickly scooped up the paper, putting it in his pocket.




  “What was it?” I asked.




  “Your note.”




  He didn’t have to specify which note. I knew the one. Last year, after the Christmas dance, he had left a note in my pocket with two words written on it.




  Ever Yours




  When I’d gone to the Everneath to save him from the Tunnels, I had brought the note and left it in his hand. He’d literally used it to find his way back to me. Now he never let it

  out of his possession.




  “Come inside,” I said. “I’ll make us some coffee before school.”




  He nodded again and walked away in the direction of my front door, using the sleeve of his hoodie to wipe the sweat from his brow. Beating up trees must’ve been quite a workout.




  Jack came in, and I started the coffeemaker. He sat down and absentmindedly reached for the watercolor painting on the kitchen table, a summer art project by Tommy.




  When he finally looked up at me, his mouth dropped open a little. “Becks, you look worse now than you did last night.”




  I put my hand up to my cheek. I hadn’t had a chance to look in a mirror. “I don’t think I slept very well. Bad dream.”




  He came over and put his arms around me, pulling me close. “What about?”




  “The queen. She had me trapped in a hallway with thousands of hands sticking out. She kept saying that she sees me. I couldn’t hide.” I left out the part about the dead body at

  my feet. I didn’t want Jack to worry about my state of mind. “Doesn’t mean anything.”




  “You’re right,” Jack said. “It doesn’t. She doesn’t know you exist, and the good thing about Cole is that he will guard that knowledge to the grave. But the

  sooner we confront him, the better.”




  “It’ll have to wait until after school.”




  Jack’s phone buzzed with an incoming call. As he pulled it out of his pocket, I glimpsed the caller ID.




  “Does your mom know where you spend your nights?” I asked.




  “Everyone knows where I spend my nights,” he said, pressing the ignore button and putting the phone back in his pocket.




  “Then why doesn’t she do anything about it?”




  “She’s not about to do anything that might push me to ‘run away’ again. So I guess my time in the Tunnels turned out to be a good thing.” I sat down, and his hand

  trailed down my shoulder and my back. I shivered into him. “Why?” he said. “What does your dad think?”




  “That I’ll always be twelve years old. Going on eleven. He doesn’t know.”




  “He knows,” Jack said, always reading my mind. “He just refuses to see.”




  I shrugged. “He’d kill you if he knew.”




  “He knows, Becks. He’s just trying not to lose you again.”




  We drained our cups, and I rinsed out the first one and put it in the sink; but as I was cleaning the second one, I accidentally dropped it and it shattered in the sink. Jack came up behind me

  and put his arms around me.




  “Don’t be nervous,” he said.




  I shook my head, confused. I wasn’t normally a klutz. The coffee cup hadn’t even been slippery. “About summer school? I’m not. It must’ve . . . slipped or

  something.”




  He dipped his head toward my neck; but before his lips could make contact, the door connecting the kitchen to the garage swung open, and my dad rushed in. Another one of his

  “surprise” visits that worked almost as well as a chastity belt.




  Jack sprang away from me as if I’d given him an electric shock.




  “I forgot my travel mug,” my dad said. “I trust I’m not interrupting anything.”




  “No, Mr. . . . Mayor,” Jack said, his voice shaky.




  Mr. Mayor? I rolled my eyes. Could he be any more formal? “Actually, Dad, we were just about to leave for school,” I said.




  My dad raised an eyebrow. “Great. We can all walk out together.” My dad looked at his watch. “I have to get to the office.”




  I nodded and pulled out my own phone to check the time.




  My dad stared at the hand that held the phone. “What’s on your wrist?” he said. “Did you hurt it?”




  Confused, I looked down. Right along the wrist line there was the faint shadow of a dark band. It wrapped around the entire circumference of my wrist, as if a watch band had rubbed some of its

  color off on my skin.




  But at first glance it looked like a light bruise.




  I pulled down my sleeve, glimpsing Jack’s suddenly wide eyes. “It’s nothing. I think my bracelet just left a mark.”




  I smiled and kissed Dad’s cheek, grateful once again that my dad wouldn’t have noticed that I didn’t wear jewelry.




  I grabbed my bag, and Jack followed me out the door, staring intently at his phone as he walked. Once we were in the car, I jabbed my elbow into his ribs.




  “You seemed enthralled with the blank screen of your phone back there,” I said.




  “What’s on your wrist?” he said. The effort he used to force his voice to sound calm had the opposite effect. He sounded devastated. “Did I do that? Did I grab your wrist

  the other night?” He sucked in a deep breath. “Did I hurt you?”




  “No,” I said. “No. I don’t know what it is, but it doesn’t hurt.” I held out my hand in front of his face, twisting my wrist back and forth. “It’s

  not anything.”




  Jack closed his eyes and nodded. “Okay.” The second he turned on the ignition, my phone buzzed with a text.




  I checked the screen. “From Cole,” I said.




  “What did he say?”




  I took a deep breath as I reread the message on the screen. I involuntarily looked at the mark on my wrist before I read the text out loud. “He’s asking if my shackle has appeared

  yet.”
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