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For Katharine.




A note from the author

This book contains explicit content and elements that may be triggering for some.

For a full list of warnings, please turn to the end of the book or visit my website: www.elisehelliwell.com.





Prologue Mariella

I’ve dreamed of my death every night since I was seven years old.

I tried to explain the dreams to my mother—the volatile tension twisting through my body, and the cold shadows slithering beneath my skin. But there were no words for a terror so consuming it stole the breath from my lungs and left me paralyzed. She’d find me perched on the top stair of our porch, slick with sweat, stammering about being so small I was scared I might disappear.

“It’s only a nightmare, Mari,” my mother would whisper through the darkness, rocking me against her chest as electrical current licked my fingertips. “Everyone gets them.”

The strange symptoms peaked when I was twelve. This time, my mother wasn’t there to reassure me, and I soon learned the other girls at boarding school weren’t like me. They didn’t wake at night screaming, bodies scalding, electricity whipping through their limbs.

My isolation worsened after my mother died, but when I was seventeen it stopped. I finished school and found medication that made everything—the nightmares, the paranoia, and the symptoms—go away, smothering my oddities like a weighted blanket.

At seventeen, my life began.





1 Mariella

“Ella, wait up.” Anna’s high-pitched voice carries across Harvard Yard. Her hot pink dress billows as she leaps over a puddle with the elegance of a dancer, rather than a freshman psychology student in platform wedges. Passing students turn their heads before hurrying to their morning classes.

I double back to meet her, the college’s imposing sandstone buildings towering over me. Craning my neck, I trace the slabs of windows, each reflecting a sliver of the sky’s miserable, stony gray.

“Good morning,” I say, stifling a yawn. “Love the dress.”

“Thanks,” she says, shifting onto the tips of her wedges to smack a lip-glossed kiss on my cheek. “I’ll forgive you for making me chase you across the lawn. I was calling you for ages.”

I groan. “Feels like I’m still half asleep.” I don’t mention my pills, or that I took them too late last night. My savior medication, designed to stop my paranoia, vivid nightmares, and waking with strange electrical tingling in my limbs. I shouldn’t complain, even if they do dampen my senses and memories. They’re working, but the sedative side effects have been… an adjustment.

“Lucky you have me.” Anna bats her false lashes and hands me a coffee.

“You’re the best.” I wrap my hands around the cup and take a sip. “Ugh, how much sugar is in this?”

“Whoops. Sorry, that’s mine,” she says, swapping the cups around. We mosey forward, each gust of wind pushing us along as if to mock our measured pace.

“I forgot to tell you,” Anna says, “they announced the date for the psychology ball last night.” Her sandy blonde hair bobs as she hops over another puddle. “We’ll get ready together at my place with the girls. I can’t wait!” She lifts her shoulders and squeals, then nudges me with her elbow. “Why aren’t you shrieking like a teen at a boy-band concert?”

“Anna.” Her name comes out with an exhale.

“Nope.” She lifts her manicured hand in front of my face. “You promised. You’re not getting out of this.”

I did promise. But that was… before. Silas’s stormy gaze flashes across my mind, eliciting an ache deep in my chest. “You know balls aren’t my thing.”

“That’s what she said.” She quirks a brow at me, and I try to muster a smile. Her glossy lips pull down into a frown. “Is this because of the police officer?”

“You don’t need me anymore.”

I push Silas’s words away. Leaves flutter to the ground around us, bathing the yard in vivid hues of crimson, burnt orange and golden-brown. At a distance, it must look like the yard is on fire. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

Anna exhales. “Ella, I agree it was a bad… situationship, but you broke up months ago.”

“We never dated,” I remind her.

“Exactly. It’s time to move on. You should try this new dating app,” she says, pulling her phone from her dress pocket. “Look. I matched with the new guy from work this morning.” She flashes me a profile picture of a blond man. Every inch of his skin is covered in dark ink, multiple piercings hanging from his ears and nose.

“His name is Christiaan,” Anna says. “Hot, right?”

I study the man’s tongue, pressed against his teeth to profile the silver ball of his tongue piercing.

Anna’s green gaze narrows. “What?”

I pinch my lips together to suppress a grin. “Nothing. It’s just—” I gesture to her phone. “I’ve never understood why people do things like that.”

“Like what?” Anna asks. “Body piercings?”

“Piercings. Tattoos. It’s as if their sole purpose in life is to stand out.” If anything, I applaud him for being so daring. Maybe he’s a good match for Anna.

“Being the same as everyone else is boring,” Anna says, linking a goosebump-covered arm through mine. “Being different is exciting.”

It couldn’t be warmer than fifty-three degrees and she’s dressed for a bottomless brunch. I shrug off my favorite brown leather jacket and drape it over her bare shoulders.

She wraps it across her chest and sighs. “I love how warm this jacket is, but I despise everything else about it.”

“You’re welcome, Anna.” I don’t take her comment personally. She never wears the same thing twice or anything that isn’t a designer brand.

We stroll past grand brick buildings with wrought-iron gates, the quiet morning broken by a hawk’s sharp screech. John Harvard’s statue lacks the habitual group of tourists crowded at his bronze feet.

Anna throws her head toward the sky. “I’m so not ready for our midterm, which is the only reason I’m coming to this stupid lecture.”

“You’ll be fine,” I say. “We have a new guest lecturer today. He has a specialty in…”

My mind blanks. I scrunch my eyes shut and search through the medication-induced fog that’s inhabited my brain for the past seven months. I read through our lecture notes twice last night. Why can’t I remember?

“You okay?” Anna asks.

“Psychoneuroimmunology,” I finally cry. “Which studies the relationship between our emotional state and the immune and endocrine systems. Isn’t that interesting?”

Anna laughs. “No. Come on, Ella. You know it’s weird to study the lecture slides before the actual lecture, right?”

My hand finds its way to my throat, clutching the rose-gold, heart-shaped charm on my necklace. “This is the most prestigious psychology school in the state. I’m willing to bet half the class has read today’s slides.”

Anna wraps her arm around my shoulder. “Whatever gets you to sleep at night, nerd. That clever brain’s going to get us both through this degree.”

We arrive at our lecture hall and filter in among our peers. My chest tightens at the sea of heads filling the tiered amphitheater. We squeeze between two groups and sit, Anna still hounding me about the psychology ball in February.

A middle-aged man with round glasses appears at the front of the room. He strides toward the lectern and connects his laptop to the overhead screen. Conversations diminish to a low hum. “Good morning. My name is Professor McGregor, and I’ll be guest lecturing for the next two sessions.”

“Shh, Anna,” I whisper when she starts talking about ball gowns.

She arches a perfectly shaped eyebrow. “Give me a break. He can’t hear me from all the way back here. Besides—”

I ignore Anna, absorbed in Professor McGregor’s introduction, but the moment he finishes each sentence, the words fall away like grains of sand from a dune.

Anna stops talking mid-sentence and smacks my arm. “Ella.” I jerk my arm away and sink lower into my chair. “Ella,” she repeats.

“What?” I whisper, focusing on the overhead screen.

Anna’s acrylic nails dig into my chin, and she forces my head toward a blond man sitting to the front left of the lecture hall. “Would you look at that fine specimen? He’s hotter than flambé.”

I yank my face from Anna’s grasp. “Stop pointing, Anna. I’m trying to listen.”

“But how’ve I never seen him before?” she asks without taking her eyes off him.

“Because you never come to class.” I stifle my grin behind my hand. I’m being unfair. The honest answer is because he isn’t in this class. Unless this is his first time attending, which I doubt, given we’re months into the semester.

“Because you never come to class,” Anna says in a mimicking tone. “You’re so funny.”

“Which brings me to my subspecialty. Psychoneuroimmunology,” Professor McGregor says, and my attention snaps to the front of the room. “Has anyone heard of it before?” he asks, glancing around the lecture hall. “Any guesses as to what it might mean?”

Anna’s elbow nudges me, but I’m already sitting up in my seat. Answer the question. As the course advances, only the top students will be selected for the psychology honors program and taking part in class discussions is the first step. My chest tightens. Put your hand up. And I almost do, before Silas’s mantra plays in my mind: Keep your head down and don’t draw attention to yourself. And my limbs turn to lead, my throat so tight each breath is strained. I can’t let boarding school repeat itself. I won’t become another target.

“Anyone?” Professor McGregor repeats.

Anna’s elbow strikes me again, this time in my ribs and somewhat more violently.

“What?” I whisper.

Anna’s eyebrows crease. “You know this. Why aren’t you saying anything?”

Heat rushes to my cheeks and I shake my head. Another student answers Professor McGregor’s question and Anna slumps back in her seat.

I release a breath and my eyes sweep over the hall, halting on the man Anna pointed out earlier. He’s relaxed back in his chair, hands tucked into the pockets of his chinos. His long legs are extended, ankles crossed as if he doesn’t have a care in the world. I frown at the heavy shadow of his blond beard, concealing the strong jawline beneath. Wait. How could I possibly know that?

The corner of his mouth curves upward into a sexy, tight-lipped smirk, as if he’s heard something amusing. A dimple appears in his cheek and a wave of heat races through my body, an image of a hand trailing up my thigh flashing in my mind. Cheeks on fire, I tear my gaze away, but within seconds I’m biting my lip and scrutinizing the tanned skin on the back of his neck. Why does he seem so familiar to me?

“You’re drooling, babe,” Anna says out of the corner of her mouth. “I told you he was a baddie.”

I let out a small laugh, and more than one classmate turns in their seat. I clamp my hand over my mouth with a sharp inhale. “Sorry,” I mumble, returning my attention to Professor McGregor, who’s now going over key points for our upcoming exam.

Concentrate, Mariella.

But my eyes pull back to the man, like a compass needle to magnetic north. He’s sitting next to a dark-haired woman I’ve also never seen in this class. Her black sweatshirt brushes the man’s shoulder each time she leans over to whisper in his ear.

She’s strikingly beautiful despite the dark crescents under her eyes and her gaunt face. The harsh scowl on her olive skin’s a mere distraction from those prominent cheekbones and full lips. There’s something dangerous about her allure, reminding me of a leopard stalking its prey. Strands of dark hair frame her face and her onyx eyes prowl the room, frequently dropping to her dated analogue watch as her slender leg jitters underneath the fold-out desk.

I focus again on the overhead screen and my stomach twists. The class is almost over and for the first time in my life, I haven’t typed any notes. At least I can copy Anna’s.

I stifle a smile. Anna’s asleep, her head resting on her desk with saliva creeping from her mouth.

“Good luck with your midterm,” Professor McGregor concludes.

The lecture hall swells with activity as students gather their things to leave. Anna jerks awake, her precisely drawn eyeliner now smudged along her temple. As we wait for the crowd in front of us to file out, I locate the man I’ve been watching, still seated and surveying those around him. His roaming gaze passes over me at first, but then his head snaps back and our eyes lock, his widening. He rises to his feet, mouth slack, hands falling by his sides.

My immediate instinct is to look away, but something holds me in place.

“Ella, get your shit,” Anna says, startling me.

I bend down and shove my laptop into my satchel. A wall of my chestnut hair blocks the man from view, yet I can still sense him watching me.

Don’t look! my brain screams.

I look up. He’s definitely still staring. And it’s—rude. Body rigid, he scrutinizes me. I wait for him to move. To blink. Do anything other than gawp at me with wide eyes. A jumble of emotions flicker across his face before his chest rises with a deep inhale, as if he’d forgotten for a moment that he needs to breathe.

My heart rate spikes. Does he recognize me from somewhere? Where? Maybe he knows someone from boarding school? Has he heard the rumors?

He slips his hand into his pocket, and the corner of his mouth kicks up into a slow, disbelieving smile, emphasizing the dimples in his cheeks.

Could this line move any slower?

My gaze drops to my feet and, when I look up, the man is gone.





2 Rose

“Rose, wait,” Parker calls behind me.

I storm out of the lecture hall, swearing under my breath. My head’s pounding. I shove two painkillers into my mouth and swallow them dry. Ugh. How is this what I’ve become? Popping painkillers like an addict. Taking uncalculated risks. Crashing a lecture full of people. What if someone recognized us? I’ve never been this stupid before.

You’ve never been this desperate before.

“This was a dumb idea,” I mutter, more to myself than Parker, who’s trailed out behind me. “Why do I listen to you?”

Lips pressed together and eyes vacant, he only shrugs. I grit my teeth.

Now he’s lounging on the concrete stairs to the building’s entrance, leaning back on his arms so casually he could be on vacation. Don’t get me started on his preppy shirt and chinos. A panicked laugh builds in my throat, but I swallow it down and re-scan the perimeter. Are we making a mistake trusting McGregor’s past self? Parker says we aren’t, but a whisper in the back of my mind chants Trap. Trap. Trap.

He drags a hand through his unkempt hair, a gesture so uniquely Parker it may have been involuntary. Catching me staring, he offers an easy smile that doesn’t reach his eyes.

“What’s taking him so long?” I pull out my vape and inhale.

Two students amble past, both glaring at the white vapor curling from my mouth. I flip them off with a dirt-rimmed nail. If this headache would ease for five fucking minutes, I could—

“Stop pacing, Rose,” Parker says. “You’re making me nervous.”

I scoff. “You should be nervous. You know there are people looking for us, and if they find us?” I lower my voice. “Have you forgotten your oath?” The one we lived our life by before we got into this mess.

He pushes off the step and strolls toward me. “Stop being dramatic.” His large hands splay over my shoulders, holding me in place, and his light brown eyes bore into mine.

I jerk away from him, hot tension unfurling in my chest. Parker frowns. “I’m still not convinced we can trust him,” I say.

“Have a little faith, Rose. There are good people in the world”—there aren’t—“and I have an offer that he won’t refuse. Trust me, he’ll help us.”

But what if he doesn’t? What if he turns us in?

My breathing picks up, my head pounding with each forced inhale. Parker’s tall form blurs and suddenly I’ve slipped into my past and I’m standing within Neurovida’s walls, reaching toward the recruit who’s just fallen flat on her ass.

Her delicate hand wraps around mine and I haul her to her feet.

“I’m Flame,” she says.

“Rose.” Parker yanks me from my memory, his eyes searching mine. “Are you okay?”

I turn away from him and rub my throbbing temples. “I’m fine. Just tired.” I bite the inside of my cheek. Maybe he’s right about us traveling again so soon. And if we leave now, I’ll be stuck with his unbearable presence for even longer. My skin prickles. I’ve waited six months for this meeting with McGregor. He’ll fix Parker, and we’ll go our separate ways. I’ll be free. I check the time on my new analogue watch and glare at the wooden lecture hall door.

“Who knows? McGregor might be expecting us,” Parker says.

Trap. Trap. Trap.

My stomach turns. If he’s right, it’s possible Matthews—the person we’re running from—might expect us, too.

Parker eyes me. “Remember, we need to gain his trust so he’ll help us.”

“He might not help us, whether he trusts us or not,” I mutter, scanning the maple-lined path.

“This is what I love about you, Rose,” Parker says, stretching his tanned arms above his head. “You’re the face of positivity in a crisis.”

Before I can reply, the lecture hall door opens, and McGregor steps outside. I take him in, his features no longer dulled by the dim lecture theatre lighting. Although leaner than his future self, he still wears his gray hair combed over to conceal his receding hairline.

He halts before us, his blue gaze darting between Parker and me from behind his round glasses. “Can I help you?” he asks, his aristocratic English accent clipped.

Parker pushes off the wall and strolls toward us. “Actually, we’re hoping you can,” he says with his most charming grin. “I’m Parker, and this is—”

“Rose,” I say in a low voice. I step forward, trapping McGregor between us and the door. “Can we speak somewhere private? In your office or…” I trail off at McGregor’s deep frown.

I know what he sees. He’s staring at my tight set jaw and the holes in my sleeve like he can see right through them. Growing up on the streets not only alters who you are, it changes your appearance in a way no amount of food, money or clothing can fix. The brutality, the crime and the disadvantage settle underneath your skin, dimming the light in your eyes, and leaving a permanent harshness to your face. It’s a hardship people like Parker and McGregor will never understand.

McGregor edges backward, peering at us over the top of his glasses. “What is this regarding?”

“We want to offer you an opportunity to further your research on immune cells,” I say, trying to mimic Parker’s easy smile, but the muscles in my face feel tight and wrong.

McGregor waves us off and turns to leave. “Submissions for research proposals closed last month.”

“It’s not a research proposal. Not for us anyway,” Parker calls to McGregor’s back and clears his throat. “You would be the one doing the research.”

McGregor turns toward us with an incredulous chuckle. “Thank you, but I’m not taking on any new projects at this time.”

I jump forward. “But—”

“I can’t help you,” he says with a finality that has my hands clenching into fists by my sides.

Heat rises in my chest, and I stride toward him. “Just fucking listen.”

“Rose.” Parker’s hand snakes around my biceps, his firm grip halting my steps. “Professor, you once told me the only difference between a proven and unproven theory is persistence.”

Brows raised, McGregor gives a quick, scoffing laugh. “You must be mistaken. We’ve never met before.”

Parker takes another step toward McGregor. “What if I told you we are one of those unproven theories?”

McGregor shakes his head, a deep crease between his gray, bushy brows.

“You’ve been researching time travel for over a decade,” Parker says, his voice barely above a whisper.

McGregor’s spine straightens. “Time travel’s impossible,” he says in a soft, rushed voice.

Parker arches a brow. “Are you sure? Or do you want to look at our blood and see?”





3 Mariella

I trail out of the lecture hall in a daze, the stranger’s face burned into my mind.

“Hello, anybody there?” Anna asks, grabbing my shoulder.

“Sorry. What?” I turn to face her. Her head’s tilted to the side, her button nose scrunched.

“Why didn’t you answer Professor McGregor’s question?” she asks.

My arms lace around my torso, hot shame spreading through my gut. “I didn’t want to get it wrong.”

“But you knew the answer. You told me before we went in.” Lines crease Anna’s forehead. “Girl, what are you afraid of?”

“Nothing,” I blurt, but I avoid Anna’s narrowed glare by staring at my muddy shoes.

Anna’s phone beeps, drawing her attention. “I’m going to meet some friends for coffee,” she says, typing a reply. “You should come.”

“Thanks, but I’m meeting my school friend and then I have a shift at the library.”

“Ugh, my school friend,” Anna mimics. “What’s her name again?”

“Sarah Walker,” I bite out.

“That’s right. Tell her I want to meet her.” Anna’s eyes widen. “Wait. Does she party?”

“Have fun at coffee,” I say with a small smile, and she rolls her eyes.

We part ways and I wander toward the river, plonking down beneath the brilliant carmine leaves of a flame tree. My left wrist twinges at my awkward descent, and I massage the bone beneath my surgical scar. I broke it three months ago and it still aches daily.

I pull my sketchbook from my satchel and flip through its pages, my stomach growing tighter with every half-finished drawing of Silas staring back at me. Whenever I draw, I never intend for him to be my subject, but my pencil automatically forms the familiar angle of his square jaw, shades beneath his sculpted cheekbones, and marks the subtle dimple in his chin, often hidden beneath dark stubble.

I pause on my last sketch, drawn four months ago. Conflicted emotions dance behind Silas’s gray-blue eyes. Even with his subtle scars, he’s the most beautiful man I’ve ever seen. I could spend hours perfecting the crease in his brow or the curve of his top lip, yet the sketch always feels incomplete. Now more so than ever.

Flowers flutter down around me, creating tiny ripples at the river’s edge. I turn to a blank page and submit to the golden gaze that has consumed my mind since the morning lecture. By the time the stranger’s face stares back at me from the page of my sketchbook, my wrist’s throbbing, and I’m still perplexed. Who are you?

The crunching of leaves pulls me from my thoughts. I hold my breath, hoping the person’s just passing by, but they sit. Damn it. I track a sailboat as it glides past, water rippling in its wake.

After fiddling with the corner of my sketchbook for several minutes, I throw my pencil down and lean forward to glare at the person intruding on my leafy sanctuary. I clutch the book to my chest.

It’s the man from my lecture, his broad shoulders lazing against the tree trunk. His head’s tilted back, eyes closed, dark blond brows pinched together. The baffling sense of familiarity I experienced in the lecture hall comes rushing back. Where have I seen him before? The answer feels just out of reach, like a misplaced word playing on the tip of my tongue.

A crew of rowers glide past, the coxswain’s bellow shattering the quiet morning air. The man’s amber eyes shoot open and catch me staring. He jolts forward, his eyebrows raised as he surveys every inch of me. I should look away, but I’m frozen like a second-hand laptop. His gaze lifts to my heated cheeks, and a subtle, knowing smile creeps across his lips.

My sketchbook slips, and I fumble it back against my chest. “I’m sorry. I was just leaving.” I throw my drawing utensils into my satchel and jump to my feet.

“Wait,” he says. It’s only one word, but his warm voice vibrates through me, both familiar and foreign, like the melody of a long-forgotten song.

He runs his hands through his messy hair, throwing my brain into another déjà vu flurry. I take a step toward him. “Do I know you from somewhere?” The moment the words leave my mouth, the tips of my ears grow warm. Shut up and leave, Mariella. I shake my head. “Sorry, I’m—” Deranged. “Sleep deprived.”

He puts his hands behind his head and leans back against the tree. “Is that why you were stalking me in the lecture hall back there?” He cocks a brow.

“What? I wasn’t—” Is he enjoying watching me squirm?

“What were you drawing?” he asks, his eyes flicking to the sketchbook still clutched in my hands.

“Nothing.” My grip tightens and he tilts his head. “Why are you looking at me like that?” I demand.

“Like what?” he teases. “Are you going to let me see your sketches or not?”

“Of course not. I don’t even know you.”

“I thought you said you did?” he says, and I smile despite myself, my hand rising to my mouth to cover it.

He tilts his head to the space beside him, a silent request. I eye him and sit, leaving a solid yard between us. “So… what were you doing in Professor McGregor’s class?”

“Who says I’m not a student?” he asks in a taunting tone.

I search his tanned face, his blond, windswept hair. “Are you?”

“No. I was there to meet with McGregor.”

I note the casual way he speaks of Professor McGregor. It’s not uncommon for fellow academics to drop in on each other’s lectures, but something nags in my gut. “Why?”

“So inquisitive,” he murmurs.

“So evasive,” I fire back, and a surprised laugh bursts from him, melting the tension in my chest.

He leans toward me. There’s a daring glint in his eyes, his mouth curving into a wicked smile. “So, how long have you been preying on innocent men in dark lecture halls, stalker?” he says.

I tighten my lips to suppress a smile. “It’s Mariella—Ella.”

His eyes widen and the smile on his lips falters, but it’s so quick I might have imagined it.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Ella. I’m Parker.” When he says my name, it’s as if he’s savoring the sound, triggering another memory I can’t place.

“And you’re sure we’ve never met?” I ask again.

“People always say that to me. I must have one of those faces,” he says, pushing his hair away from his eyes. “What drew you to psychology?”

There’s a flash of navy scrubs and green linoleum floors. White coats and black Velcro bed restraints. A shiver curls down my spine. The fear of ending up like her. “I want to develop a new framework for the early diagnosis and treatment of mental illness. And eventually, I’d like to become a clinical psychologist.”

He nods. “You want to help people.”

“I’d like to try.”

His head cocks to the side. “So, Mari. Tell me—”

The word knifes through me. “Don’t call me that.” I swallow the lump in my throat. “Please,” I add with far less fire.

His brows shoot up, and he studies my face. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—”

“Parker, where are you?” a husky voice calls from behind the tree.

His head snaps toward the voice and, for a split second, his body stills. She calls him again and he abruptly stands. Every nerve in my body tingles as he drags his gaze over me once more, as if committing me to memory. “I wish I could stay. Goodbye, Ella.”

Then he slips his hands into his pockets and strolls away.





4 Rose

“At least McGregor agreed to meet with us,” Parker says later, as we trudge toward a college bar to kill time until our evening meeting.

No thanks to Parker, who’d bailed halfway through our conversation. “A meeting doesn’t guarantee his help,” I say, clenching my fists to stop hacking at my clean nails.

After cornering McGregor, we’d snuck into the college gym to clean up. Thank the academic gods for gym bathrooms and communal soap. I haven’t been this clean for weeks.

“Stop staring at me,” Parker says, running his hand across his head. He’d exited the men’s bathroom clean-shaven, hair buzzed to a number three or four.

I press my lips together to suppress a laugh. Parker self-conscious is a rare treat and there’s no way I’m going to ease his insecurity. “I’m sorry, Jimmy. It’s a massive change.”

A muscle tenses in his jaw. “When are you going to stop calling me that? And it’s not like I can drop into a barber whenever I want.”

“Are you okay?” I stare at him flatly. “Do you want to talk about it?”

“I hate you,” he says, sauntering ahead of me, but not before I catch the dimple in his cheek.

“Should we contact the press? Get ahead of this so we control the story?” I call to the back of his head.

We enter the campus bar overlooking the river and weave past wooden tables filled with students reeking of body odor, stale beer and privilege. I shout our drink order over the dim bar, competing with club chanting and drunken banter. The moment our drinks are in my hand, Parker and I head outside where it’s quieter and I won’t cop judgment for vaping. He leads me to a small bench overlooking the water, and I sit beside him in silence.

Tones of red, burnt orange and indigo are smudged across the sky behind the remnants of storm clouds. I let out a deep breath. Is this what life’s supposed to be like?

Perhaps if my parents hadn’t abandoned me, I’d be one of these advantaged students, drinking after class with my friends, my only worry passing my next exam. I push the thought from my mind. That will never be my reality.

I turn to Parker, who’s swirling the whiskey in his glass. My head throbs. “What if McGregor won’t help us?” I ask. If he doesn’t, I’ll be forced to choose between Parker and the one thing I’ve spent my entire life chasing: safety.

His light brown gaze flickers to mine, and he tilts his head so we’re eye to eye. “He will. Everything will be okay, Rose.” His confidence is almost believable.

“You don’t know that,” I say, unable to stomach the hope brimming in his eyes. There’s something else there, too. Something that hints at camaraderie, because we’re riding out this storm together. And I need to shut it down. Because Parker isn’t my ally or my friend. I’m helping him to repay my debt to a friend, and then I’m done.

I turn toward a small rowboat floating past, creating tiny ripples in the water that blur as my eyes lose focus. “Remember, the second McGregor helps us, we go our separate ways.”

“I know,” Parker says, and for the first time since we fell into this mess, he sounds tired.

Silence stretches between us until our glasses are empty and we’re sitting in darkness.

“Are you okay?” Parker rests his arm on my shoulder.

My stomach clenches and I shrug him off. “Get off me. I’m fine.” I turn to face him, and snort. “I am worried the yacht club will replace you as their poster boy once they see your new haircut.”

The crease in his brow eases. “You’re unbearable.”

“Am I?” I ask, pushing my face toward his until we’re nose to nose. “Am I the unbearable one, Jimmy?”

Parker laughs and shoves me away. “Go get me another drink.”

“Yeah, yeah.” I turn away with a wave of my hand.

My moment of reprieve vanishes the moment I reenter the bar and line up to order. I gnaw on the inside of my cheek, surrounded by tables of lively students in matching team colors. Even if I swapped my Doc Martens and black clothing for the college sporting jersey or a bright sorority top, I’d never fit in. Not like Parker. It’s not in my blood.

The couple in front of me shuffles forward to order and I glimpse a young woman sitting at the end of the bar, chatting to one of the female bartenders. It can’t be. My stomach does an awkward somersault. I should turn and run, but my feet stay rooted to the spot.

The young woman has the same high cheekbones and small chin. The same strong nose, spattered with freckles. Her wavy brown hair’s shorter, but her mannerisms haven’t changed—legs crossed, ankles tangled together as she fiddles with the cuff of her sleeve.

A heavy weight pulls on my heart. She’s still humbly unaware of how everyone who steps into her orbit is drawn toward her. Her unique blue-brown eyes are cast downward at her hands, fiddling with her sleeve. A sad smile creeps across my face. She’s the only girl I’ve ever met who’d describe partial heterochromia as a curse.

The bartender passes her a jacket and she slips it on, her shoulders dropping as if she was missing a small part of herself without it. She slips off the stool and grabs her bag. I take a step toward her and stop, my heart pounding. What am I doing? We swore to stay out of each other’s pasts. I need to go. Now.

I turn to flee and collide with solid muscle. Parker. We can still leave before any damage is done.

“Parker, let’s go,” I say, pulling him away, but he resists me. His eyes are glued to the woman, his face twisted in regret. I glance between him and the woman at the bar, and a prickling heat spreads across my chest. “Did you know she was going to be here?” Not waiting for his answer, I yank him toward the door.

Parker convinced me to come here to meet with McGregor. Did he have an ulterior motive this whole time?

I let go of him and storm toward the closest exit, throwing myself into the cool night air. The door swings open behind me.

“Rose, stop.”

I whip around and draw in a ragged breath, my heart thumping in synchrony with my hammering head. “Why? So you can waste another six months of my life lying to me? Admit it, you brought us here for her.”

Parker’s broad chest expands in a slow breath. “It’s not like that.”

“Then tell me what it’s like, Parker.” I shove my hands into his chest, my full body weight behind my assault, but he barely moves. “Ugh, I’m such an idiot. Do you have any idea what this is like for me? Holding you in this time with me, twenty-four seven, for six fucking months.” I gesture to my pounding head. “Stuck with this relentless headache. I thought you had a plan.”

I storm away from him and find myself staring at the Charles. The city lights reflect off the dark water, a reminder of the world that cast me aside. My heart sinks. It feels like only yesterday that Matthews turned on us, and now here it is again—the pain of utter betrayal. I was a fool for helping Parker. His hand closes around my wrist and I rip my arm out of his hold, as if scalded.

“Wait,” he says, his voice gruff. “I knew McGregor would be here because of her. He’s one of her lecturers. It’s how I knew to come here, to this time. So, I mean, I knew we might see her, but that’s not why—” Parker drags a hand across his freshly-shorn hair. “Our plan is solid. This changes nothing.”

Parker’s a terrible liar.

“This changes everything. Us being here puts her in danger. What were you thinking?”

I draw in heaving breath after breath, my pounding headache now a vicious stabbing. Parker’s just using me to get what he wants. I mean nothing to him. Why am I even doing this? I bring my hands to my temples, trying to silence the barrage of thoughts swarming my skull. Send him back home. Be done with him. Then I’ll have what I want—to be safe and alone.

“Rose?” Parker’s voice sounds miles away.

With only myself to count on, the way it’s always been. The way I like it. The thrashing in my head builds to a crescendo and I turn away from him, a strangled cry ripping from my throat. I drag my hands down my face.

“Rose? What’s going on? Rose!”

Parker’s plea fades. A door materializes before me, and I walk through it into my bedroom.

“What’s going on?” I ask, shutting the door behind me. Flame’s in bed, leaning against the headboard. She turns toward me and I tense. Her left eye is swollen shut, the surrounding skin a deep purplish black.

She flinches as she pushes herself upright. “I made a deal with Matthews. I said I’d help him with his shield if he trains us in the gym every morning.”

“Us?” The word sounds foreign on my tongue.

She nods, brows arched, a tiny smile on her face. “You and me.”

“You know we’re competing against each other, right? I could use what he teaches us against you.”

“I know. But I trust you.” She glances down to her hands, the white bedsheet looped around her fingers. “And if anyone’s going to make it to the final test, I’d hope it was one of us.”

“But—how will I repay you?”

“Rose, wake up!” Parker shouts.

I’m thrown back into the crisp night air, knees buckling from my crushing migraine.

“What are you doing?” Parker’s hands grip my shoulders, hauling me upright.

Saliva floods my mouth and I keel over, vomiting onto the grass. Parker supports my body as I heave until there’s nothing left inside my churning stomach. I catch my breath and straighten, blinking at him. Something’s wrong. My eyes can’t seem to focus. I squint through his translucent torso, to the illuminated elm trees beside the footpath. Fuck. FUCK. He looks like he’s about to travel. The blood rushes from my limbs. What am I doing? I lurch toward him and grab his forearms, snatching him back into this time with me. His body reappears and sharp bolts of pain tear through my head.

He hauls me against his chest, cutting off my groan. I almost let him go, sending him to his assured death. And that memory with Flame… What’s happening to me?

“Fuck,” I mutter, enveloped in Parker’s arms.

“You’re okay,” he says, holding me tighter. I breathe in his familiar woody scent and my stomach drops. I yank out of his hold.

Parker’s brows twitch as he slips his hands back into his pockets. “What’s going on?”

I square my shoulders. “Nothing.”

“Bullshit. The same thing happened outside the lecture hall this morning, didn’t it? Your eyes glazed over, and you were mumbling to yourself.”

I hold his stare. “It’s nothing. I—slipped into a memory for a second. It’s not a big deal.”

“By accident?” Parker scoffs. “Jesus, Rose. You nearly lost your hold on me. Another few seconds and I’d be gone.”

And there it is. “Of course you’d make this about you.”

Parker’s mouth drops. “He’ll kill me, Rose. If you don’t have this under control, I need to know.”

“It was an accident, alright?” I snap. “It won’t happen again.”

“It’s happened twice in one day. What if next time I can’t pull you out?” He drags a hand over his short hair. “When we meet with McGregor tonight, we tell him the truth. He can’t help us if he doesn’t have all the facts.”

I want to argue, but Parker’s right. Whatever just happened, I can’t control it. What’s the point in everything we’ve been through if Matthews kills Parker before McGregor’s even had a chance to help us? I draw in a deep breath. “Fine. We tell him the truth. But I want you to promise me you won’t see or talk to her while we’re here.” Parker nods his head, but it’s not enough. “Promise me. Say it. Tell me you know you can’t start anything with her.”

“I know,” he mutters, his gaze sliding to the dark river behind me. “I promise. From here on out, it’s just you and me.”





5 Mariella

I turn onto my block, my shoes scraping along the concrete path. My house is midway down the street, nestled between grander, two-story homes with freshly painted picket fences and manicured front lawns. It may be old, with faulty electricity and peeling paint, but it’s the only home I’ve ever known.

The stairs groan as I climb to the porch. The bottom keyhole on my front door unlocks with a reassuring clunk; the three above sit rusted from neglect. Inside, I kick off my shoes and dump my satchel on the dining table, the wood marked from the week my mother dabbled in sculpting. She’s been gone for ten years, and yet most of the books on my shelves are her annotated classics, the throw on the couch she once wore as a shawl. Her memory clings to every crevice of this house.

My phone chimes in quick succession, Anna’s trademark messaging pattern.


you HAVE to come to bromley house tonight

pleaseeeee

it’s going to be the best. night. EVER.



I want to hang out with Anna, but the half-dozen friends orbiting her? Not so much.


Sorry, I have plans with Sarah tonight.

Have fun!! xx



I put my phone on silent and sink into the couch with a contented sigh.



My lungs are burning, every breath ripping through me like I’ve inhaled shards of glass. Coughing and gagging, I roll onto my side, and my hand grazes damp concrete. Cool night air bites at my bare feet. I’m… outside?

Not again.

A chill skitters down my spine, and my hands move from my jacket to the front of my dress. At least I’m not naked this time. And there isn’t a boarding school full of witnesses.

I’m lying between parked cars, concealing me from the empty street. I wait for my coughing to ease and sit up, the high-pitched wail of a siren amplifying. Getting to my feet, I wrap my arms around my torso and scamper toward my house.

Police are diverting cars past a huge fire truck, while spectators watch firefighters spray water at the side of my house. The world around me slows as I take in the white smoke billowing from my smashed bedroom window, tainting the clear night sky. An ambulance pulls up somewhere behind me and the piercing siren cuts off, accentuating the pounding of my pulse in my ears.

I push through the crowd of people watching my house burn as if it’s some sort of sick entertainment.

“Mari! Thank heavens.” My elderly neighbor, Mrs Bensen, rushes toward me and her bony hands grasp my forearms. She’s lived in the house behind mine for as long as I can remember.

“What’s—happening?” I ask, my words a croaky plea that scratches against my throat. I must be dreaming. Any second I’ll wake up, safe on my sofa, and find this has all been a horrible nightmare.

“Fire’s almost out, I’d say,” she says. I tear my eyes away from her face, unable to stomach the pity in her glassy blue gaze. “Oh, Mari. They got here as quickly as they could. I only heard the alarm when the fire truck pulled up.”

I look past her to my family home, illuminated in red and blue from the fire truck’s lights. My safe place. I clamp my hand over my mouth. Everything I have is in that house. Everything. What if it’s all gone? What will I do? Where will I go?

No. No. No. I break away from Mrs Bensen and sprint toward my front door, blades of wet grass clinging to my feet.

My trembling hand is inches from the wooden banister of the porch when two arms clamp around my waist, and I’m hauled backward.

“Are you deaf? You can’t go in,” a firefighter yells, carrying me away from my house. He plonks me down with the other spectators and storms toward the fire truck, muttering under his breath.

Mrs Bensen wraps her arm around my shoulders, and we stand in silence while the firefighters work, their uniforms a bright, blurry haze cutting through the dark night. Within five minutes the smoke eases. Many of the workers congregate beside the truck. I leave Mrs Bensen and head toward them.

“When can I go back in?” I ask a burly firefighter with a thick mustache.

“Is this your place?” he asks in a Southern accent. His alert gaze moves from my bare feet to his colleagues trudging past, as if he’s looking for someone else to deal with me.

“Is there someone you can call? To come pick you up?”

Silas. I should call Silas.

“You don’t need me anymore.”

“Don’t you need me?” I push the words past the sob building in my throat. A subtle shake of his head is enough to tear my heart open.

“Not enough, Mariella.”

I swallow the lump in my throat. “Please just tell me when I can go back in,” I say, my lip trembling.

His face softens. “You can’t. Not until it’s been assessed structurally. You’ll need to stay somewhere else for a while.” He’s recording my personal details when there’s a crackle and a distorted voice blares through the two-way radio attached to his navy and yellow tunic. He tilts his head to reply and turns back to me with a leveling stare. “Stay here.” He storms away, leaving me on my front lawn.

Before long, the fire diminishes and the spectators disperse. I should leave too, but my limbs are numb, my mouth dry. I sit on the curb while firefighters trudge in and out of my home like some sort of sad open inspection. It can’t be that dangerous if they’re still going in, can it?

I stride back down the street and turn a corner, stopping at Mrs Bensen’s house. Her gate creaks open, my feet silent on the damp grass. I sneak down the side of her house toward the backyard. The fence between the two properties is broken from a storm last year, and I squeeze between it, the rough wood catching on my dress.

My backyard is empty of firefighters, and the overgrown grass brushes my calves as I dart toward the open back door. I pause briefly in the doorway and release a breath. The living room is hazy with smoke, but intact. Maybe it’s not that bad? I move past the undamaged sofa on light feet, my footsteps slowing in the hallway leading to the bedrooms.

Thick, dark smoke hangs in the air, and scorch marks creep along the walls like black claws summoning me. Rubbing my stinging eyes, I creep forward, water seeping from the hall runner beneath my feet.

I cover my mouth with my sleeve and halt outside my mother’s bedroom, the wooden door open for the first time in a decade. The once cream curtains are now spines of tattered fabric, floating in the icy breeze stealing through her broken window. My stomach coils at the memory of my mother peeking through a slit in those curtains, her wary gaze glued to the street outside. I can still see her weight shifting from foot to foot, her olive dress swishing at her calves.

I step into the room and drag my hand along the blackened brick wall, as if the contact might stop the room from swallowing me whole. The metal frame is scorched, the blue and cream floor rug sodden and black, the corners curling inward like the legs of a giant dead spider. A heavy feeling settles in my stomach as I frown at the square of flooring peeking out from beneath the rug. From the doorway, I study the subtle gap around its perimeter, demarcating it from the other long, wooden boards. I step into the room and fold the rug over itself to expose the now prominent rectangle of wood and its gapped edge.

“What’d ya say?” someone shouts from the living area, probably a firefighter speaking through his two-way radio.

My head snaps back to the floor, and I shove my nails into the cracks and lift the wooden block. I reveal a hidden compartment the size of a large shoebox, much of its space taken up by a rusted metal box. I ease the box from its hiding place and pry off the lid.

Inside, a dozen or so books are stacked side by side, their spines crinkled with age. My mother’s journals. I pull one out and crack the spine. My mother’s tidy, slanted scrawl fills the page. Mari and I went to the park after work today, she’s getting so—

A hard mass forms in my stomach. I snap the journal shut and slide it back into place. I’ve gotten through the past ten years without these journals. I didn’t need them when she left me, and I don’t need them now. I shove the box back into the hidden compartment and stand.

Heavy footsteps thump by the front door.

I’m halfway along the hallway when my feet jerk to a halt. The image of my mother’s aged journals flashes through my mind, a bitter taste filling my mouth.

Leave them, like she left you.

I should be grabbing clothing or toiletries—things I need for the next twenty-four hours—but I race back into my mother’s room and fall to my knees. Water seeps into the fabric of my dress. I seize the metal box and hurry back along the corridor, grabbing my phone and satchel from the dining-room table and scampering away from my family home with the dated ramblings of a dead woman.





6 Rose

“Quickly, come in,” McGregor says, skittering into the old brick building Parker and I have spent the past ten minutes waiting outside. McGregor beelines down a labyrinth of door-lined corridors and disappears inside his office. Parker and I follow him, Parker pausing at the threshold and gesturing for me to enter before him.

I roll my eyes and step into the stuffy room. My throat tightens. Bookshelves line the walls, crammed with aged textbooks and journal articles that leave barely enough space for the dark, mahogany desk and the two chairs before it.

McGregor sits behind his desk, staring at me as if I’m a disobedient student. Holding back my own scowl, I cross my arms over my chest and lean against one of the bookshelves.

“May we sit?” Parker asks, as if he’s about to schmooze McGregor over a lavish lunch.

The slight incline of McGregor’s head is stiff. I pick up a mound of papers resting on one of the sad fabric chairs and plant my ass down. I keep my face blank but, hidden by McGregor’s desk, my left foot twitches like I’m an addict in withdrawal. Parker reclines in the seat beside me.

McGregor clasps his hands on top of his desk and leans forward, his beady eyes darting between Parker’s face and mine. “I want you to tell me absolutely everything you know about time travel,” he says in a sharp tone.

“You taught us everything we know,” Parker
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