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Prologue

 


I died ten times.

Ten times.

And the only thing I remembered upon
returning was his face. I could never recall his name, or who he
was, but I knew he was a vital part of my past. If only I could
remember, I thought. I tried to pull at the straps binding me
to the steel table, but they wouldn’t give. “Please stop hurting
yourself, Maya.”

I couldn’t make out who’d been in the room
with me. Their voice was clear as day, but every time I tried to
focus on their face, my vision seemed to blur. I instinctively
pulled at the straps again, ignoring the searing pain of the fabric
digging into my skin. I didn’t care about the pain. I wanted
out.

The problem was that I wasn’t sure where I
was, or how I’d gotten there. I remembered the way the bright
lights took up my rearview mirror as I sped down the highway in
search of safety. The next thing I knew, I’d slammed into a tree.
How or why, I couldn’t recall.

Even through the pain from the accident, I
knew I needed to run. If I stayed put, I didn’t stand a chance of
getting away. Unfortunately, though, the airbag had pinned me in
place, making me an easy target.

“Over here!” they’d yelled. I didn’t know
who they were or where they’d come from. I just remembered two
large men approaching the driver-side door with the promise of
taking me to safety. Then everything went dark.

All I knew for sure was their promise of
safety was a lie.

This? Whatever this was, it was not
safe.

I opened my eyes again, desperate to see. As
I took a deep breath, my vision steadily began to settle,
eliminating the blur I feared would never fade.

A woman towered over me with a large needle
within her grasp. She was dressed in a fitted white dress and a
small white hat with a sewn-in red cross. I didn’t know her, and
yet she felt so familiar. All of this did. Why? Ignoring her pleas
to stop, I tried once more to break free of the binding straps only
to feel my flesh tear beneath due to the pressure. “Let me go,
please,” I begged. “I promise I won’t tell anyone.”

How could I? Outside of my name, I was
clueless. I wasn’t even sure I could make it to a doorway if I’d
managed to escape.

“So, you always say,” she said. “I’m sorry,
dear, but I’m not allowed to release you.”

Not allowed to release me? Who was this
woman and what had I done to her?

I wrestled around in the bed, desperately
trying to break free.

“What is this place?” As I glanced above me,
I found a slew of fluorescent lights shining down on the empty,
padded room. Nothing about the location seemed welcoming and that
worried me. The straps were bad enough. Whatever was beyond this
room, I feared I was not meant to see—not
unless they wanted me to. “And why do I get the feeling you’re
trying to kill me?”

The woman shook her head. As she did, I
noticed a small button with a name on it pinned to her collar.
Marie Collins, it read in small script font. “We’re not
trying to kill you,” she insisted. “We’re trying to save you, but
you refuse to listen to our rules.”

I thought back to the accident and the way
the car behind me continued to close the gap between us. I had
clearly been their target. I just hadn’t known why. Why run me off
the road only to try and save me after?

Bits and pieces continued to pour in, but
none of the puzzle parts ever truly aligned. It was as though a
signal had been lost. The memories were there, they were just
hidden beneath a cloud of static, eager to be uncovered.

I need to get out of here, I
thought.

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. I
needed to calm down. My heart was racing with fear, and I knew what
would soon come would be yet another ending to my story. At least
temporarily. They always brought me back in due time. “Who do you
mean when you say ‘we’re trying to save you’?”

“Why all the questions?” Marie teased.
“You’ve never been this talkative before.”

I tried to recall the past times, hoping to
recover any bits of information Marie had given me in earlier
sessions, but nothing came to mind. It was almost as though they’d
completely wiped my mind. A nearly blank slate unable to recall
much of anything. But despite their best efforts, they could never
delete him from my story.

I just wished I knew his name.

“He’s coming for me, isn’t he?” I asked. “I
can feel it.”

Marie lay the needle on a small tray beside
her and took a seat in the lone chair within the room. She made
sure to retain a short distance between us, as though she was
fearful of what I might do. “Let me ask you something. Do you know
who he is?”

I didn’t answer her.

He was the only good memory I had, and I
wasn’t willing to give him up.

“He’s the enemy, Maya. You need to remember
that.” Marie crossed her legs and waited for me to answer, but I
kept quiet. The fight was draining from within me. I knew what
would come soon enough. The ending was always the same. She would
kill me, and I would be reborn, so to speak, in another period.
Always at the same age. And always in search of the mysterious
boy.

As bits and pieces began to flood
back—none of it ever truly making much
sense—I felt a single tear slide down my
cheek. Was it possible to hurt when I seemed to have nothing
tangible connecting me to this world?

“You know what’s coming, my dear. I just
hope you’ll make the right choice this time.” Marie reached for the
needle and stood. “I know you don’t believe me, but I don’t enjoy
doing this time after time.”

Time after time. It would always come
down to Marie and me.

I didn’t know why or how I became entangled
in this mess. I wasn’t even sure how he fit into any of it.
All I knew was that sooner or later, I would find the one she so
desperately sought to keep from me.

His face was always there, waiting for me to
remember, and I had every intention of doing so. I had no doubt
Marie would continue to seek ways to erase him from my memory, but
she would never succeed.

I don’t remember who you are, but I’m
coming, I thought to myself. Wait for me.

“What is that?” I asked as Marie cleaned my
hand with an alcohol wipe. “What’s in the needle?”

Marie forced a friendly smile and held the
needle up for me to inspect. “It’s morphine, my dear.” She held the
needle in her right hand and sought a vein to inject it in. “You
banged yourself up pretty bad with your road theatrics. This is to
ensure you don’t feel any more pain.”

“By killing me,” I answered. “You’re going
to kill me, don’t ignore that part.”

“You made your choice, Maya. Now you have to
accept the fate you brought upon yourself.” Having found a worthy
vein, Marie injected the liquid into my right hand and then lay the
needle back on the tray. “It’s not me who is killing you. I’m
merely alleviating the pain from the crash you caused.”

The crash I’d caused. Had I caused it? It
couldn’t have been me.

I remembered the car speeding up behind me,
not letting me out of its sight. I couldn’t have imagined it. “I
didn’t do this,” I said. “I didn’t do this. You did.”

Marie ignored me and glanced down at her
watch. It was evident it was only a matter of time now. There was
no reason to argue. Soon enough, I would fall quiet, and the entire
ordeal would eventually begin all over again. A never-ending cycle
of pain.

I tried to fight back, but I’d lost total
control of my body. I didn’t want to give in to the drugs, but I
had no choice. I allowed myself to accept my fate as my head grew
heavy and light all at once. “Cam,” I muttered.

Then everything went black.


Chapter One

 


The music blared throughout the house as I
tried to make my way through the hordes of teenagers. Parties had
never been my forte. At least, I didn’t think they had. So, why had
I agreed to come here?

More importantly, how had I gotten
here? I thought.

I wasn’t even sure where—or when—I was, honestly. All
of it felt new, different. The only thing I knew was I needed to
find him. If only I could remember something about him, though.

The house was filled to the brim with
partying teenagers. I’d tried to find a quiet place to relax, eager
to be free of the constantly spilling beer and the hormone-driven
students I couldn’t seem to recognize. So, I opted to go snooping
in hopes of finding an empty room, even though I knew the chances
were slim.

I walked down the hallway, careful not to
trip over anyone or anything in the process and noted most of the
doors had been opened and the rooms well-occupied, with the
exception of one near the end of the hall.

I threw open the final door on the right and
managed to locate the one empty bedroom on the first floor of the
house. I didn’t know who it belonged to—nor did I know whose house I was at—but it didn’t matter. I needed time alone to
think.

It felt like I was losing my mind, as though
a million different voices were screaming at me inside my head, but
none of it was making any sense. This. This was new.
Not that I necessarily ever remembered much from each rebirth.
“Something feels wrong,” I muttered. “Why won’t they shut up?”

I sat on the beige carpet and pulled my
knees beneath my chin. I just wanted to drown everything out.
Perhaps coming here had not been the greatest choice, I’d
told myself. I needed to leave and get away from all the noise.

Unfortunately, though, I had not driven this
time around. At least, I hadn’t remembered driving. Not that I
would’ve wanted to, of course. My last memories in a car had ruined
the entire experience for me. I had no interest in getting behind a
wheel anytime soon.

“I just want to go home,” I muttered.

If only I could recall where home was,
though. Everything was foreign to me. The people. The setting. The
music. I didn’t know any of it and yet, my mind kept trying to
trick me into believing I did.

Sooner or later, though, he would show up.
He had to, he hadn’t failed me yet.

I’d told myself that the next time I saw
him, we would get away. That we would somehow break free of their
hold and escape to safety. It was wishful thinking, of course. I
was stuck in a loop that I had no control of. My entire life was a
repetitive circle, and yet I feared how it would end this time
around.

“Is this to your liking?” I muttered. “Is
this what you want?” It sounded crazy, but I felt as though someone
was watching me. They were all around me. Their eyes locked on my
every movement. No matter where I went, they were there. The
problem was I hadn’t an actual idea who “they” were. I just knew I
needed to be careful.

The door to the room flew open as two teens
came barging in with their limbs practically entwined with one
another. They’d been so lost in each other they hadn’t even
bothered to look around the room to ensure they were alone. As if
the night couldn’t get any worse. I waited for them to fall onto
the bed to attempt an escape. Popping up and running out seemed a
horrible idea and one which would surely get their attention. So, I
opted for crawling on the floor. Thankfully, they’d left the door
partially cracked, allowing me to slip out quietly.

“I really need to start avoiding these
things,” I groaned as I made my way safely into the hallway. I was
so busy chasing a ghost from my past, one who I only briefly
recalled, that I hadn’t stopped to truly consider the whole thing
to be ludicrous. It was as though I knew I needed to find him. He
was important. I just didn’t know who he was or where he was. Not
exactly helpful when trying to make sense of an already bizarre
situation.

“Maya,” a voice sounded from above. “There
you are! We’ve been looking all over for you. What happened?”

I looked up to find a somehow familiar face
staring down at me. Kelly Lyons, the most popular girl at Trinity
High School. I couldn’t remember how long I’d known her or the
exact moment we met, yet it felt as though I’d known her my whole
life. She was my best friend, or at least that was what I’d been
taught to believe. Still, I went along with it all.

Everything was a mess. I couldn’t even
remember when or where I was from anymore. But if they believed the
lie—and I needed them to—then it made my presence more convincing.

Kelly Lyons was the first person to welcome
me to Trinity High School. She was also the first to question why
she’d never met me before when I explained I grew up in town. It
was a lie, of course. I couldn’t even remember where I was from
these days. I just needed her to believe the lie. If they believed
the lie, it made it easier to blend in.

And blending in was key.

“Sorry, just got a bit overwhelmed, I
suppose.” She extended her hand to help me to my feet. Kelly was
nice. Far too nice to allow her to get caught up in my chaos. I
felt terrible for befriending her knowing my time here would be
short-lived.

Leaving behind a trail of people had never
been my intention, and I knew it. However, I couldn’t stand the
thought of going through life without any sort of companionship. No
matter how short-lived said companionship would be. In a world
where I technically didn’t exist, it felt nice to belong if even
for a while.

“We can head out if you want?” Kelly glanced
over her shoulder at Kelsey and Jenna. Neither seemed eager to
leave. However, I quickly learned, they followed Kelly in
everything they did. If she left, they’d act as though they were
over the party, too, despite wanting to stay with the rest of their
friends. They were nice girls, but they’d made it clear they were
not fond of my newfound friendship with their apparent leader.

“Sure, we can always go back to my place,”
Jenna offered. “We can hang by the pool.”

Kelly smiled at the idea. “I’m up for that,”
she said. “It’s completely up to you, Maya.”

As much as I wanted to leave, I didn’t want
to ruin the night for the others. If they were okay with leaving,
then sure, I was beyond ready to go home—or what served as home for the time being. But I
wouldn’t be selfish simply for the heck of it.

“In that case, let’s go make our rounds one
last time.” Kelly led the girls back into the crowd while I
remained in the hallway. It was one of the few places not
completely overflowing with people. For the first time since I’d
entered the room, I felt my heartbeat settle.

My shoulders relaxed. Even the air around me
appeared to ease. At first, I thought it to be because I was nearly
free. And then my eyes landed on a mysterious figure near the front
door. The only source of light—numerous
blacklights positioned throughout the house—made it hard to make out who he was. But something
told me I knew him. Very well.

When he turned around and I saw his eyes for
the first time, my heart dropped to my stomach. It was him. The boy
from my past. The boy who’d preoccupied my dreams. The boy I’d
spent every waking moment looking for. I knew his hazel eyes and
golden curls anywhere. He towered above the rest of the students
and looked equally as out of place as I did.

I wanted to run to him, to finally try and
secure an answer as to who he was. However, he stopped me before I
could. He lifted his hand and shook his head. “They’re coming,” he
mouthed. “You need to run.”

“Who?” I yelled out. “Who is coming?”

But he was gone before I could get an
answer. I wasn’t sure where he’d gone. I wasn’t even entirely sure
how he’d known where to find me, but something told me I needed to
trust him. I pushed through the crowd and made my way into the
kitchen where two large French doors led out into the backyard.

I knew I should have waited for Kelly, but I
couldn’t stand the thought of potentially harming her and the
others for my own selfish needs. Especially as I couldn’t be sure
they would get another chance like I would. I needed to leave, and
the sooner the better.

As I exited the door, I walked directly into
a shirtless boy who’d clearly had far too much to drink. “Hey
there, cutie.” He threw his arm around my shoulder and tried to
place a kiss atop my head, but I managed to duck just in time.

“No, thank you.” I shoved him away, not
caring that I’d accidentally pushed him into a small cactus plant
off to the side. Perhaps that will teach him not to be an
overbearing creep, I told myself. Okay, so perhaps I felt a
little bit bad, but not bad enough to go back and help him.

The plus side was his screams served as the
perfect distraction to help me slip away from the party. I crept
around the side of the house and opened the gate, latching it shut
behind me. I heard the chaos that erupted in the backyard as the
boy yelled in pain, insisting his friends go after me.

They didn’t, though. No one had been paying
attention when I pushed him. And judging by the alcohol covering
his breath, he was drunk enough for everyone else to believe he
could have easily stumbled backward. Thankfully. The last thing I
needed was for anyone to follow me.

I pulled up the hood on my red sweater and
made my way to the sidewalk. I kept my head down in order to avoid
detection. I wasn’t sure who was after me, and I didn’t want to
make it easy for them. I just needed to get to a bus stop without
being spotted. Which had been far easier said than done,
unfortunately.

It wasn’t as though I had gotten acquainted
with my surroundings yet.

My memories in each time period only
consisted of what they’d wanted me to see and know. Bus stops and
my apparent home were not included, unfortunately.

Still, I kept walking. Sooner or later, I
was bound to stumble upon a bus stop, and I would go on to find my
way home from there. At least, I hoped I would. The universe had a
bad habit of working against me in the most dire of situations.
Talk about bad luck.

As I walked, I replayed the image of the
mysterious boy in my thoughts. I knew him. I remembered him. Yet I
couldn’t recall his name
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