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            IN WHICH AN ANNOYING HALLUCINATION RETURNS

          

        

      

    

    
      Maybe I should’ve just done the extra-credit assignment instead of the camping trip. At least then I wouldn’t be trudging up the side of a mountain, getting blisters in weird places, and feeling like I’m going to puke.

      Okay, so it’s not that bad. The doctor said I should be good to go if I take things slow . . . which I am. Luckily, I have an understanding teacher and a hiking partner who doesn’t mind me stopping to smell the roses.

      Or stopping to breathe heavily and try not to puke up that last granola bar.

      “You doing okay?” Djanet asks. I just nod and keep my eyes on the trail in front of us. It’s true: I am doing okay at the moment. But if I do anything to break my stride, that could change. “I think there’s a place to rest up ahead,” she adds. “And a place to pee. Thank god.”

      “We’re surrounded by woods,” I say, daring a few words. She gives me a skeptical sideways glance.

      “Yeah, and about a million hikers. I don’t want an audience.”

      The trees surrounding the trail look pretty dense to me. I’m sure you might be able to see someone if they were to tramp in there and squat in the woods, but you probably wouldn’t be able to tell what they were doing. I don’t say anything, though. It’s hard enough just to breathe. Djanet’s the one with asthma (which is why she’s stuck with my sorry, slow ass), but she seems to be handling the hike better than me. I haven’t even seen her pull out her inhaler yet.

      The trail is steep as it winds through the trees, full of switchbacks and worn smooth by thousands of hiking boots. We pass quite a few day hikers going the other way, which is pretty annoying considering how early in the day it is; they must’ve gotten started at the crack of dawn to be coming back down already. The trail is kind of narrow in spots, so it’s a tight squeeze. I try to tuck my arms in to let the others pass. It’s not like I can angle my body with the giant backpack strapped to my shoulders.

      When we finally get past a group of loud, touristy seniors (seriously, is everyone a faster hiker than me?), the trail widens a little and we’re able to walk side by side again. I don’t know Djanet very well, but she seems nice enough. And our speeds seem to be a pretty good match, which is a relief.

      “I can’t wait to get the camp stove set up,” she says. “A girl can only take so much trail mix.”

      “Didn’t you eat a real breakfast a few hours ago?”

      “Yeah, but we’re burning a lot of calories here. And my stomach wants something . . . real.”

      “Trail mix is real.”

      “Something hot,” she clarifies, edging sideways as a young man in a tight-fitting t-shirt jogs past us up the trail. He doesn’t have any sort of gear with him, so he’s probably just out for a run. “Like that,” Djanet says under her breath. I glance at her and notice she’s staring after him.

      “You’d have to catch him first. I don’t think you could.”

      She laughs. “Oh, well. This trip isn’t supposed to be fun, anyway, is it?”

      I shrug. “Unless your idea of fun is cataloguing scree slopes and calculating glacial melt.”

      “Crap. That reminds me. I forgot my calculator.”

      “Can’t you use your phone?”

      “I don’t have the right app. And I forgot to download it before we came out to the middle of nowhere.”

      “You might be able to get a signal,” I say. “I’ve seen a few people on their phones.”

      “Probably just checking to see if there’s a signal at all.” She sighs. “Guess I’ll have to do that part of the assignment when I get home.”

      I don’t know why she doesn’t just ask to borrow my phone. Maybe she figures we don’t know each other well enough or something.

      “You want to stop?” she asks. I frown . . . but then I notice the way my feet are sort of shuffling.

      “No. I’m okay.”

      “You’re really pale.”

      I’m really nauseated. Swallowing a mouthful of saliva, I shake my head. “I just need to sit for a minute. Have a drink.”

      She nods. “It’s just up there.”

      I lift my gaze to the brightness ahead of us. The trees thin out, and, a few steps later, I can see the clearing. My feet, in their brand new hiking boots, practically scream in relief, and it’s all I can do not to join them.

      We’re not the only ones here, but it’s not crowded by any means. The clearing looks sort of like a picnic area. There are four wooden tables with benches near the centre of the space. An information kiosk stands off to one side, its trail map behind Plexiglas. On the far side of the clearing are a couple of small buildings that look worryingly like outhouses.

      Djanet marches over to one of the tables and hauls the backpack from her shoulders. She plunks it on the bench, leaning it against the table itself. I follow her over there, a little more slowly. A groan escapes my lips as I unclip my own backpack and swing it from my shoulders. It lands with a thump on the dusty ground.

      “Sit down and have a snack,” she says absently as she rummages in one of the pockets on her pack. She pulls out a small packet and zips the compartment back up. “Anti-bacterial wipes,” she says, even though I didn’t ask. “It’s like a horror movie in there, so be prepared.”

      “Great.” I let out a long grunt as I sink onto the bench.

      “Watch my stuff?”

      I nod, and she hurries off to brave the toilets. I pull my legs over the bench so I can sit properly, and lean my elbows on the table. I’m tempted to put my head down, too, but I know that if I do that, I’ll probably fall asleep . . . and with my luck, someone would come along and steal both our backpacks.

      My head feels weird. It’s like that spaciness I had after I hit my head on the library toilet is back. It hasn’t been that bad the last few months, so I thought my brain was finally starting to heal.

      Maybe not.

      Still, I haven’t had any other weird symptoms like seeing book characters come to life, zombies destroy a library, a dragon torch a neighbourhood, or a cute-but-annoying boy invade my altered states of consciousness and steal my story ideas. I think the counselling has helped. I mean . . . not with the brain injury itself. But at least now I know that none of those hallucinations were real. That’s kind of a relief. Cashel Lincoln, that incredibly detailed figment of my imagination, was really starting to mess with my head.

      Now that I’m sitting down, I feel a little less queasy. I lean over and pull my water bottle from its pocket, unscrew the lid, and take a few long gulps. The electrolyte mix I added this morning makes the liquid taste like lemons. It’s refreshing. Even though it’s the third weekend in September, it’s still pretty warm. I’m probably going to want to take my sweatshirt off before we get going again. For now, though, as the sweat is starting to make me feel a bit damp and cool, I think I’ll leave it on.

      The trail passes along one side of the clearing, and most people don’t even bother to stop. I watch them, half twisted around, one elbow on the table, and wonder what it must be like to just go on a hike and not have to worry about whether you’re going to leave your breakfast behind in some bushes. I mean . . . I used to know what it was like. But ever since March, I haven’t felt quite right. I’m starting to forget what “right” even feels like.

      Djanet seems to be taking an awfully long time. Either there was a line at the toilet, or she needed to do more than just pee. Not that I mind waiting. It gives me more time to rest my feet. They’re burning already, and I know we’re not even halfway to the campsite. I bet the rest of our group is already up there, claiming their spots and setting up their tents, stringing up their food in the trees so the bears don’t get it. I wonder how much insurance the school has to have that the geography teacher is allowed to take a bunch of seniors into bear country every year.

      I wonder if anyone has ever been mauled.

      With a snort, I smile wryly. I’m pretty sure we would’ve heard about an incident like that.

      The variety of people on the trail is pretty impressive. Most of them are going up—like we are—which makes sense. There are groups of obvious tourists in matching t-shirts and hats. And there are more than a few couples, some of them carrying as much gear as we are, so they must be planning on staying a few days. I even see some families with kids. There’s a lot of whining emanating from one of them.

      At the moment, feeling as crappy as I do, I totally get it.

      I turn back to my bottle and take another swig. As I place it on the table and turn back to the trail, my heart flops in my chest like a dying fish. I squeeze my eyes shut for a few seconds.

      It’s not real. Just breathe, okay? It’s not real. Your brain’s still healing. It’s not real.

      I crack open one eye. But the stupid hallucination remains. And it starts to walk over to the tables. Quickly, I turn away and lean my head against my hand. I really wish my hair wasn’t in a ponytail, because maybe then I could use it to hide my face.

      What is wrong with you? You’re hiding from a figment of your own imagination!

      “Hurry up,” I whisper, staring toward the toilets. I don’t see any sign of Djanet, though. And then, the view is blocked as a figure steps right into my line of sight. I let out a groan.

      “Nice to see you, too,” Cash says.

      “Go away,” I mutter.

      “What?”

      I turn my gaze upward. He’s just standing there, cute as ever, with that expectant expression he does with his raised eyebrows. “You’re not real.”

      He lets out a short laugh. “Excuse me?”

      “You’re not real.” I narrow my eyes at him. “I’ve just spent the last three months trying to get you out of my head.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you’re not real.”

      His expression darkens into a frown as he steps over the bench and sits down across from me. I shake my head and cap my bottle. The last thing I need right now is to slip back into this delusion.

      “Why do you think that?” he asks, his voice gentle.

      I sigh impatiently. “I’m not doing this.”

      “What?”

      “Talking to imaginary people.”

      “No, you’re talking to a real person.”

      “That’s what an imaginary person would say.”

      “Why?”

      “To screw with me.”

      He lets out a long breath. “Sadie, I know it looks like that. I messed up. Big time. But, I promise, I’m not screwing with you.”

      “You’re here, aren’t you?”

      “Yeah. Hiking.”

      “What a coincidence.”

      “Sometimes a coincidence is just that.” He frowns at Djanet’s backpack. “Are you camping?”

      “Maybe.”

      “By yourself?”

      I snort. “Yeah, that sounds totally safe.”

      He just raises his eyebrows.

      “School trip,” I say. “Geography class.”

      “Where’s the rest of the class?”

      “Probably at the campsite. I can’t keep up.”

      “Why not?”

      “Shut up! You already know, so why are you even asking?”

      He looks taken aback. “How would I know?”

      “You’re an imaginary person that my damaged brain cooked up,” I say, leaning forward and lowering my voice. “So you already know the whole story.”

      His eyebrows rise.

      “Could you please just . . . not be here?” Maybe, if I ask nicely, my brain will cooperate and he’ll vanish. Or walk off down the trail. Honestly, I don’t care which.

      “Are you okay? You look—”

      “Yeah. Pale. I know.” I shake my head. “I was fine until you showed up. Maybe I need to try those meds after all . . .”

      “What meds?” he asks, looking alarmed.

      I fix him with a dark glare. “For the imaginary people I keep seeing.”

      “You’re still seeing Mirror?”

      “What? No! I’m seeing you.”

      “I assure you, I’m not imaginary.” He reaches across the table and lays his fingers gently against my wrist. The touch certainly feels real. Then again, so did everything in my last hallucination: the heat on my skin from the fire, the cuts on my hands from the broken glass in the treehouse, the burns on my feet and ankles from running across the flaming lawn. Cash’s fingers are steady as they rest against my skin. They’re even warm.

      My brain is really good at this.

      “If you value your life,” Djanet says, “do not go in there.” She hurries back to the table, still clutching her packet of wipes. I stare at her in desperation, using her like my only anchor to reality. She busies herself returning the wipes to the zipped pocket, then squeezes onto the bench between me and her backpack. My eyes are wide—I probably look totally deranged—but I keep staring at her, hoping she’ll keep talking. Maybe that will jar me out of my delusion.

      “Are you the culprit?” Cash asks, a playful smirk on his lips. He’s staring right at Djanet. He sees her. But—

      “Yeah, right,” she says, turning at the sound of his voice and staring directly at him.

      My throat lets out an involuntary squeak.

      “What wrong?” Djanet asks. She lifts her t-shirt toward her nose and gives it a sniff. “Did I drag the smell back with me?”

      “You can see him?” I say, my gaze flipping back and forth between the two of them. Cash has this knowing smile on his face that makes me want to scream.

      “Who? Him?” She jabs her index finger in his direction.

      “Told you,” Cash says.

      “Told her what?” Djanet asks.

      “That I was real.”

      She lets out a short laugh. “Why wouldn’t you be real?”

      I grab my head in both hands and lean my elbows heavily against the table, staring at Cash. His smile gets a little wider. I narrow my eyes.

      “It’s happening again,” I mutter.

      “No, it’s not.” He shakes his head, then reaches his hand across the table toward my companion. “I’m Cash.”

      “Djanet,” she says, giving his hand a quick shake. Then she gives me a glance as if to say, “What’s up with this weirdo?”

      Cash laughs. “Sorry. That was a little old-fashioned, wasn’t it?”

      “A bit,” Djanet says, but she doesn’t seem offended. “So, how do you two know each other? You don’t go to our school.”

      Cash looks at me, as if he’s expecting me to answer. But I want to see how he’s going to explain. Actually, I want to see how my brain is going to make this fictional guy explain to the imagined version of the girl sitting beside me.

      “We . . .” he begins.

      “One night stand?” Djanet suggests, holding up her hands. “Say no more. None of my business.”

      I let go of my head and turn to her in disbelief. “What is wrong with you?”

      They both laugh. Great. My hallucinations are ganging up on me.

      “Nothing like that,” Cash says at last. He fixes me with a soft look. “I gave Sadie a ride home from the library earlier this year. She wasn’t feeling well.”

      “Oh.” Djanet’s voice is full of disappointment. I feel kind of let down, too. The explanation is a bit mundane. And it’s perfectly sensible.

      My brain is boring.

      “Are you on a class trip, too?” Djanet asks. “Or is it just our teacher who’s brave enough to take a bunch of teenagers into the woods?”

      He smiles. “Just a regular weekend camping trip for me.”

      “By yourself?”

      His gaze shifts in my direction. “No . . . with my girlfriend.”

      Why should I care, Cash? You think my imaginary enemy’s imaginary girlfriend is going to make me jealous?

      Djanet peers around the clearing. “She in the toilets?”

      “No. We agreed to meet here, then head up to the campsite together.” He gestures over at one of the other tables, and I notice a stuffed backpack lying on the bench.

      “You didn’t want to do the whole hike together?”

      “No,” I say, drawing the attention of both in my direction. “He wanted an excuse to meet me here.”

      “Yeah?” he says, an amused smile quirking his lips. “Why’s that?”

      “To annoy me.”

      He laughs. I can feel Djanet staring at me. She probably thinks I’ve lost my mind.

      She doesn’t realize I really have.

      “Actually,” Cash says, “meeting you here was purely coincidental. I swear. Rachael has to cut the trip short ’cause she’s got an early shift on Monday morning. So we drove ourselves in our
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