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            IN WHICH THERE'S A SURPRISE REUNION IN THE FOOD COURT

          

        

      

    

    
      The mall’s food court is loud enough to make my ears ring. I wouldn’t have thought it would be this busy; Christmas is still a couple of weeks away. But it looks like everyone had the same idea I did: Get the shopping done early.

      I take a sip of cola, then go back for another bite of pizza. The chairs in here are not exactly comfortable, and my butt’s sort of falling asleep. They probably do that on purpose, forcing shoppers to get back out there and spend more money. I wouldn’t mind spending more time where I am, though. Aside from the noise, it’s kind of great. It smells amazing, and there’s so much going on. As I watch the people come and go from the space, carrying trays with a global assortment of foods, I can’t help but wonder about their lives. Is that harried-looking mom with the two preschoolers going to snap and start yelling if they don’t stop that incessant whining? Will that group of teen boys actually do any shopping today, or are they only here for the sandwiches? Is that lovey-dovey act from the couple two tables away even real?

      I smirk a little as I take another bite of pizza, still watching them. The guy is feeding the girl a forkful of noodles. All I can think of is a baby bird getting a meal of worms.

      “Is this seat taken?” a voice asks. I blink and pull my attention away from the weird vignette so I can nod and let whoever it is swipe the other chair at my tiny table. But when I look up at the owner of the voice, I nearly choke on my mouthful of mozzarella and dough.

      “What?” It’s all I can manage to get out. Cash’s eyebrows rise in that familiar expression he has, sort of a silent, expectant question.

      “Is this seat taken, or . . . ?”

      I shake my head. My eyes are wide, and I must look a bit weird, because he frowns.

      “Everything okay?”

      Carefully, I set the remnants of my pizza back on the paper plate and reach for the already-stained napkin. He’s still standing there, waiting for an answer. I take another sip of my drink to try to force down the lump of pizza in my throat. But before I can say anything, he plunks his tray on the table, pulls out the chair, and sits down.

      “Busy in here today,” he says as he starts to pull the paper off some sort of wrap. I stare at his fingers, desperately trying to figure out what to say. He glances up at me with a smile, just before he takes a bite.

      “I thought you wanted the chair.”

      His nose wrinkles, and he makes an amused little grunt. “You want me to move?”

      I shake my head quickly. Automatically. He raises his eyebrows again.

      “Because I can, if you want me to.”

      “No, it’s okay. I’m almost done, anyway.” I grab my pizza, which is mostly crust at this point, and tear off as big of a bite as I can. But my mouth doesn’t seem to be producing saliva anymore, so it’s like chewing on a sock.

      “Oh.” His expression falls a little.

      I’m totally confused. When we broke the connection back in September, he didn’t seem to recognize me afterward. And I haven’t heard from him since. The dizzy spells are gone. So is the nausea. My daydreams have been pretty normal . . . and pretty bland. No more Reveries. No more Lincoln. But that’s the way I like it.

      So why do I have this weird hope fluttering around in my chest?

      “Doing some Christmas shopping?” he asks.

      I shake my head. Then I nod. “Yeah. Trying to.”

      “I hear you. It’s all a bit much.” He takes another bite of his wrap. A few chickpeas bounce out and land on the tray. “A word of warning: Stay far away from Santa’s Workshop, or you’ll be sorry.”

      “Santa’s Workshop?” I repeat, blinking like an idiot.

      “Yeah.” He gestures with one hand, out toward the rest of the mall. “They’ve got it set up down in the south atrium. It actually looks pretty cool. But you definitely don’t want to go down there during business hours.”

      “How would I go down there during non-business hours?”

      “Maybe you know someone who works in the mall.”

      “I don’t.”

      “Sure, you do.” He lets go of his wrap with one hand to pull at the edge of his open button-down shirt, flipping it over to reveal a plastic name tag. My eyes go wide.

      “Lincoln?” I whisper, unable to believe what I’m seeing etched into the blue plastic. Suddenly, I don’t feel so great. I drop the crust on the plate, noticing that my hand is shaking. This can’t be happening. The connection was broken. But if that’s his name . . . How can I be in another Reverie? “It’s not fair!” I blurt out.

      “Yeah, I know. It said ‘Cash’ at first, but then customers thought I was just the cashier.” He shrugs, looking amused. “I don’t mind if they call me Lincoln.”

      “Yeah, but . . .” My mind races. How do I even try to make sense of this? I can’t just bring up the Reveries and the name thing. If he doesn’t remember me, he’s going to think I’m totally weird. And he probably still has Reveries with his own Cicerone, so then he’ll want to know how I know about all that stuff . . .

      I grab my drink, suck down a few fizzy gulps, and place it on the tray as I stand. He looks up, startled.

      “Are you—”

      “I’m fine,” I snap. “I just . . . need to go.”

      His face sinks into disappointment, but I can tell he’s trying not to let it show too much. He picks at the wrap’s paper, pulling more of it aside. “Okay. See you later, Sadie.”

      I jerk so hard, the tray nearly ends up on the floor. “You remember me?”

      He snorts, and his mouth twitches in a smile. “You think I’d just plunk myself down and start a conversation with a complete stranger?”

      “Shit,” I whisper, sinking back onto the ass-punishing chair.

      “The girl who created zombies, dragons, and corsets out of magical book pages is kind of hard to forget.”

      “Be quiet!” I hiss, looking around us nervously.

      “You think anyone can hear properly over all this noise?”

      “I can hear you.”

      “Because you’re sitting less than two feet away.” He seems to relax a little as he takes another bite of his wrap. “Nobody’s that interested in random conversations in a food court.”

      “I am.”

      “That’s because you’re a writer.” He shrugs and swallows. “It comes with the territory.”

      The automatic denial starts to bubble up the back of my throat, but I push it down.

      “Speaking of writing—”

      “No,” I say, shaking my head. “I want to know what happened.”

      “When?”

      “After the last Reverie. It was like . . . you didn’t even know me.”

      He winces a little, but doesn’t say anything as he goes in for another bite.

      “The connection was broken when you died. I thought . . .”

      “You thought I wouldn’t remember you?”

      I shrug. “I had no idea. But you had this blank look on your face after I hugged you, so . . .”

      He shakes his head and sets the wrap down on the tray so he can reach for the bottle of water sitting next to it. “I’ve made a lot of mistakes, Sadie.”

      “Huh?”

      The plastic cap cracks as he twists it open. He takes a few gulps, then sets the bottle back down before looking me straight in the eye. “I’m sorry.”

      “For what?”

      He smiles a little. “Do you really need to ask?”

      “Kind of. There are a lot of things you should be apologizing for.”

      “I know. And it’s been pointed out to me.”

      “By who?”

      “Ritch.” He sighs and picks up his wrap again. “Making contact with you . . . I mean, how to make contact with you was always my choice. And I had this whole plan set up.”

      “What kind of a plan?” I ask, my voice sounding way more suspicious than I intend.

      “A grand one. An epic one.” He shakes his head. “That’s what happens when you give teenage guys free rein with this sort of thing.”

      “Why didn’t Ritch help you?”

      “Believe me, he tried. He offered plenty of advice. But I chose to ignore it.”

      “Advice like what?”

      “Be up front about the whole Reverie thing from the beginning. Start small. Get your permission.”

      I snort. “Fail.”

      “I know.” He shakes his head. “I guess I just had this idea about how things were going to be. I’m a writer, too, you know. Those sorts of grandiose ideas come with the territory.”

      Nodding slowly, I pick at the piece of pizza crust. “How’s your graphic novel coming?”

      “It’s not,” he says. I blink in surprise, partly because of the quickness of his answer.

      “I thought it was almost done.”

      He shakes his head. “I didn’t feel right continuing with it. It’s not my story.”

      “Sure, it is.”

      “Not the best parts. Those came from you.”

      “So what? It’s not like I’m ever going to try to publish anything in that genre.”

      His lips twist in a sad little smile. There’s a fleck of sauce at the corner of his mouth, but I don’t bother mentioning it.

      “I’m serious,” I say. “If you want the page-magic thing, go ahead and use it. You have my permission.”

      He nods, staring at the wrap in his hands. “Thanks. But . . . it wouldn’t feel right.”

      “Why not?”

      He turns his gaze to mine. “You came up with that during our first Reverie together. And a lot of that story . . . It was our story.”

      I shrug, feeling rather awkward.

      “I don’t know if you noticed, but I was really into it.”

      “Yeah, I noticed. You were freaking out, even though you must’ve known what was going on.”

      He nods. “I was playing a part. Lincoln. I thought that would be a cool way to do things. Make them more intense. You’d get better inspiration for your stories if you thought it was all real . . .”

      “So you let me be traumatized by zombies? You thought watching you get burned alive would inspire me to write a masterpiece?”

      “When you put it that way . . .”

      I sigh. “You realize it was just as intense when I knew what was going on. Especially once your stupid Mirror character showed up.”

      He nods, takes another bite (even though it looks like he’s lost his appetite), and raises his eyebrows. “What happened while I was dead?”

      “In the last Reverie, you mean?”

      “Yeah. After she brought half the hillside down on me.”

      I stare at him, aghast. “You know what happened?”

      “I do remember the second landslide. Lucky me.” He smiles ruefully.

      “I’m sorry,” I breathe.

      “That one’s kind of on me. I created Mirror, after all.”

      The way he’s talking about it, almost like he’s discussing the weather, makes me feel a little queasy. Sunny with a chance of being squished by a rock.

      “Did you make it to Everlea Bend?” he asks, breaking me out of some pretty grim thoughts. “Did you deliver the mechanism?”

      “It’s a long story.”

      “And you’re the only one who can tell it.”

      I lean back against the metal spindles of the chair. But when that proves to be too uncomfortable, I just shift the tray forward a little so I can rest my forearms on the table. “The landslide swept me off a cliff and into the river. That carried me right to the edge of town.”

      “So what was the mechanism for?”

      “I don’t know, exactly. Something to do with the guard post and gun turrets. Hube expl—”

      “Hube?” he repeats, his eyes lighting up in amusement. “And I thought I was bad at naming characters.”

      “Short for Hubert,” I say. “Shut up.” I don’t bother mentioning the little girl that my brain apparently named after myself. That’s just cringeworthy.

      He chuckles. “So you finished the Reverie.”

      “No. I died.”

      The amusement fades from his expression. “What?”

      “I got there too late. While I was in Everlea Bend—and before I could deliver the mechanism—it was attacked by an airship.”

      “Attacked how?”

      “Explosives were dropped on the hillside above the town.” I shrug. “So I died pretty much the same way you did: under a wave of dirt and rocks.”

      “Shit, Sadie. I’m sorry.”

      “I didn’t feel much.”

      “I know. I’m still sorry.” He abandons his half-eaten wrap on the tray and fixes me with a gentle stare. “Really. For everything. Up to and including pretending I didn’t know you after.”

      “It’s fine. You were with Rachael, so . . .”

      “But that’s not why I acted the way I did.”

      “She didn’t think it was weird that some random girl just ran up and hugged her boyfriend in the woods?”

      He smiles. “I’m sure she did.”

      “Sorry.”

      He goes back to his wrap and takes another bite. Now the fleck of dressing is joined by a smear on his chin. I take a breath to say something, but he grabs the napkin from my tray and quickly wipes his mouth.

      “Ew. That’s used.”

      “What? You’re pretty clean.”

      In spite of myself, I have to choke back a little laugh. He grins as he crumples the napkin and drops it on his own tray. “Never mind Rachael. We broke up last month, anyway.”

      “Oh.”

      “Don’t you want to know why?”

      My cheeks start to get warm. I shrug casually. “She believes in climate change?”

      He snorts so hard he has to drop his wrap and reach for his water. After a long gulp, he clears his throat and fixes me with an appraising look. “Is this our running joke?”

      “Climate change isn’t a joke.”

      He sighs. “Sadie, I never said I didn’t believe in climate change. It’s a real thing. It’s the politicization of it that I can’t stand.” After another swig of water, he sets the bottle back down. “And, no, it had nothing to do with that.”

      “She doesn’t like vegetarians?”

      He blinks. “Vegan, actually. How’d you know?”

      I gesture at the wrap. “Kind of a weird choice when you have the wonderful world of meat surrounding you.”

      “Well, it wasn’t that, either.”

      “Then I guess it must be because you let it slip that you stalk teenage girls in their dreams.”

      He gives me a dark look. It doesn’t seem quite right on him somehow. “I wasn’t stalking you. And the encounters didn’t happen very often.”

      “How often?” I demand.

      He studies the shreds of lettuce spilling out of the top of the wrap. “I don’t know. Maybe once or twice a year, at first.”

      “At first? Meaning . . . it was more frequent after that?”

      He sighs. “I just wanted to get to know you. Before I swooped in and hit you with all this Reverie stuff. I barely understood everything myself, and I was being assigned as a Cicerone to someone else. It was . . . a lot.”

      “Sounds like a pretty stupid system to me.”

      “What is?”

      “The whole Cicerone thing. What happens if a little kid gets a Cicerone? Do they expect five-year-olds to turn around and act as virtual-reality tour guides?”

      He shakes his head. “Nobody gets—or becomes—a Cicerone until after puberty. At least, that’s what Ritch would have me believe.”

      “You don’t believe him?”

      “I have no reason not to. I guess it makes sense. Little kids can be creative, but they don’t always have the language skills to become really good storytellers yet. So what would be the point of the Reverie system?”

      “System?”

      “There’s got to be one. I didn’t pick you myself.”

      “So who assigned us?”

      He shrugs and goes in for another bite of wrap. There’s not much left in the paper wrapper, other than a wad of folded tortilla. “Probably the Council. Does it matter?”

      “Kind of. How did you know to come to me? I thought you didn’t have any contact with the Council.”

      “Ritch pointed me in the right direction.”

      I snort. “The right direction. Sorry to have to tell you this, but—”

      “I know, I know. You don’t want a Cicerone. Believe me, I get it now.”

      For some reason, his words sting. I sigh and grab my cola to take a sip. The ice is melting, though, creating a watered-down drink that’s not very appealing.

      “So,” he says, his voice bright again, “having fun at the mall?”

      “Sure.”

      “Love eating pizza while sitting in a space that sounds like the depths of hell and smells like farts?”

      “I don’t know what your farts smell like, but . . .”

      He chuckles. “Guess you don’t mind the sensory overload.”

      “It’s . . . interesting.”

      “The sensory overload?”

      “The people. The setting.” I look around, taking in the chaos. “There’s a lot going on.”

      “I’ll say.”

      I shake my head. “I’m doing some . . . quasi-shopping.”

      An eyebrow rises. “What the hell is quasi-shopping?”

      “It’s when your dad breaks his leg snowboarding, and you have to go to the mall to scope out the potential gifts he wants to buy for your mom so he can buy them online later. Before they’re all out of stock.”

      “Ah.” He finally abandons the wrapper on the tray and reaches for the balled-up napkin. “So you’re like an executive assistant.”

      I snort. He just smiles.

      “Where do you work?” I ask.

      “The nerd store.”

      “There’s a nerd store?”

      He shakes his head. “Phantasmazine.”

      “The comic book store up on the second floor?”

      He straightens up a little. “I’ll have you know that we sell a lot more than comic books. We’ve got video games, board games, dice sets—”

      “Nerd store. Got it.”

      He grins as he grabs his water bottle. “Maybe your mom would like a nice, limited edition orc brooch.”

      “I doubt it.”

      “It’s gold plated.”

      “Maybe you should get it for William for Christmas.”

      He laughs. “Right.”

      “What? He likes gold.”

      “That was just something I stuck into the Reverie. After seeing that dragon-kink paperback you were looking at, I figured you might subconsciously throw some dragons into the mix. So I wanted to give the Reverie a goal.” He pauses, his water bottle halfway to his mouth. “You realize that my dog doesn’t actually hoard gold, right? ”

      “What does he hoard, then?”

      “Socks. He prefer’s Dash’s, though, so he’s going through withdrawal at the moment.” He takes a quick sip, then caps the bottle. “How’s your little potato dog?”

      “Fine. That reminds me, though. I said I’d pick up some kibble while I was out.”

      He raises an eyebrow. “You know that stuff’s terrible for dogs.”

      “What do you feed William? Tofu steak?”

      “I’m sure he wouldn’t refuse it.” He stands up, startling me a little with the suddenness of the movement. “I gotta get back.”

      “Okay.” I nod, feeling oddly disappointed. And, for some reason, a little bit nauseated. I suck down a mouthful of watery cola, hoping it will help.

      “Have fun,” he says, giving me a little salute with his bottle. “And remember what I said about Santa’s Workshop.”

      “Stay away from the elves?”

      “Something like that.” He smiles. “It was nice to see you again, Sadie.”

      My tongue feels dry. I wiggle it around a little, hoping it’ll come unstuck. But when it does, I still don’t know what to say. Honestly, I don’t even know what to think right now. So I just nod. He returns the gesture as he leaves, weaving his way between the tables to deposit his tray near the recycling station.

      Relax. It’s over. See? No big deal. You can handle running into a cute guy once every few months, right?

      I nod again, as if I’m answering myself. It’s not like he could possibly have been trying to engineer an encounter this time. I mean . . . he works here, for goodness sake. Now that I know, though, I might avoid the food court during lunchtime.

      I take my own tray, still bearing the pizza crust and half a cup of watery soda, over to the recycling

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/headrush-ebook-04b.jpg
ELEMENTS OF MIND
BOOREQUERS

7 i
.

»,

3

‘HARLOW

NI





OEBPS/images/titlepage-headrush.jpg
HEAD
RUSH

NISSA HARLOW

NIMBLE HOPE

PUBLISHING





