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Exploding angel statues pick the worst times to wake up. Little did I know that a random Wednesday in June would send me not one, but two of the jerks to almost completely ruin my life twice in one day. (A nice one came along, too, but I’m getting ahead of myself.)

The life of Gorbie (that’s me) on this random Wednesday in June goeth thusly:

I reveled in the chance to finally be off both school and work for a whole day by doing absolutely nothing. And by absolutely nothing, I mean:


-  Running circles in the sunshine at a nearby park

-  Getting groceries for my D&D campaign that afternoon

-  Running through my notes and character sheet from the previous session

-  Reading a text from Eva Alpenstone


A text from Eva?

Uh oh.

I mean, yay, but also, uh oh. I haven’t heard from her in forever. I doubt it means she wants to catch up.

We used to be best friends, but ever since she started dating Benji (I think she’s aroace but, hey, it’s not my place to say anything), she’s hardly reached out. She’s called a couple times when her fights with Benji get really bad, but she keeps going back to him. I try to hint that maybe she could do better, maybe she doesn’t deserve to be yelled at and treated like a 24-7 maid, maybe she should just dump him already! but... she keeps going back. I dunno what Benji’s doing, but I don’t like it. (He’s not magical, I checked. Please don’t tell Eva. She might flip.)

Anyway, Eva texted me asking to meet her at her grandma’s house after the session. I said that Matt (our DM) said she’s still welcome to hop back into the campaign, but she left me on read.

Cue exploding angel statue number one: the trap that our rogue completely missed (because he didn’t bother to even check), turning a simple dungeon crawl into a six hour combat session. Thanks to our cleric and some quick math on Matt’s part, we managed to only come within one player of a TPK. Twice. I love D&D. And Matt for keeping the party alive. I think he just wants the excuse to keep hanging out with the group, but hey, I’m not complaining. His dad always makes us the best snacks. And I, for one, never turn down free food. Or a chance to spend six hours rolling dice and telling stories with my friends.

Anyway, so I was way late getting to the Alpenstone Manor (yeah, Eva’s family has a manor. I tried asking about its history, but Eva rarely talks about her family. You’ll see.) I cut through the grass because it’s faster if you know where all the rabbit holes are. I used to come over all the time as a kid, so even though the sun was setting, I landed every step without looking. The only problem was the grass was almost knee-high, very unusual for Alpenstone Manor. It didn’t look like anyone had taken care of the place in forever. Which I guess makes sense: Eva’s grandma was the last one living here full-time, and she died two years ago. Why the family had held onto the place was beyond me. But, here I was.

I see Eva pacing at the edge of the forest. My backpack’s really heavy, but I have to make up as many seconds as possible, so I keep running until I’m within shouting distance.

“Hiya Eva! I got your text. Sorry D&D ran late; our paladin tripped a trap and these stone angels came to life and I nearly died twice, so I threw dinner in my bag to run over here—”

“It's about my grandmother.” She interrupts.

“Oh gosh, are you okay?”

“It's just one more bump in the road. I'll make it.”

I pause to catch my breath. Eva stands with her arms crossed, jaw clenched as she stares at nothing.

“Did you find another talking diary?” I ask.

“No, I've finished packing up most of her stuff. The surveyor called. There’s apparently a problem with the forest. Their druid said it "doesn’t accept them." Their equipment can’t function back there, and they keep getting pushed out. One surveyor disappeared for two days before reappearing in their office’s break room.”

Yikes. I realize Eva’s looking at me like I missed my favorite question on a pop quiz. “You want my help with that? You're the druid.”

Eva scoffs. “A druid who's been stuck in a city for the last few years.”

“I'm a low-level telekinetic with a flair for escape tricks and legal break-ins.” (I promise, all of my activities are legal. Or at least cleared with local authorities ahead of time so I can use them in my street show.)

Eva shrugs. “Well, I can't afford a miracle worker, so you'll have to do. You play D&D enough to at least have a guess.”

You play D&D too, I want to say. At least you used to. Instead, I start thinking aloud. “Surveying equipment? Maybe it's just malfunctioning. But the druid...how can a forest "not accept" somebody? I thought the nearest sentient forest was in Fort Wayne. The disappearing people, that's concerning. If we've got kidnappers on the loose, that's way above my pay grade. Gone for two days, and then just appearing in the office? Like, poof? Could be some kind of time-delayed transportation magic—”

“Nope, nuh-uh. That’s your world.” Geez, I think. She’s more closed off than the boarded-up windows of the manor behind us.

“You have it, too,” I argue. Eva had some of the coolest tricks with these birds she’d trained with her druid magic. She used to love her gift. I start to remind her of this, but she cuts me off again.

“Doesn't matter about me. My grandmother wouldn't talk about magic, much less build something magic on her property.”

“But she had all of those cool artifacts from her ancestors in her house.”

“In the attic where she didn't have to see them.”

“You don’t know that for sure.”

“No.” Eva turns away, pacing again. “But I do know that something’s wrong with the land, and the surveyors won’t touch the place until it’s fixed. Since Mom’s on that cruise, it’s up to us.”

“About that,” I say, nearly tripping myself to keep up with her. “You talk to birds. I can pick locks, magic myself out of knots, and do a tiny bit of telekinesis if I really try. Why not call the Mage Board? They're built for this kinda thing.”

“I don't want to deal with the stuffy know-it-all Mage Board. My grandmother died.”

Fair point. I start to reach out to her, but she doesn’t look like she’s in the mood. “You doing okay?” I ask.

She sighs. “I mean, it's not much different. About the same amount of quality time with her.”

Yeah, that’s about all she usually says. I glance around, as if the forest will give me some magical right thing to say to fix it all. All I get from the trees is quiet. Too much quiet. Like, no-cicadas-when-it-should-be-deafening quiet. “Why isn't Benji here?”

“You really think Benji could help with this? He's as non-magical as you get.”

“He is your boyfriend.” (Though why you stay with him is beyond me.)

“What was that?”

“Hmm?” I look up. Oops. Eva stares at me with an eyebrow raised, hand on her hip. I guess that “why you stay with him” comment wasn’t as quiet as I thought. “Nothing,” I say. Gorbie, catch your inside thoughts and keep them there, geez.

Thankfully, Eva doesn’t push it. She just shrugs again, gesturing towards town, where she and Benji share an apartment. “He's too busy working on his game design or helping Derek cook up another Halloween circus.”

I can’t help but groan. “Ugh, Derek.” He's had it out for me ever since he learned I jump scare worse than a cat. He takes some sick pleasure in finding every possible way to scare me so bad I stop breathing right for weeks. The jerk.

“Oh.” Eva’s eyes suddenly light up. “Derek's on the surveying team. This forest thing might not even be magical.” My stomach sinks, but Eva keeps talking. “It's probably just one of his pranks.”

“I don't wanna get into another Derek incident! Remember the haunted football stadium? I didn't sleep for three weeks.”

Eva waves my very valid complaints aside like an annoying mosquito. “Whatever it is, something's messing with my grandmother's land. And Mom says it's up to me to fix it before someone else disappears.”

Before someone else disappears.
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