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      To my Turtle Besties

      You've helped me more than you'll ever know.

      

      ***

      

      And for all the socially anxious queer Christians out there.

      You are not alone.
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      The day started out like any other. I woke up to the buzzing alarm of my watch with my dog, Dexter, curled up beside me in the bed. He continued to sleep soundly as I showered and got dressed in what my fashionista sister would dub “librarian frump” or something equally condescending. I preferred to think of it as comfortable camouflage. The beige maxi skirt was soft and neutral, drawing no attention. The fact that it had pockets made it even better. My sleeveless amber top covered by an oversized brown cardigan completed the ensemble would allow me to disappear between the shelves in the library.

      I continued my morning routine, taking care of Dexter and gathering my bag filled with books to return. I was out of the chai I usually started my day with and resolved that this was the perfect opportunity to do the homework my therapist had assigned the week before. Honestly, I’d put it off so long that this was my last chance before my appointment that afternoon.

      She wanted me to place an order in person, at a counter, without using an app. Which probably sounds easy enough, but the reason she was so specific was because instead of facing my fears, I had made a habit of skirting around the real intentions of the challenges she gave. Social anxiety will do that. I can get really creative in my ways to avoid human interaction.

      We all have our internal monsters to conquer. At least, that’s what my therapist keeps trying to tell me. But it’s hard not to feel like there’s something wrong with me, specifically.

      Maybe it was the childhood spent in and out of hospitals, or the teenage years spent as an outcast among my peers. It’s possible my demons were born the day I was diagnosed with congenital heart defects and my mother became hypervigilant about my every move. Whatever the reason, I felt much more at ease when no one noticed I was there. People watching was one of my favorite pastimes, but I would be mortified if anyone watched me in return.

      As I waited in line at the coffee shop, I watched a young girl pull excitedly on her father’s arm, bouncing and chattering away. Her father smiled down at her and motioned for her to tell the cashier what she wanted. With a confidence I could only wish to have, she looked up and stated clearly, “I would like a chocolate donut and a white hot chocolate, please.”

      The woman behind the counter smiled at the girl. “Coming right up.” Then she looked to the dad. “That will be $6.77.”

      But the little girl stood straighter and proudly announced, “I’ve got this.” She then handed over a wrinkled ten-dollar bill that she had pulled out of her pocket.

      The rest of the interaction faded into the background of my consciousness. I was impressed. Here was this child, maybe eight or nine years old, and she could confidently do the exact thing that I constantly avoided.

      As the girl and her father moved out of the way, I realized it was my turn to order. The cashier waited expectantly. Nothing came out. I’d rehearsed in my head the whole way over: Iced chai latte and a jalapeño sausage roll. Iced chai latte and a jalapeño sausage roll… Why wouldn’t the words come out of my mouth?

      “Are you going to order or what?” A voice from behind me startled me out of my frozen state.

      “Oh. Uh.” I cleared my throat and took a deep breath. “Icedchailattenjalapenoroll.” First, nothing would come out, then everything at once. Why was this so hard?

      “Come again?” I couldn’t blame the woman for not catching what I’d said. I wasn’t sure I even knew at this point.

      Swallowing with a gulp, I tried again. “Iced chailattenjalapeno roll?” Great. Now it sounded like I was asking her if that was what I wanted.

      “Ookaaay. Anything else?” She looked scared to find out the answer.

      I shook my head vigorously, trying not to hyperventilate.

      I think she told me the total. And maybe she repeated my order back to me, but my head was buzzing with shame and I just wanted it over with. I tapped my card on the reader and stepped away before she could even give me the receipt.

      The little girl and her father had taken a seat at a small table, smiling and talking to the customers around them. What I wouldn’t give to be able to do that. Instead, I tried my best to blend into the wall as I waited for my order. That’s when I realized that I hadn’t given my name, so how would I know when my order was ready?

      “Alanna? Your order is ready.”

      I looked up. Wait. How did they know? I looked around, wondering if maybe there was another Alanna somewhere in the shop. When no one stepped forward, I hesitantly reached out for the cup and bag, continuing to look around as if I was about to get caught stealing someone else’s order. That’s when I saw Evan. He had been the voice that had unstuck my voice. He must have told the girl my name, too.

      Evan is a coworker. He had started at the library a year ago and was one of the chattiest people I’d ever met. It was exhausting. And he was heading my way with a grin on his face. I didn’t wait around for him to pounce. I left the shop and practically ran to my car.

      Arriving in the library parking garage a good thirty minutes before my shift, as per usual, I sat in my car taking deep breaths. Reaching for the iced drink I’d placed in the cupholder, I thought about what I would say to my therapist that afternoon. Would she be proud of me for placing my order, even if I’d been terrified?

      I took a sip and nearly choked. It was not an iced chai latte. It was iced. And a latte. But no chai. Coffee. I opened the bag to retrieve the jalapeño sausage roll in hopes of at least getting rid of the bitter taste. A cinnamon roll.

      All that effort and none of my order was right. I sighed. It figured.

      The rest of the day I was in a fog of shame and ducking out of sight any time Ethan was nearby. I couldn’t stop replaying the sequence of events in my head and wishing that I could be half as confident as that little girl had been. Regardless of the number of doctors and nurses who had told me over the years how brave I was being when faced with another test or surgery, I felt like a great big coward. That’s why I was in therapy. I sat in our virtual sessions once a week telling Yvonne how I had failed over the last seven days and feeling like I’d let her down. Then she’d try to convince me to see things a different way and encourage me not to give up.

      But that day, it seemed I wasn’t the only one ready to give up. After I related the story of my morning fiasco, Yvonne paused. “Why do you think you froze up?”

      “Isn’t it obvious? I’m a disaster.”

      “I don’t think you are. I think that you spend so much time comparing yourself to others and convincing yourself that you don’t measure up that you get in your own way. You looked at this little girl and told yourself that you were less capable than her, then proved yourself right. Maybe you need to concentrate on you and your actions, rather than those people around you that you’ve dubbed ‘normal.’”

      “But I don’t feel normal. I’ve never been normal.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “I was reminded of that plenty by everyone. I couldn’t play sports as I wasn’t allowed to exert myself. I didn’t get to do all the things normal kids did. About the closest I could get was through reading and imagining myself as the characters. In books, I could climb mountains, tame dragons, or defeat the enemy. But once the book was over, I went back to being boring, wimpy me.”

      A flicker of something flashed across Yvonne’s face. I could tell that she was clicking around on her computer screen while she talked. “Alanna, I think maybe it’s time you try something new. Have you ever heard of Quest Therapy?” She didn’t wait for me to answer before continuing. “In Quest Therapy, you are grouped with other clients that are working through their own issues, though you may not know what they are. You work together to accomplish a shared goal. There is a therapist present to guide you, but all the decisions are made by the group.”

      My eyes grew round at the thought of a group. She knew why I was there, right?

      “I think it would be good for you. Not only would you practice interacting with others, but you might even discover you have some strengths.”

      “And what if everyone hates me or I make the wrong decisions?”

      “And what if they like you and you make the right decisions? Remember, we can both play the what if game, Alanna. That’s distorted thinking. Instead of ‘what if,’ let’s try ‘even if.’”

      “Okay, even if I can make the right decisions, the others probably won’t listen to me.”

      Yvonne simply gave me “the look.” The one that said I was being difficult. She gave me that look a lot.

      I sighed. “Fine. Even if I am scared to do this, you’re still making me, aren’t you?”

      Her eyes softened. “I can’t make you do anything. But I do strongly recommend it. And the best part is, you don’t have to be you. Think of it like being in one of your books. Everyone comes up with a character to play. You can go into this pretending to be the confident and outgoing person you’ve always wanted to be.”

      “Wait. So this is a game? With role playing? You didn’t say that.” I’ve always kind of wanted to play a role-playing game. I’d listen to the kids at the theatre table at lunch in high school and it seemed like fun. But it required a lot of talking and fast thinking. Definitely not my strong suit. “I don’t know. Can I think about it?” I’d discovered, through therapy, that I had a habit of jumping into a situation because it sounded like something I wanted to want to do, only to have my anxiety take over and make me back. Which was even more embarrassing. Taking time to think about it was an improvement, right?

      “Certainly. But a new session is starting next Thursday. It’s facilitated by Dr. Kaplan, and I think you’d like him. If you don’t get in this time, it will be two months before a new session will start.” Yvonne paused to do something on her computer. “I’m sending an email to you with the information and you can think about it. But don’t take too long.” Almost immediately my computer dinged with an incoming message. “Our time is up. If you decide to join Dr. Kaplan’s group, I suggest we wait until after your first few sessions before we meet again.”

      I opened the email that had appeared in my inbox. In fancy lettering, it said “Quest Therapy. The adventure awaits” and below was a phone number and web address.
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      Before she disconnected our virtual session, she paused and waited for me to return to her screen. “I think you’ll find you’re capable of much more than you realize. This group could be exactly what you need to discover your strength.”

      I had my doubts. But I would hate to let her down if I didn’t go. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad. It might even be fun. Surely it had to be better than spilling my guts and crying my eyes out for an hour a week and feeling as if nothing would ever change.

      Eyes squeezed shut, I took the plunge. “Okay. I’ll do it.” So much for thinking about it. I clicked the link and filled out the form before I could change my mind. It was a good thing it didn’t require making a phone call. That would have put an immediate end to all that was to come.

      I realize now that my decision was made not out of a hope to improve myself (I wasn’t sure that was possible), but to please my therapist. Because more than anything, I wanted others to like me.
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      Standing at the door with Quest Therapy not so subtly emblazoned on its surface, I felt frozen. I had promised Yvonne that I’d try. But I’d promised that future me would go and future me turned out to be just as scared. I heard her voice in the back of my head. Show up scared. Show up imperfect. Just show up.

      Taking a deep breath and squaring my shoulders, I reached for the door handle.

      “Oh, for goodness’ sake, just open it already!” a voice exploded from behind me.

      I jumped as if burned, giving a little squeak and turning to face the owner of the gruff voice. Standing in the hallway was a short, squat man with a scruffy beard and angry eyes.

      “Look, lady, I don’t have all day. If you’re not going in, move so I can.” He was intimidating, despite the fact that I was a good foot and a half taller than him.

      Stepping back and avoiding eye contact, I mumbled, “Sorry,” and decided I should leave.

      But before I could, the man sighed and closed his eyes. “I apologize. That was rude of me. I’m working on it.” Each sentence was carefully spoken, as if he had rehearsed them many times.

      “No. It’s okay. I should…I should go.” I turned to do just that, terrified of what I’d find inside if this man was also going in.

      “Why? I assume you’re here for some help. Leaving won’t get you any.”

      “I just…I don’t belong here.”

      “Really? Seems to me this is exactly where you belong, toots. Come on. We can’t stand out here all day.” He reached past me for the door handle and held the door open. Frozen in place, I felt conflicted. Now that I’d been seen, someone would know I’d chickened out. He’d probably tell the quest master (that’s what the confirmation email I’d gotten had called Dr. Kaplan), who would tell Yvonne.

      Taking one more deep breath, I stepped past the threshold and into the office. Inside I found a typical therapist waiting area. Chairs lined side by side against the walls, a small table with old magazines, and another door.

      “Ahem? Think you could move over so I can come in, too?”

      I’d almost forgotten that the man was holding the door open for me. I jumped and gave another awkward squeak, practically leaping into one of the chairs and attempting to hide. He limped his way over to a chair across the room.

      My hair fell in front of my face like a curtain, but I did not attempt to tuck it away. It felt safer to hide behind my curls to observe the others in the room.

      In one corner there was an elegant woman with long blonde-white hair. She sat tall with possibly the best posture I’d ever seen. Must be a dancer, I thought. She exuded grace and an aloofness.

      Along the same wall, two seats down, was a young man. I estimated that he was most likely in his late twenties, not much younger than my own thirty-two years. He looked at his watch repeatedly, tapping a foot and shifting in his seat. The press of his pants and the matching tie and pocket handkerchief spoke volumes. This young man was important.

      We sat in silence, doing our best to not make eye contact with one another. Or at least, I did. It was hard to tell with the others.

      Suddenly the door burst open and in rushed a plump older woman. “Am I late? I’m late, aren’t I? I swear I left with plenty of time, but traffic! I’m so sorry. I promise it will never happen again!” The rush of apology was directed at no one in particular, and the four of us made eye contact for the first time. Unified in our confusion.

      The young man looked at his watch. “It’s exactly one o’clock. You’re on time.”

      “Oh, but my mother always said ‘on time is late’ and I strive to be at least fifteen minutes early to everything. Doesn’t everyone?” She looked around at us, hoping for an ally to back her up. All she got were shrugs all around.

      I felt awkward for her and lifted my hand, mumbling, “I do.”

      “Only so you can stand outside for fifteen minutes psyching yourself up,” mumbled the gruff man under his breath.

      If it was possible for me to become smaller, I would have. Instead, I stared at my hands, wringing in my lap.

      The silence that followed was thick and suffocating. I darted glances at the door, wishing I could escape. But I didn’t want to draw attention to myself by standing. Just then, the door to the inner office opened and out stepped a tall, broad-shouldered man. His size was intimidating, but his eyes were kind.

      “Welcome, my new friends. I am your quest master, Dr. Kaplan. Let’s see if I can deduce who each of you might be.” With his hands clasped and pointer fingers touching his chin, he looked at each of us for long moments. I don’t know about the others, but I felt as if he was looking straight through my skin to my very bones. His piercing eyes missed nothing.

      “You, sir, are quite obviously Darrak.”

      “That’s a freebie. You knew I was a dwarf, didn’t you? Not exactly a tough one to figure out.” The gruff little man had no qualms about speaking his mind, even to the man in charge.

      “Actually, it was your posture that gave you away. You look ready for battle.” Darrak scoffed and shifted nervously as Dr. Kaplan turned to the blonde woman. “I believe you must be Irsina. Your impeccable posture projects your upbringing. I am confident we will unlock the real you in the coming weeks.”

      At his comment, Irsina turned and looked around as if he couldn’t possibly be talking about her. It did seem like a harsh judgement, given how confident she appeared to me. What did he mean “unlock the real you”?

      With a heavy sigh, the young businessman looked at his watch with impatience. “Do we really need to play these parlor games? Can we just get on with it?” Clearly, he felt he had somewhere better to be.

      “Ah, Xander. Believe it or not, we’ve already started. The first task, after all, is introductions. You’ll be spending quite a bit of time together over the next twelve weeks, and it will benefit everyone to learn about one another.”

      Xander rolled his eyes and crossed his arms.

      The middle-aged woman that had worried about being late jumped up and took Dr. Kaplan’s hand before he could give an assessment of her. “I’m Lily. I can’t wait to get started. I’ve heard nothing but raves about Quest Therapy and just know we’re all going to be great friends very soon.” I could have been mistaken, but it felt like she was putting herself between Dr. Kaplan and Xander intentionally.

      “Yes, Lily. That is the hope, but not the goal. The goal is for you to each find the strengths and tools you need to discover your potential. When you take on a character, you find parts of yourself you never realized were there. Friendship can be a beautiful side benefit, but not a requirement. Come and we can move into the questing room.” He stepped aside, opening the door wide.

      Lily strode past Dr. Kaplan, followed by Darrak, Irsina, and Xander. I remained seated. Had I succeeded in becoming invisible? He had skipped me entirely. Perhaps that meant I wasn’t wanted here. This was my chance to leave. I looked at the exit longingly.

      “Alanna, I hope you will join us. You are needed and wanted here. But it has to be your choice.” Dr. Kaplan looked at me and a chill ran up my spine. Could he read my mind?

      He held out a hand in a welcoming gesture. With trepidation, I found myself rising from my chair and following the others into the questing room.

      I was terrified as I joined the others. There was a large U-shaped table in the center of the room. On the table in front of each chair was a pencil, pad of paper, bag filled with something, and a small tray. The others had each chosen a seat and only one remained for me. I sat on one end, next to the blonde. She continued to look at the table, her posture remaining stiff, and I realized that perhaps there was something lying under the surface. It hadn’t occurred to me that others might feel reservations about being here. I had assumed they all wanted to come. I began to wonder why the others were here. It was clear Xander wasn’t happy about it and Irsina had barely spoken or even looked at anyone. I couldn’t quite tell with Darrak, but he did get defensive when Dr. Kaplan guessed who he was. Lily appeared to be the only one displaying any excitement about being in the room. I was told we wouldn’t be sharing our particular reasons for being here, but I had imagined they would all be much more confident than me.

      Dr. Kaplan took his seat, looked at each of us carefully and said, “I know you are all very curious how this will go. I can honestly tell you, it’s all up to you. I am simply your guide. The rest is in your collective control.

      “Over the next few months, you will work together to complete a quest. You will come upon challenges that will require you to draw upon your strengths to move past them. Remember that there is no wrong choice. None of us will know how your choices will affect the game until you roll the dice. An action that is carefully planned out could go south just as easily as a hastily executed whim could be the ultimate success.

      “Now, you each were tasked with creating a character before you arrived. Why don’t you each introduce your character to the rest of the group?”

      He looked at Xander, who was sitting to his left, and inclined his head, indicating that he should go first. I was relieved that I would be last if he went around the circle in order.

      “An elf ranger made the most sense for me. They are a superior race, skilled in weaponry, combat, and intellect. I expect I will become the leader, as I’m a project manager and know how to get things done.”

      I felt uncomfortable listening to Xander. His air of confidence felt forced and exactly like so many of the bullies of my youth. My anxiety escalated just being in the room with him.

      “And your name?” Dr. Kaplan jotted down notes as he spoke. I began to worry what he might write about me.

      “Oh. Can I just use my name?” Xander appeared flustered by the unexpected question.

      “You can. It’s up to you.”

      “What is everyone else doing? Did you all come up with names?” He nervously looked around at all of us. The shrugs and nods he saw made up his mind. “Can you come back to me?” He quickly pulled out his phone, presumably to look up a name, and Dr. Kaplan turned to Lily.

      “I’m Lily. My character is Layla Limesprite, a fairy bard. I like to bring joy to others, and I imagined fluttering around, singing and granting wishes.”

      Lily seemed very sweet. She reminded me of the motherly fairies in Disney’s Sleeping Beauty. I thought she’d made a good choice for her character. Dr. Kaplan wrote something down, nodding as he did so.

      Lily looked to her left and nudged Darrak, who had been looking at his lap as she spoke. “Oh. I’m Darrak. I figured who better to play the part of a dwarf than a dwarf? Stick with what you know, right?” He rolled his eyes and crossed his arms. He didn’t sound nearly as gruff as he had in the hallway, but he still came across as irritated.

      “You didn’t have to choose dwarf. You could have been a giant or an ogre.” Dr. Kaplan was giving him an opportunity to change his mind.

      “You said we had to pick a character that we felt a connection to. Well, I picked a dwarf. But a barbarian dwarf. I’m nothing if not contradictory.” Darrak sat as tall as he could, staring us all down. I immediately ducked my head, letting my hair fall over my face again.

      “That should be an interesting combination. And does your barbarian dwarf have a name?” Dr. Kaplan continued to take notes as each person spoke.

      “Of course. Digger Bolderguard.” The smirk he shot at Xander did not bode well.

      Dr. Kaplan either didn’t notice or chose to ignore it and he turned to the next person at the table. “Irsina, how about you?”

      “I will be Isameine, an Aasimar Cleric.”

      “What the heck is that?” Darrak blurted.

      “Aasimars are humans with celestial abilities. They have glowing eyes and can have wings. They protect against evil.” Irsina sounded as if she was reading from an instruction manual as she told us about her character. Her voice was feather light and airy. It was the kind of quiet that demanded to be heard.

      The silence thickened as attention shifted to me. I knew I needed to introduce my character, but it was as if the words were caught in the back of my throat. I took deep breaths, attempting to calm my racing heart. All eyes were on me, and I felt my hands begin to shake and the sweat build on my upper lip and under my arms. I knew my face must be a dozen shades of red and tears welled in my eyes. I couldn’t cry in front of these people. They would think I was a freak. I managed to bark out, “Astrid Frostgrave, human sorcerer.”

      “Thank you, Alanna. I hope that as we continue our time together you will know this is a safe space.”

      I knew Dr. Kaplan’s words were meant to put me at ease, but drawing attention to the fact that I couldn’t even introduce myself properly made it worse.

      “Now, I will go over some of the rules for our time together.”

      “Wait. I have a name,” Xander interrupted. “Xyrren Thelamin.”

      “Excellent.” Dr. Kaplan wrote something down, then looked back at us. “Now, as I was saying, this is a safe space. Feel free to respond the way that feels right to you. However, also know that you will be working together. Each of you has a reason for being here. Struggles to overcome. Keep in mind that we are all equals here and each of you will likely find yourself leading at any given time, depending on the task.” He looked at Xander as he said this. “As you face challenges, you will choose your course of action, but fate will determine how effective that action will be. You will roll your dice to determine the strength of your choice. As in life, things won’t always go the way you want.” As he lifted his own bag, turning it over into his tray to reveal an assortment of dice, the others did the same, examining the different shapes.

      Dr. Kaplan continued his instructions and I glanced around the room. It was hard to concentrate on his words as I observed the others. I had discovered over the years that I could often get an accurate feel for others simply by observing. It probably came from staying quiet all the time. When you’re quiet, you see and hear way more. Yvonne said it was a safety mechanism. Being quiet and observing others made it easier for me to figure out how best to protect myself from being hurt. I thought it was more likely just a quirk of mine. It really only came in handy in knowing the best books to suggest to a patron at the library or when a child was about to take off through the children’s section.

      Xander was leaning back in his chair, legs extended and crossed at the ankles. He appeared relaxed and confident, yet I saw him glance at his watch more than once and his foot was tapping a rhythmic beat. Perhaps he was more nervous than he let on and he felt the need to put on a brave face?

      Lily sat forward in her seat, leaning on her elbows. She had a pad of paper and pencil out and was frantically taking notes like a star pupil. I certainly hoped there wasn’t going to be a quiz later because I was sure to fail. She was eager to please and do her best.

      Darrak’s brows were drawn together, a frown under his scraggly beard. When the dice were mentioned, he picked up a hexagonal prism (is that what they’re called?) and examined the numbers written on each side as if they were an enemy. He seemed angry with the world and with being here in particular.

      Irsina’s back was perfectly straight. Her facial expression remained neutral. Of all the other players (patients?), she was the hardest to get a read on. It was almost like she felt nothing at all and was numb.

      “Now, if any of you have played a role-playing game in the past, I want you to put that out of your mind. This RPG is a bit different. Being that we are here to work on your individual mental health challenges, the character traits will reflect that. We will be adding trait modifiers based on anxiety, emotional regulation, people-pleasing, cognitive distortions, attention, and depression. Let’s work on building your characters.”

      He handed each of us a paper with our names and chosen races at the top. Below were abbreviations that looked like a foreign language to me. He explained that the numbers we rolled would determine our modifiers.

      “You will be using your D4 for these rolls.” At the confused looks on several faces, he clarified, “That’s the triangular die.” He held up an example and we each located our own D4. “You will write a negative sign and the number you roll next to each. Roll separately for each modifier.”

      As the rest of us picked up our D4s and began to roll, Darrak spoke up. “There’s no zero on this thing. And why are they all negative? Shouldn’t some of us have positive modifiers?”

      “Not to worry. The next section is the positive modification traits. We’ll get to those in a moment. As for no zero, I want you to remember that everyone is affected by each of these traits to some degree or another. In life, and in this game.”

      The room grew mostly silent, with only the sound of dice rolling and occasional groans as we filled in the numbers we got. Dr. Kaplan continued to take notes as he watched us from his chair.

      I looked at the numbers I’d gotten. I wasn’t sure how to feel about getting the lowest modifier on anxiety. Anxiety was the reason I was here. I didn’t think I could pretend to have so little. But perhaps this would be my opportunity to see what it would be like. Of course, the high negative four on cognitive distortions was pretty accurate.

      I looked up from my paper to see how the others were reacting to their numbers.

      “Oh, come on! This can’t be right. Can I roll again? Why are all of mine so high? As an elf, I think my modifiers should all be set to the lowest.” Xander was extremely displeased and not afraid to show it.

      Dr. Kaplan shook his head and simply said, “I’m afraid not,” and made a note on his pad of paper. Maybe he was just doodling. How could he have so many notes to take when we hadn’t even started doing anything yet?

      Darrak held his paper up in front of him, examining his numbers and mumbling to himself. “Would you look at that? Are these dice psychic or something?” Where Xander apparently felt that the numbers did not reflect his own personality, Darrak’s quiet reflection gave me the impression that he was perhaps a little more self-aware.

      Lily seemed to think that Xander simply needed to feel like he wasn’t alone. “Oh dear. My numbers are high as well, Xander. It looks like we’ll both have some challenges ahead of us. But not to worry, we’ll get through it together!” Instead, her cheerful attitude was met with a deepening of Xander’s scowl.

      Irsina said nothing. She simply wrote down her numbers without reacting and waited patiently for the next instruction. If she felt one way or another about the roll of the dice, she did not indicate it.

      “In the next section, you will uncover your positive trait modifiers. Empathy, observation, intuition, creativity, integrity, and flexibility. Using the same die, find out how much you will add for each trait.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh internally when I saw that I had so little integrity. Miss Rule Follower herself!

      “Seriously?! Now all I get are ones?! Can I switch the lists?” Xander was not happy with these results either. His request to change things was denied and I began to suspect Xander preferred to be in control. His reaction confirmed it. “This whole thing is a joke! Why can’t we pick our own numbers?”

      “Damn! Check me out! I’m an empathetic bad ass!” Darrak waved his paper toward Xander, demonstrating that perhaps he wasn’t as empathetic as his character was supposed to be.

      “Oh, goodness me! I like those numbers! Except maybe observation. I think it’s important to pay attention to those around you.” Lily was speaking to no one in particular, but gave a little clap of excitement as she finished writing down her numbers.

      Irsina still had no reaction. It seemed as if she was apathetic to it all and didn’t care one way or another what numbers she rolled. It was almost as if she had no feelings at all. But surely that couldn’t be right.

      We continued to develop our characters, rolling dice to determine how well we would perform at various tasks. These seemed more typical of an RPG. Dexterity, strength, wisdom, constitution, and charisma. The next thing we knew, our time was done.

      “We will stop here for today. Now that you have your character traits, I want you to go home and try to connect to your character. Come up with a back story that might justify the numbers you rolled. How do you expect your character—not you, but your character— to react in any given situation. Part of the reason we used the dice to randomize the results was so that your personal traits did not influence your characters’.”

      Dr. Kaplan made copies of all our character sheets and returned our originals to us. He said it was to ensure that we didn’t change anything before our next session. I may have imagined it, but it seemed as if he looked pointedly at Xander as he said this.

      “Next week we will begin your quest. I’m excited to see what happens and I hope you are, too.”

      We were dismissed. Xander was quick to grab his things and rush toward the door, looking at his watch and nearly running into Lily on the way.

      “Oh! So sorry!” I was not surprised that Lily was the one to apologize, while Xander continued past without saying a word. He was gone before I’d even gotten out of my chair.

      Lily was slightly flustered by Xander’s behavior, but smoothed her dress and cheerfully addressed the rest of us. “It was so lovely to meet all of you! I really look forward to spending the next several weeks getting to know you. Or your characters, I suppose. I am sure we are going to have so much fun together!”

      “Fun? That’s a laugh. With that guy, I think the fun runs in terror.” Darrak pointed out the door after Xander.

      “Don’t be silly. Of course it will be fun!” Lily was determined to remain cheerful, though I saw her eyes dart to the door.

      I took my time, hoping the others would all make it to the elevator before me, but Lily and Darrak didn’t seem to be moving in that direction as they chatted to one another. Irsina stood and made her way to the door without saying a word. I followed her out.

      Waiting at the elevator, Irsina and I said not one word to one another. I thought of a million things I could say, but instantly rejected them. Was she doing the same? Or was she just not interested in talking to any of us? Or more specifically, me? Just as I took a deep breath to attempt conversation, the elevator arrived. I held my arm in front of the sliding door to keep it open and Irsina began to get in before me. Lily and Darrak emerged from the office and stepped in before the doors could close. Irsina and I made brief eye contact. I’m pretty sure my eyes were wide in terror. Irsina simply shrugged. Lily and Darrak continued to converse, paying no attention to us. It was both a relief and a disappointment at the same time.
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      Back at my apartment, I collapsed on the couch, face first. The mental marathon I’d put myself through just to walk in the door of Quest Therapy, much less take part in this first session had been completely exhausting. Now the adrenaline drained out of me and I melted into the cushions.

      My phone dinged with a text message. It was Mom in our group text with my sister.

      
        
          
            
              
        Mom

      

      
        How did it go, sweetie?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Fine. We just created our characters today.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Mom

      

      
        I still don’t understand how this works. Sounds like they just want to make money playing games and leading people on.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I don’t understand it either, Mom. But Yvonne thinks it will be good for me. So I’m trying it.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Mom

      

      
        Of course. I’m sure Yvonne has your best interest at heart. You’ve been seeing her for what, two years? And she hasn’t cured you yet?

      

      

      

      

      

      I’d told them I was going to this new therapy today, but only because I knew that if I didn’t explain why my work schedule was changing, I’d get the third degree. Mom wasn’t exactly impressed by therapy, having decided that therapy was a waste of time since the two months she’d gone to a therapist hadn’t instantly “cured” her anxiety.

      
        
          
            
              
        Erika

      

      
        Mom, leave her alone. Alanna, what kind of character will you be playing?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Human sorcerer.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Erika

      

      
        Well, that’s boring. I would have been something a bit more exciting.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I’m not an exciting person. Sorry.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Erika

      

      
        I’m just teasing, sis. Don’t get so defensive.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Mom

      

      
        Girls, be nice.

      

      

      

      

      

      My sister might stick up for me with Mom on the therapy issue, but she always had an opinion to share. I’d looked up to my older sister my whole life, trailing behind her whenever she’d allow me to tag along. Unfortunately, nothing I did was ever good enough in her eyes. More than once in high school, she would look at my outfit with distain and ask “Is that what you’re wearing?”

      
        
          
            
              
        Gotta go. Dexter wants to go do his business. Love you.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Mom

      

      
        Love you, sweetie.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Erika

      

      
        Give him a scratch behind the ears from Auntie Erika!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Sure thing.

      

      

      

      

      

      Dexter was still curled up on his bed, sound asleep. I only felt a little guilty for the lie. I just didn’t want to go into the whole thing with either of them: Mom with her criticism of therapy and Erika with her criticism of me.

      I rolled off the couch and stumbled into the kitchen. I hadn’t eaten lunch yet and I now realized I was starving. I had been too worried about time and hadn’t factored in lunch.

      That was one of my big anxieties. Time. Every day I felt like I was doing time math in my head.

      GPS said it takes twenty minutes to get to where I’m going. If I need to be there at one, that means I need to leave work by twelve thirty, just in case traffic changes or the elevator is slow. Which means I need to start heading to my car in the parking garage by twelve fifteen. Which means I need to clean up my work area and pack up my things by twelve. Which means I need to set an alarm for elven forty-five to alert me that it’s time to go so that I don’t spend the whole morning watching the clock.

      I had a million alarms set on my phone for just this reason. It wasn’t so that I wouldn’t be late. It was so I wouldn’t be too early. When I needed to be somewhere, I tended to obsessively check the clock and then finally get so anxious that I might be late that I would leave an hour before I actually needed to because I wasn’t getting any work done anyway and then I’d be sitting outside the building waiting for a more reasonable time to go inside. Get there too early and you look like a freak. Get there late and everyone is offended that you didn’t plan better. It’s like there’s a sweet spot of just early enough to be respectful but not so early that you take people by surprise.

      I knew it was a huge cognitive distortion on my part, but it felt safer to do all that time math and alarm setting than to risk being disrespectful. It was a lesson ingrained in me from my mother and her mother before her. I’m sure it went back to the beginning of time when our ancestors were using sundials. My roommate in college didn’t even wear a watch and was late everywhere. She didn’t care, but it ramped up my anxiety even more.

      As I pulled the ingredients for a sandwich out of the fridge, I reflected on the quest session and my character. Having never played any RPGs in the past, I wasn’t exactly sure how it would work. I’d seen TV shows reference them, but they never showed the actual playing. Was I supposed to wear a costume? Should I try using an accent?

      Who was I kidding? I could barely speak in my own voice. What made me think I could use an accent?

      Then again, maybe it would help me to feel less like myself. Yvonne did say I didn’t have to be myself.

      But with an accent, I’d probably worry I was doing it poorly and that everyone would think I was nuts. Probably better to just use my own voice. If I could get myself to talk, that is.

      Maybe I’d made a big mistake. Maybe I could still back out? We hadn’t actually done anything yet. Just made our character sheets. But Dr. Kaplan probably planned our session with me involved and it might throw everything off if I didn’t show up. That sounded worse. I’d hate to be the reason the others weren’t getting the help they needed. Even if I was beyond hope, they deserved a chance.
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      I spent the rest of the week going back and forth like that. I would talk myself out of going, then back into it. Ultimately, the guilt I felt at the thought of not showing up won and I found myself sitting in the waiting room listening to a meditation app when the others arrived. I quickly took out my earbuds and tucked them into my backpack as the door opened and Darrak and Lily walked in together.

      “All I’m saying is that it wouldn’t have hurt that guy to walk a little faster. My legs are half the size of his and I could move twice as fast!” Darrak rolled his eyes as he hopped onto a chair on the other side of the waiting area.

      “Well, I was holding the door open for him, so he didn’t need to rush.” Lily defended whoever they were discussing and took the seat next to Darrak.

      “That’s just it. He wasn’t just making himself take longer, he was holding up everyone in the elevator! You should have just let the door close.”

      “That would have been rude!” Lily’s shock at the mere suggestion of letting the door close was painted all over her face.

      But Darrak must have been blind to that, based on his “So?”

      Neither of them had even acknowledged that I was in the room. Which was just fine with me. I had no interest in joining their conversation. However, I found it fascinating that the two of them were so comfortable talking to each other already. Clearly, social anxiety wasn’t the reason they were here. It made me wonder why they were. Not that it was any of my business, of course, and I would never ask.

      Soon Irsina and Xander arrived, one at a time. Xander walked in just as Dr. Kaplan appeared to invite us to the questing table. I wondered if Xander had timed it that way so that he didn’t have to talk to any of us. Not a bad strategy if it weren’t for my anxiety about being late.

      We took the seats we’d had the last time as if they had been assigned to us. Sitting on the table in front of each seat were the bags of dice, the trays, and the paper and pencils, just like last time. However, a small figure accompanied each setting and in the center of the table was a map with areas covered with black paper.

      I took a closer look at the figure in front of me. It was a female, dressed in a long cloak with a hood and holding what appeared to be a ball of fire in her hand. I glanced around the table as the others also examined the figures before them.

      I could see Irsina’s beside me; it had wings that held its feet off the ground, a sword in one hand, and a pouch in the other. I couldn’t get a good look at any of the others, but I assumed these were representative of the characters we’d created last week.

      I looked again at my figure. She looked so confident. Her eyes were not cast downward, as mine usually were, but instead set straight ahead, daring anyone to battle her. This figure felt like the exact opposite of me. She was everything I wished I could be.

      “You’ll see I have provided figures for each of you based on what we discussed last week.” Dr. Kaplan took his seat and watched us examine the new additions to the table. “I hope they live up to your imagined image of your characters. They will help you visualize the scenes as they unfold. Now, as we begin our story, none of you are acquainted. You have all paused your individual journeys to stop at the Dragon’s Breath, a tavern on the outskirts of town.” At this, Dr. Kaplan removed a square of paper from the map, revealing a floor plan of a large open room. There were circles to represent tables scattered throughout the space and a long bar along one edge of the room. “Now, if you will each place your figures somewhere in the Dragon’s Breath, we can begin.”

      I looked through the hair hanging in front of my face to see what the others would do. Lily was the first to place her figure, a plump, winged character with twigs and leaves circling her head, a medical bag sat on the base beside her. Lily placed her next to one of the tables. “I do hope they have some good food in this establishment. I’m famished!” She had altered her voice a bit and giggled as she spoke.

      I supposed she was getting into character, and wondered if that was what was expected. I wasn’t sure I could do that. I hung back, waiting for someone else to place their figure so I’d have a better idea of how to proceed.

      “I’m gonna need a drink for this, I’m thinking.” Darrak made his figure bounce along a path across the space before settling it at the bar.

      So we were playing this like kids playing with their dolls? Making them talk? I was never good at that sort of play when I was a kid. How could I possibly do it now?

      Xander simply placed his figure next to another of the tables, rolling his eyes and sighing. Irsina also placed her figure without a word. That I could do. Only with no more tables available and Darrak at the bar, I had no idea where to place my figure. I finally settled for right beside the entrance. Perhaps I could make a quick escape?

      Dr. Kaplan rubbed his hands together and pulled up his sleeves. He looked excited as he made eye contact with each of us, then began to weave a story setting for our imaginations.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      There is a murmur humming through the tavern. Conversations buzz and a soft piano tune plays from the corner. Outside a light drizzle falls, bathing the town in a comfortable quiet. Our five strangers all hold in their hands an invitation. Someone has asked them to meet here at the Dragon’s Breath, implying a need for their individual expertise.

      The clunks of tankards and the scraping of utensils upon tin plates create a symphony of mundane music. But the strangers keep their guard, observing the other patrons in the establishment, wondering who they are here to meet. Glancing around, they make eye contact with one another. The question in their eyes is one of confusion, but none of them step forward.

      The wind outside is picking up and the door blows open. Astrid gets pushed aside as a young man stumbles in, holding his gut and collapsing to the ground. In his hand he holds a note.

      

      Dr. Kaplan’s voice returned to normal as he looked at us. “Now, you will each need to roll a D20 (that’s this big one here) to determine the order in which you will take your actions. One at a time, you will tell me what it is you’d like to do, and depending on what it is, roll to see how effective you are. Does that make sense?”

      We eyed each other with apprehension. I certainly didn’t want to be the only one saying I didn’t quite understand. But then, I often had trouble following spoken instructions. I preferred reading them so that I could re-read when something was unclear. The others nodded their heads, indicating that they understood, and I kept quiet. I hoped I’d get to go last so I could watch the others and see what they do.

      We each dug around in our dice bags to find the D20, then sent them rolling onto our trays. Darrak blew between his hands prior to throwing his. Lily dropped hers with a squeak, holding her hands in the air until the die settled. Xander immediately began looking at everyone else’s trays, barely glancing at his. Irsina and I rolled our dice gently and sat back, waiting for more instructions.

      “So we have Alanna, Darrak, Lily, Irsina, then Xander. Excellent,” Dr. Kaplan explained and Xander grumbled under his breath. Dr. Kaplan wrote something down in the notebook that hid behind a screen that blocked our view of the table in front of him. My heart sank.

      First. I had to go first. I had no idea what I was supposed to do. Some random guy pushed me out of the way and fell?

      “Alanna, what would you like to do? Or rather, what would Astrid like to do?” Dr. Kaplan looked at me expectantly. All eyes were on me and it was terrifying.

      “I…I don’t know.” My brain was completely blank.

      Xander scoffed and leaned back in his chair.

      Lily reached out a hand to pat mine. “That’s okay, dear. It’s hard to be first. Dr. Kaplan, is it possible here at the beginning to give us options for what we might do? It might make things easier.”

      “Excellent idea, Lily.” Dr. Kaplan looked at me again, kindness in his eyes. “You could choose to examine the gentleman, move away from him, or look at the paper in his hand, or heal him, or talk to him, or look out the door. I assure you, there’s no right answer. Anything you choose will do.”

      “I-I guess maybe, um, maybe I should examine him?” I stammered more than I would have liked, but I got the words out.

      “Wonderful. Now, can you please roll your D20 for investigation?”

      With shaking hands, I let the die tumble from my fingertips onto the tray.

      “Eight. With your observation modifier, that puts you at ten.” He looked at the sheet in front of him before continuing to tell the story.

      

      The young man is still breathing, but barely. His eyes are tightly closed and his breath is ragged. It’s clear he’s in pain and there is blood seeping onto his torn shirt. Astrid leans down to get a closer look, but he is holding his abdomen so tightly that she cannot see the extent of the damage. The other hand is firmly wrapped around the letter.

      

      “Darrak? What would Digger like to do?” Dr. Kaplan turned his attention from me and I breathed a sigh of relief. That wasn’t so bad, I supposed. I was glad it was over and now I could actually pay attention to what the others were doing.

      “I think he’d like to get a look at that letter. Maybe it’s like the ones we got?”

      Dr. Kaplan nodded. “Very well, roll for investigation.”

      Darrak rolled his die and Dr. Kaplan continued his narration. I started to get lost in the story that was unfolding, almost forgetting that it was a game.

      

      Digger crosses to where the young man lies and tries to get a look at the letter in his hand.

      Digger attempts to remove the letter from the elf’s grasp. However, the boy’s grip is so strong that the paper rips and Digger is left staring at half of the paper. It is written in Elvish and he is unable to decipher what it says.

      Layla makes her way to the young man’s side and places her cloak under his head, brushing the hair from his eyes. She sings a calming song for him and his grip slowly loosens. She is able to get a better look at his wound, which is deep.

      Isameine finds herself picking up the other half of the paper Digger ripped. She and Digger hold the two halves together, but still cannot read its contents.

      Xyrren swaggers over to the pair and takes the papers from their hands. “Let me see that. Just as I thought. Elvish. It says:

      
        
        
        ‘Help is never far away,

        As long as you contrive to play.

        Work together, this you must,

        Taking care to gain their trust.

        Seek the answers and you’ll find

        The quest needs more than just your mind.’”

      

      

      

      

      “What does that mean?” Darrak scoffed.

      “Well, isn’t it obvious? We’re playing this game, helping each other and gaining each other’s trust. If we want to win, we have to use more than just our minds, like maybe our muscles or agility or something.” Xander leaned back with his hands behind his head, looking like the cat who ate the canary. “Done. I figured it out. Now what?”

      “I wouldn’t be too quick to assume you’ve figured it all out. If it were that easy, where is the quest? Right, doc?” Darrak shook his head at Xander and rolled his eyes toward Lily.

      Rather than answering, Dr. Kaplan continued the game. “Xander, please roll for insight.”

      Xander found his D20 and rolled an eight.

      “With your plus three for intuition, that comes to eleven.” Dr. Kaplan didn’t seem to have a problem with the interruption, but it pulled me out of the story and made me uncomfortable.

      

      After reading the paper, Xyrren looks around at the group surrounding the wounded young man and shares his interpretation of the poetic note. “It appears we’re going on a quest together.”

      The dwarf glares at the elf’s interpretation. “A quest? For what? We don’t even know each other. Or this guy. I’m just here to meet someone for a job. A dead guy can’t give me a job.”

      “Are you sure this message was intended for us? I, too, am meeting someone for a job. I received a note, but it wasn’t written in Elvish.” At Isameine’s words, the rest of the strangers nod their heads in agreement. Each of them is here for the same reason.

      The door opens and a tall elf strides in, stopping short when he sees the young man on the ground. He clearly knows who he is. “Felix?! What happened?” The elf draws a short sword and braces for a fight, pointing the sword at each of the patrons surrounding his friend. “Which of you heathens felled my brethren?

      Layla squeaks and hops farther away from the sword. “Oh, dear! You’ve got it wrong. This young man stumbled in here already wounded. They only attempted to assist.”

      “Then who—Wait. Felix had mentioned a quest. That would be why he requested me to meet him here.” He knelt beside his friend. “What did you get yourself into, friend? Who did this to you?”

      The wounded warrior’s breath continues to come in short gasps, but his muscles are beginning to relax and his eyes open a slit at the sound of his friend’s voice. “Goblins,” he breathes.

      “Goblins? Where did you run into goblins? They don’t come into town unless provoked. Did you provoke them?”

      “Sent by Ordin. To stop our quest.” It is difficult to hear Felix’s words as he gasps for air.

      Reaching into a pouch on his belt, the tall elf ministers to his friend’s wound. “Well, it worked. There’s no way I’m getting involved now. I don’t care how much treasure is involved!”

      Before their eyes, the wound closes and his breathing regulates. Felix slowly sits up with assistance and makes his way to the closest chair.

      

      Dr. Kaplan’s voice cut through the story again. I hoped that as the quest moved on, we might be able to continue the flow of the story without these interruptions. “Now, what would you like to do at this point? You can continue to interact with these characters and discover more about their quest, or wait to go about your own business. It’s all up to you.” Dr. Kaplan steepled his fingers in front of his face, waiting for us to answer.

      Lily looked around at the rest of us expectantly. “I think we should wait for whoever invited us there. That’s why we went, right? Wouldn’t it be rude to abandon them without hearing them out?”

      “I dunno. Treasure sounds pretty sweet. It’s not like we’ve even met this other guy. Or each other, for that matter. Do we all have to decide the same thing?” Darrak turned to Dr Kaplan at the question.

      “I suppose not. Though splitting the party makes it quite difficult to navigate as the quest master. And we are all here to work through your individual challenges. It would behoove you to stick together.”

      Xander cleared his throat. “I say we go on the quest we were called for. Otherwise, what’s the point?”

      Irsina and I remained silent, choosing to listen to the others rather than speak up. Personally, I thought maybe Dr. Kaplan should just tell us what we were supposed to do. There was no way we were going to agree. It seemed to me like Darrak and Xander had made up their minds to take whatever side the other did not.

      I glanced at Irsina out of the corner of my eye and realized that she was saying something and looking at me, but I had to strain to hear what she was whispering. “It’s a distraction. This is not our quest.”

      I looked around to see if anyone else had heard, but the three vocal members of our group were busy arguing over what should happen next. No one paid either of us any mind.

      Dr. Kaplan said nothing. I wondered why he didn’t stop them, get them focused. Wasn’t that his job? Why was he just sitting there? Then a small smile emerged on his lips. I noticed his hands reach for something behind the screen.

      Suddenly, his hand snapped and a flash of smoke billowed from the center of the table.

      Lily screamed and grabbed hold of Darrak’s arm, who turned to her as well. Xander ducked under the table. Irsina jumped slightly, then closed her eyes. Everyone froze in place, their argument completely forgotten. It was clear I was the only one who had noticed Dr. Kaplan’s movements and knew he had been the source of the small explosion.

      

      A puff of smoke appears in the doorway, obscuring the vision of the adventurers. As it settles, a figure appears. Dressed in a cloak, with a hood obscuring his face, the figure steps forward, emerging from the mist.

      The ogre behind the bar grumbles, “Really, Gladir? Why can’t you just walk in the door like everyone else? Why do you have to be all dramatic? We’ve got enough drama going on with the walking wounded there.”

      Gladir removes his hood, revealing pointed ears and a violet tinged complexion. He approaches the bar and leans against it to converse with Grog. “My apologies, Grog. I just can’t help myself. Besides, it helps create the mood for the quest to come. Tell me, have my adventurers arrived?”

      “How should I know? Do I look like your secretary? Find out for yourself!” Grog turns to attend to a patron at the other end of the bar, dismissing Gladir with a shake of his head.

      Meanwhile, the adventurers have been taking in this scene. It’s beginning to look like maybe this is who sent the invitations.

      Gladir turns with a sweeping arm toward the room in general and in a booming voice, announces, “Friends! Are any here in response to my request, delivered by pigeon a fortnight ago?

      The hands of five patrons tentatively raise, notes in hand.

      With a fluttering of her wings, Layla steps forward. “Aye. I received your pigeon note. It says you have a job for me. What kind of job? Performance? I love to sing for an audience!” She strikes a dramatic pose.

      Gladir laughs. “Hoho! Not at all. I am merely in need of a crew to deliver a precious family artifact to the Hall of Valadin.”

      Xyrren looks skeptical. “That’s it? Just a messenger? Why didn’t you use your pigeons to deliver it?”

      “Oh no. Not only is it much too large for a pigeon to carry, I could never trust them to deliver it to the right place. They’re quite random in their deliveries.”

      “Wait. So you weren’t requesting us specifically? We got the notes randomly?” The sneer on his lip gives no doubt as to Xyrren’s opinion of this method.

      “Well, not completely random. I did say a prayer to the gods that those most suited to the task would be the recipients. And here you are!”

      Xyrren is not convinced. “Sure. Here we are. But why do you need all of us? Wouldn’t one suffice?”

      “Full of questions, you are! While the task sounds straightforward, there are some complexities. Why don’t we have a seat and discuss the details?”

      Indicating a table in a corner, Gladir invites them all to sit and waves to Grog to request drinks all around. “Now, allow me to explain. My family once ruled Valadin, until the Siege of Havirik, when the Haviri took over the realm. My parents and I were able to escape through an underground tunnel, but Valadin will always be home to us. The Haviri have enslaved the Valor—our people—and strangled the land.

      Xyrren impatiently interrupts, “What does this have to do with delivering an artifact?”

      “Patience. I’m getting there. It has been thirty years since the Siege of Havirik. The only thing we were able to rescue when we escaped was the Heart of Destiny. To regain the throne, the Heart must first be returned to the palace. Only then will Valadin be restored and the Haviri defeated.”

      “Why now? Why wait so long?”

      “I can tell you are a suspicious one. This is good. It will prevent your party from being easily fooled. However, you will need to trust that the timing had to be now. The Heart had to regain the power it lost in the siege. Removing it from Valadin was risky. That is where its power is strongest. But my parents knew that to leave it behind would risk losing its power forever.”

      Layla speaks up. “What power would that be?—See. I can ask questions, too!”

      Gladir turns his attention to Layla. “A good question, indeed. One that is not so easy to answer. You see, the Heart has the power to build up, but it also has the power to destroy, depending entirely on the intentions of the holder. Here is where your task will increase in difficulty. You see, not only can the Heart not fall into the wrong hands, though many will try, but while protecting it, you must remember that the Heart will return to you the energy you send out.”

      Digger joins in the questioning, “What exactly does that mean? What if we’re attacked? We can’t protect ourselves?”

      “I have confidence that you can use your collective creativity to find a way to use this to your advantage. But remember that killing others may very well have dire repercussions. You will have five days to get the Heart to Valadin. It must be returned when the stars are aligned just so. Otherwise, all will be lost.”

      Xyrren is still not convinced. “And if we say no? It doesn’t sound like there’s anything in it for us. Why should we help you? How do we even know you’re the good guys?”

      “It’s true that you cannot truly know if I am a ‘good guy’ as you say. But as you embark on your journey, it will become clearer. You will witness the destruction of the Haviri for yourself. That is not to say that all Haviri are bad. You will find friends among them. Friends that will aid you in your quest. If you are successful and we are able to regain the throne, you will be rewarded handsomely. If you fail, well…I certainly hope you will not.”

      Digger speaks up. “Let me make sure I’ve got this all straight. You sent a bunch of pigeons out with invitations to meet you here, not knowing who would show up? We all randomly got one and you’re trusting us to keep some heart safe (without hurting anyone) and take it to your hometown so that you and your parents can move back in? If we’re successful, we get some unnamed reward. Do I have it all?”

      Layla added, “You left off that we have to complete the quest in five days.”

      “Oh, yeah. Five days or all will be lost, whatever that means.” Digger looks at the others sitting at the table to see how they are reacting to the offer.

      Gladir tries again to convince them. “I cannot force any of you into taking on this quest. If you choose, you may leave now. However, I believe the gods sent you to help us regain the throne and save our people from the Haviri. I trust you will make the right decision for yourselves. I will leave you to discuss with each other. I’ll need your answer when I return. Time is of the essence.” He gets up and strides over to the bar, striking up a conversation with the barmaid who is wiping down the counter.

      

      Dr. Kaplan actually did get up from the table and walked to the other side of the room where there was a cabinet in the corner. He opened the doors and focused on the contents, while those of us at the table looked at each other blankly.

      “I don’t know what we need to discuss. I mean, obviously we are going on the quest or else why are we even here?” Xander rolled his eyes and shook his head.

      Lily pointed out that there might be another option. “I don’t know. Maybe we get to choose between doing this quest and doing another one? Remember that young man that said something about a treasure? Maybe we could opt to do that instead? Might be less dangerous.”

      “What’s the fun in less danger? Of course, what I don’t get is why we can’t kill anyone. I thought the whole point of role playing was getting to kill your enemies? Maybe we can at least kill some monsters in that treasure hunt. I’m gonna vote for that one.” Darrak pounded his fist into his other hand with excitement.

      “Are you kidding? The Heart thing is clearly the quest we’re supposed to go on. Otherwise, Dr. Kaplan spent a whole lot of time on a backstory that was completely wasted.” Xander was clearly in Camp Heart Quest. “What about you two? You haven’t said a word this whole time?”

      All eyes turned to Irsina and me. We looked at each other, terror at having the attention on us evident on our faces.

      Irsina cleared her throat. “I believe the treasure is merely a distraction. The Heart quest seems more in tune with our goals, assuming we are all looking to find healing.”

      “Two to two. Looks like you’re the tiebreaker, Amelia.” Xander pointed directly at me and my breath caught in my throat.

      “Alanna,” Irsina corrected, coolly.

      “Whatever. Alanna, then. So which one do you vote for?”

      With all eyes on me, my stomach clenched and my throat closed. I simultaneously felt like an elephant was sitting on my chest and like I was going to throw up. I swallowed several times, looking at my lap to avoid all those eyes looking at me expectantly. I began rubbing my hands up and down my thighs, rocking slightly as I attempted to calm myself enough to say something. Anything.

      Sitting next to me, Irsina was the only one that could see my hands furiously moving. Without saying a word, she reached over and placed a gentle hand atop mine. This simple gesture startled me at first, then I felt the tension melt away. My muscles relaxed and my breathing slowed. My stomach still felt tight, but I was finally able to form one word. “Heart.”

      Xander clapped. “There you go. Looks like we’re going with the Heart quest.” He lifted one eyebrow at Darrak and Lily before turning to Dr. Kaplan in the corner. “Dr. Kaplan?”

      Dr. Kaplan turned back toward the table, a cube or box of some kind in his hands. As he took his seat, placing the mystery object behind his screen, Irsina squeezed my hand before returning hers to her lap. I appreciated the gesture, feeling slightly less alone. But at the same time, I felt uncomfortable that she saw the need to comfort me.

      Lily and Darrak didn’t seem too bothered that we wouldn’t be going after the treasure. I suspected that Darrak had only wanted to annoy Xander, and Lily had only been pointing out that there were other options. Xander had a satisfied smirk on his face that almost made me wish I’d chosen the treasure, just so he wouldn’t get his way. However, it really did sound like the right quest for our purpose. I know my heart certainly needed to find its destiny.

      “Well. Now that you have chosen your quest, let’s get you outfitted for your journey.” Dr. Kaplan had us pull out our character sheets and told us to find the space that said “Inventory” so that we could fill it in.

      We spent the next twenty minutes dividing up the weapons, food, spells, and other things that “Gladir” had for us.

      

      Gladir holds out an empty iron box. “Last, but not least, is the case in which you will carry the Heart of Destiny. First, you will need to retrieve the Heart from within the Bardriklif Stronghold.”

      Xyrren interrupts, “Hang on. You didn’t say we were going to have to retrieve the Heart. I thought you had it.”

      “Did I forget to mention that? My mistake.”

      “That’s a pretty big thing to ‘forget.’ Why don’t you have it if it belongs to your family?”

      “What difference does it make?” Digger does not seem bothered about the idea of retrieving the Heart of Destiny from a stronghold.

      Xyrren turns his attention to Digger, angrily. “The difference between simply protecting a family artifact and stealing said artifact. If we are stealing it from someone, they will surely come after it.”

      Gladir does his best to dispel this concern. “Not to worry. Once you have the Heart, place it inside the case to help shield it from detection. It needs to be with one of you at all times, but you can trade it amongst you throughout the journey as necessary. Remember to protect it, and that means protecting yourselves as well. Without killing.”

      He looked pointedly at Digger, who held up his hands with a “What?!”
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        * * *

      

      “That will be all for today. We will meet again next week and your quest will begin. I look forward to seeing how things progress, and I hope you do, too.” Dr. Kaplan stood and opened the door that led to the waiting area.

      We gathered our things and made our way to the hall, where we waited for the elevator. Lily and Darrak discussed what they thought might happen next week, while Xander impatiently tapped his foot and checked his watch at least five times before the door opened. Irsina and I tried to fade into the background. This whole thing was proving to be just as difficult as I thought it would be. How would I make it through ten more weeks?
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      When I got home I was greeted by Dexter, frantically dancing at the door. Scooping him up and grabbing his leash, I didn’t bother taking off my shoes or jacket. I knew that once I sat down, I wouldn’t want to get up again.

      Setting Dexter in the grass, I looked around to make sure none of my neighbors were about. For some reason the older woman in 2B loved to come out and have a chat while I waited for Dexter to do his business. I supposed she was lonely. I never saw them receive visitors, and she and her husband were always home. Occasionally, I’d see a grocery delivery van, but I’m pretty sure they didn’t have a car. Honestly, I sort of envied them that they didn’t have to leave their apartment unless they wanted to.

      Sure enough, I’d only been out for a few seconds when I heard the door at the top of the stairs open and out came Mrs. Carver. She sidestepped down the stairs, holding onto the rail. I kept an eye on her as she descended, always worried that she would fall down the stairs and break a hip. I really didn’t want to have to call nine-one-one. Phone calls were not easy for me. I thought it was high time they got a place on the ground floor, but they had lived in 2B for as long as I’d lived here and I suspected they were there to stay.

      By the time she got to the bottom, Dexter was done with his business and “reading the daily news” as my mother liked to say. As he sniffed around, I waited patiently for Mrs. Carver to join me. I always felt so awkward when she came out. It was clear she’d been watching out the window, waiting for me to bring Dexter out so she could leap on me like a panther.

      “Alanna, dear! You’re home early. Don’t you work at the library on Thursdays?” Yes, Mrs. Carver had my schedule memorized. There was even one time when I called in sick, and when she didn’t see me leave for work, she came knocking to see what was wrong. When I told her I wasn’t feeling well, she offered to bring me soup. Which, of course, I declined. She brought some anyway. Of course.

      “Hi, Mrs. Carver. I had to change my schedule a little. I’m working half days on Thursdays and Saturdays now so that I can go to a weekly appointment on Thursdays.” While I always felt awkward with her, I couldn’t help smiling. She meant well and was always more than kind to me.

      “Oh, that’s so nice of the library to adjust your schedule like that. What sort of appointment do you have that meets weekly? Are you taking a class? I’ve always wanted to learn to paint. But this arthritis makes it impossible to hold a paintbrush. They have classes at the senior center, you know? But I can’t leave Carl or he’s bound to burn down the whole complex.” This was typical of Mrs. Carver. She would ask a question, then frequently follow a trail of thought without pausing to get the answer.

      I was okay with this arrangement. She continued to prattle on about hobbies and her husband’s new love of cooking, which wasn’t actually very good, and he must have lost all his tastebuds because he always used too much pepper. I could nod and smile at the appropriate times, but didn’t really need to say anything at all. It was as if Mrs. Carver had a word quota for each day, and when she caught sight of me, she knew it was her chance to spew them all out before going back to her apartment. I think she and her husband had run out of conversation and she just needed to feel heard.

      Dexter began pulling on the leash toward the stairs, ready to go back inside and curl up on his blanket. I didn’t blame him. It was a little chilly out. “Mrs. Carver, I think Dexter wants to go back inside where it’s warm. Can I help you back to your door?”

      She gave a small start at my words. “Of course, of course. You should get him a sweater so he doesn’t get so cold. I would knit him one, but this darn arthritis.”

      All the way to her door, she talked. I held her elbow to keep her steady as she slowly made her way up the steps. When we reached her door, she looked somewhat disappointed. She sighed and opened the door. She took my hand in both of hers and looked me in the eyes. “Thank you, dear, for humoring an old woman. I know you’ve got much better things to be doing with your afternoon off.”

      “Not really. I don’t mind.” Sure, it was a lie. But I certainly couldn’t tell this sweet woman that I’d rather be alone. Thankfully, Dexter pulled on the leash again and we continued up the next flight of steps to our apartment just above the Carvers. I heard her door click shut as I opened my own.

      Inside, Dexter made a beeline for his water bowl and I hung my jacket and keys on their hooks by the door. I took off my shoes and shuffled into the kitchen to make a sandwich. The silence surrounding me felt comfortable and safe. Mrs. Carver may have a quota of words to say, but I had certainly surpassed my quota of words and noise to listen to.

      I had a TV, but rarely turned it on, preferring the silence. After a long day of filtering the noise of the world, I needed a break from it. With my sandwich on a plate, I moved to the sofa and tucked my feet under me. Breathing a sigh of relief, I closed my eyes and just listened to the quiet.

      Only, it wasn’t completely quiet. It never is when you live in an apartment. Sharing walls with the neighbors brings muffled conversations, muted and indistinguishable, but noise nonetheless. I could hear a TV next door. A baby crying. And shouting.

      It sounded like the Baileys upstairs were at it again. It never failed that toward the end of the week there would be shouting matches between the young couple. At the beginning of the week, they were fully in love. Or lust. There were nights when I chose to sleep on the sofa in the living room because the sound of their lovemaking would keep me up. But come Wednesday, the sounds were much less loving.

      Their shouting brought back memories of my parents fighting when they were still together. I never heard them be loving to one another, though surely they were at some point seeing as they had three kids. When the Baileys started shouting, I would put in my earbuds to play calming instrumental music and pull out my laptop.

      Yvonne had suggested early on in our sessions that I should journal my feelings and reflect on my cognitive distortions. So often the shouting brought out old pain and feelings of helplessness. I would journal about it and try to remind myself that the shouting of my youth, just like the shouting upstairs, had nothing to do with me, even if my brain tried to tell me it did.

      That day I focused my journaling on the Quest session.

      Today we started our quest. Apparently, we are going to be transporting some sort of magic heart to a town and need get it there within five days without killing anyone along the way. I don’t know how this is going to work. Xander won’t listen to anyone, Darrak seems to find joy in agitating him, Lily just wants everyone to get along, and Irsina and I barely say anything. I’m not sure how we will work together. And Dr. Kaplan sat and watched while Darrak and Xander argued. Isn’t he supposed to lead us? Or is it like when Yvonne won’t tell me what I should do and wants me to come up with the answer? That’s so frustrating. How do I know what the right answer is unless someone tells me? It’s why I like working at the library. There’s an organization system that tells you where things go. There’s a right answer. I don’t like it when people say there is “no right answer.” There has to be, doesn’t there? Otherwise, how do you make a choice? If we are doing this quest and one of us makes the wrong choice, won’t that hurt our chances of succeeding? Let’s say someone decides to head one direction and it turns out to lead us into a trap? Wouldn’t that be a wrong answer? I mean, I realize we can’t know that going in, but surely we should be able to find clues to point us in the right direction?

      Ugh! I don’t know if this is going to work. I know that Yvonne thinks this will help me face my anxiety, but I think it’s making things worse. All I see is that I freeze up every time attention is turned to me. I can’t talk and I can’t think. I’m sure they all wish I wasn’t there. I’m probably going to ruin the whole thing.

      I know, I know, that’s a cognitive distortion. I cannot read their minds or predict the future. But I can’t see it going any other way.

      About the only hope I have is that Irsina seems to sympathize with me, or maybe it’s pity. Her hand on mine calmed me almost immediately. I’m glad I sit next to her and not Xander. He intimidates me.

      After writing for a while and feeling like I was going in circles, I closed my laptop and the music through my earbuds stopped. Listening carefully, I noticed that the shouting had stopped, thankfully. I moved to my reading chair and picked up the book I had been reading, opening to the bookmark. Losing myself in a story sounded much better than replaying the mistakes I’d made throughout the session. At least I didn’t have to go back for a week.

      

      Unfortunately, the week went by faster than most. This always happened with the changing of the seasons at work. Not only did we have our usual duties, but we added in changing out displays throughout the library.

      I was assigned to pull books and create a display for a fantasy theme. Julie, my supervisor, knew I had a talent for knowing the books that patrons would love but couldn’t often find on their own. I knew there were books that might not get all the flashy attention, but had incredible heart. Those were the books that I was drawn to the most. It was one of the few things I was confident that I did well.

      It didn’t take me long to find more than enough books to fill the display. The hardest part was stopping myself from sitting down to read them or check them out for myself. I’d started to place The Woods Out Back by R.A. Salvatore on the stack when a face appeared between the books from the other side of the shelf, startling me.

      “Ooh! Have you read that book? It was a favorite of mine in high school!” Evan had a knack for appearing out of nowhere. I think he enjoyed watching me jump.

      “Yes.” One-word replies were all he ever got out of me. Yet it didn’t seem to matter. No matter how hard I tried to project that I wasn’t a talker, Evan just kept talking.

      “I think Mickey, the leprechaun, is my favorite character. Did you read the sequels? So good!” Even when I didn’t reply, it didn’t matter. “I love the thought that there could be fairy circles out there that can transport you to an adventure. Wouldn’t it be cool to be swept into another world like that?”

      I tuned out the rest of his monologue as I realized that was pretty much what I was about to face. Just like in the book, I would be swept into another world with fantasy characters I’d never met. I’d be working with those strangers to accomplish a goal (delivering a heart for us, repairing a sword for Gary) that wasn’t really relevant to the real world, but would hopefully leave me changed once the adventure was over, just like Gary. I did love the story, but had never entertained the idea that I could actually be living it. Even if it was just role playing.

      “…Don’t you think?”

      I realized that I’d completely missed whatever question Evan had asked me. Not that it would have mattered. I simply shrugged my shoulders and continued with my work, walking away as he shook his head.

      Most of my coworkers had long since given up on idle chat with me. I just wasn’t good at it. Occasionally, I could get into a deep conversation about the merits of a particular professional publication or the newest acquisitions, but ask me about the weather or a sport and all I could do was shrug. For some reason, such mundane topics would send me spiraling into anxiety. I’d worry that the other person would think I was stupid or wrong, so it felt safer to say nothing at all.

      I knew it didn’t make sense. But knowing that only made it worse. Eventually, my coworkers just worked around me. They talked to me about work, but nothing more. I guess they didn’t fill Evan in when he started and he was a slow study because he just didn’t give up, even after a year.
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