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      I had been the only girl at the table for six years before I did anything about it, which is either a long time to sit on a fantasy or exactly the right amount of time to build one properly. I have always been a person who builds things properly.

      We played every other Thursday in Sam’s finished basement, the same five of us for six years, longer than two of my actual relationships and considerably more committed. There was a routine to it I loved with my whole heart: the drive over with a bag of dice I didn’t need and the snacks I’d promised to bring, the descent into a basement that smelled like old carpet and candle wax, the character sheets gone soft at the folds from a campaign we’d been running for three years. Sam ran the game. Sam had run every game; he was the kind of man who built worlds in spreadsheets and then wept, genuinely, the night he had to kill an NPC we loved. Across from me sat Pax, who had read every rulebook ever printed and would halt the entire table to litigate whether a thing was technically legal, beloved and insufferable in precisely equal measure. To my left sat Donnie, who was enormous and gentle and played a barbarian as a form of personal therapy, who hugged you hello and meant it every time. And to my right, in the chair he’d occupied for six years, sat Eli, who barely spoke and noticed everything, whose quiet I had spent six years trying and failing to read.

      I loved them. I want that on the record before anything else, because what I did I did out of love as much as anything, the specific love you develop for people you have pretended to be elves alongside for a third of your adult life. We had seen each other through layoffs and breakups and one divorce and the long bad winter of Donnie’s dad. We had a group chat that never went more than a day silent. They were, in the unglamorous and actual sense of the word, my people.

      And I wanted them. All four of them. That, too, for the record.

      It had crept up the way the best wants do, sideways, disguised as other things. It was easy to mistake, early on, for the ordinary static of being the only woman in a room full of men who liked you: the way Donnie’s hugs ran a beat past friendly, the way Pax argued with me specifically because he liked the way I argued back, the way Sam’s eyes found me across the table when something funny happened, checking I’d caught it, needing me to have caught it. The way Eli, who would not look at anyone, looked at me. Six years of it, low and warm and constant, a pilot light I kept insisting was only friendship, because friendship was safer and I did not want to blow up the best thing in my week.

      I could give you the evidence, if you wanted it, the way I gave it to myself for six years and called it nothing. The night Donnie’s dad was in the hospital and Donnie cried at the table and I held him and felt the size of him shaking against me and hated myself a little for the part that noticed. The running argument with Pax over a rules interpretation that went forty minutes one Thursday because neither of us would let it go, both of us bright-eyed and grinning, the closest thing to foreplay either of us had had in a year and both of us pretending it was about the rules. The way Sam’s hand would land on my shoulder when I pulled off something clever in the game, brief, warm, proud, gone before it meant anything. And Eli, across that table for six years, who looked away from everyone and did not look away from me, whose attention I felt on the side of my face like sun through a window all through every session and told myself I imagined. I did not imagine it. I know that now. I knew it then, too, in the place where you keep the things that are too good and too dangerous to take out and look at. I kept all of them there, the whole bright hoard, for six years, and I did not spend a single one, because spending one might cost me the table, and the table was the best thing I had.

      But I am, as I said, a builder, and you cannot stop a builder from drawing up plans in her head. I had drawn this one a hundred times, alone, in the dark, and it always came out the same shape, and the shape was this: all of them, at once, at that table, with me in the middle of it. Not a fumbling drunken thing. Not a mistake we’d agree never to mention. Something designed. Something with rules. Something I made, and then climbed inside of, and let happen to me exactly the way I’d built it.

      I just had to figure out how to hand it to them in a language we already spoke. And we did already speak one. We’d spoken it every other Thursday for six years. It had dice in it.

      The idea arrived whole the way the best ones do, no edges left on it. I was lying awake on a Wednesday, the night before a session, running the fantasy for the thousandth time, when the builder in me got bored of merely wanting it and began, idly, to stat it out. Initiative, I thought. You’d roll for initiative. Of course you would. You’d want to know who went first and you’d want it not to be up to you, and there was already a tool for making things not up to you, a tool all five of us trusted absolutely, a tool sitting in a velvet bag in my backpack on the floor. The dice did not care what I wanted. The dice had never once cared what any of us wanted — that was the whole terror and pleasure of them, that you built a character and loved her and then the dice decided whether she lived. I lay there in the dark and felt the fantasy click into the mechanism and lock, and I was wet before I’d finished the thought and grinning like an idiot at my own ceiling, because I knew, the way you know a good build the second it’s solid, that it would work.

      
      I spent the next two weeks building it the way I build anything, which is to say obsessively, in a shared document, with a header font and a table of contents I did not strictly need.

      I called it a one-shot. That was the cover and also the truth: a single self-contained session, set apart from the main campaign, the kind of palate-cleanser we ran sometimes when Sam needed a week off from running the big game. A one-shot has no consequences for the characters you love. A one-shot is a place to try a thing once. I wrote it up properly, with a title page, because presentation matters and because I wanted them to understand from the very first line that this was not a drunk idea, this was a designed object, this was me.

      The title page said one word, centered in the header font: Initiative. It was a joke and it was the truth, and it was the only word I trusted to carry both. Under it I put the line every one-shot wears beneath its name, the small italic hook: A self-contained session for four players. One objective. She is already at the table.

      Then the boxed opening, the read-aloud paragraph every module carries before the first die is touched, because that was the shape we knew and the shape would hold the part I could not say with my own mouth. You have sat at this table for six years, it read. You have rolled for doors and dragons and one another’s lives. Tonight you roll for the woman who has brought the snacks every other Thursday the whole time. She is the objective. The order is not yours to choose and not hers to grant; it belongs to the dice, in the open, highest first. What is done to her, and by whom, and when, the dice will say. She has written herself out of every decision in these pages but one, and that one she made the day she wrote them. Roll well. Roll honest. She built this for you. She built it for herself.

      The rules were the whole thing, and the rules were where I let myself be honest.

      Initiative first, because initiative
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