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My big brother, West, had
this ability to make me feel wanted and loved in a way very few
ever had. It was never more plain to me than those first few times
he let me sit at the table with him and roll a character for the
campaign he ran with his friends. Ollie, Kurt, Mack, Joey, and Q
were lenient and sweet as I learned. They’d
been gaming together since before I was even born. Our dad taught
them but he never got the opportunity to teach me because he died
when I was two.

I felt like a burden during
early games, whispering to Ollie or Q, as they typically sat on
either side of me, to ask if I could do something before
approaching my very scary game master brother about my idea. Above
anything else, I didn’t want my brother to
think of me as dumb for not grasping things right away.

Looking back on it, I
realize I did a lot of things that he wouldn’t have allowed under normal circumstances. My brother and his
friends coddled me in order to include me when they didn’t have to.
They made my childhood, not only bearable but fun.

As we all got older, they became a
little stricter with the leeway I had in my characters. They
adhered closer to the rules, but still gave me some space to learn
and try things on my own. West still broke rules for me to have the
characters I wanted to play. An owl that was really an elven girl
under a curse? He did the math to make her playable as an owl with
modified hit points and stats until the curse broke. A sprite that
existed in the game only to trip up the players? My brother
embraced it. A half-demon, half-pixie rogue? Absolutely!

It was that last character
that became the group favorite. Zara was trouble from the moment
she met Alich, Ollie’s favored character.
Zara and Alich met long before the rest of the group joined forces.
In fact, Zara named Alich as he had no memory of who he was upon
their first meeting. For over a year they found themselves captives
of a demonic sorcerer.

She served as the
sorcerer’s slave, procuring ingredients and
money as his need for such things arose. Alich was an ingredient.
He had celestial blood coursing through his veins and that blood
was a potent component of necromancy and dark magic. It was only
when a weakened Alich began speaking to Zara in a tongue she didn’t
know that Zara became interested in the enormous blue-gray being.
Over time she learned the language, spotty as her understanding
was, she got the gist. Beyond that, she knew her master’s demonic
language and she knew the language of the commoners and thieves,
but not that of the fey.

Then came the day the
sorcerer found keeping Alich alive was worth less and less to him
as his stores of celestial blood grew. Zara helped her new friend
escape before the sorcerer could kill the weakened being and Alich
promised her safety if she came with him. She had never gone on an
adventure before, only snuck around and stole little things here
and there from town and between. Still, she’d grown to trust Alich and, against her very nature, took the
tiny dagger he fashioned for her and joined him on a
quest.

From there they met Xander,
played by Kurt. Xander was an orc with a bad temper and foul mouth.
He was a fierce fighter, though even dimmer than Zara, which she
found refreshing as she took her former master's words to heart
when he told her she was the dumbest being in existence. After
telling Xander of their goal to discover Alich’s true identity, which they believed they would find within a
cult to the north, he readily agreed to go along. He knew of the
cult and had his own grudge he’d like to settle against
them.

In the next town they happened across
an elderly human mage by the name of Holyoke, played by Q. He was a
blundering fool who failed more of his spells than he succeeded,
but mastering an art he was not qualified to even apprentice was
his deepest desire. He also agreed to join the cause as he
understood that order to be the holders of old magic tomes that
could guide him toward a better understanding of the magic he
wanted to learn.

Then came the duo the group had the
hardest time figuring out. Durian, played by Joey, was an elven
ranger who was as graceful and shadowy as a cat. While Gristle,
played by Mack, was much too small to be a dragon, but much too
large and scaly to be a halfling, though he looked like both. To
ask him about his origin would result in a different story each
time.

Once, he was born from an
egg that lay hidden in a shire and was later found by a childless
halfling woman who raised the tiny reptilian as her own,
encouraging him to take on her appearance as much as he could.
Another time his dragon father took kindly to a group of halflings
and protected them from outsiders. In the process, he fell in love
with the eldest inhabitant’s youngest
granddaughter, who was nearing thirty and requested a child with
her in payment for continued protection. Then again, there was the
time he said his dragon mother sat on a halfling adventurer and
found herself inexplicably impregnated with a furry egg a short
time later.

All we knew for certain was
that as graceful as Durian was, Gristle was not. He was loud and
messy, often knocking things over with his tail and getting his
beard in his own drink as well as the drinks of others.
Gristle’s grace came in the form of song.
He had a beautiful voice and caught the attention of everyone
nearby when he broke out his instrument.

Once they joined the troupe, we
continued on toward the temple, which was the last thing Alich
remembered before his imprisonment by the evil man who drained him
of his blood.

For years we got caught up
on side quests along the way and often found ourselves going way
out of our way to save some town or another. From time to time, I
found myself banished from the room as the boys adventured well
into the night with features of the pubs and inns we stayed at and
I was not permitted to have knowledge of. Ollie and I often used it
as an excuse to go make us all some food together as his character
was far too puritanical to partake in such debauchery himself. I
never knew what was going on during those rounds, I focused on
cooking with Ollie. He was a great cook and I wanted to learn but
my mom wouldn’t teach me anything about
it.

During our last game together, Ollie
and I took a break from the game while the rest of the guys set up
camp. We decided Zara and Alich both fell asleep as soon as camp
was ready and, in the meantime, the real-life group was in
desperate need of tacos.

“You’re getting too old to
hold the knife like you’re terrified of it, Lainey,” Ollie laughed
as I scowled at him.

“I am terrified of it. It’s
sharp. It’s not like the knives we have at home.”

“Sharp knives are safer to
use. You don’t need as much pressure, look,” he took the knife from
me and made quick even slices through the tomato I was no longer
holding.

“Who puts sliced tomatoes on
a taco?” I snapped as I grabbed the knife, “They need to be
cubes!”

He smirked,
“I was only showing you. You can cut the slices
into cubes.”

I scowled and shrugged as I went back
to chopping the ripe red tomato my own way. I side-eyed Ollie and
watched him put some onion, peppers, and butter in the pan, cooking
them for a few minutes on low heat before adding ground beef and
pulling down a handful of spice jars his mom kept under the kitchen
cabinets with magnets.

“I want to see what you’re
putting in there,” I whined.

He moved over and motioned
me to his side, “Paprika, doesn’t pack a
lot of punch, but adds a little color and depth to the flavor.
Cumin…”

“It smells like West’s
shoes…”

“I will take your word on
that… It tastes good, I’ve always put it in and you’ve never
complained before,” he said with a laugh. “Now, Cumin is a seed
that’s ground up. It adds that traditional kind of weight to the
flavor of American tacos. Mexican Oregano can amp that weight up,
but I don’t have any, so…”

“Can’t we use regular
oregano?” I asked pointing to another jar.

“Technically, yes, but we
aren’t going to because I said so,” he shook his finger at me and I
smiled.

He went through each spice and herb,
telling me why he was adding it and how much. I have never seen him
use a measuring device in my life, he just picked out a pinch by
fingers to his thumb. Three fingers of cumin, two of paprika, four
of garlic, two of salt twice with a taste between, three of pepper,
and so on.

We mixed up some tomato
sauce with rice vinegar and dried ghost pepper, which made me cough
when I accidentally breathed in as he opened it up. My feeble
attempt to cover the tears in my eyes from the potent pepper up my
nose and down my throat met with a peal of raucous laughter from my
brother’s best friend, “Get some milk,
it’ll help.”

I felt ill and put my head down on the
table as he finished cooking the ground beef into the spices and
vegetables while he stirred the heating sauce with similar herbs to
create a homemade taco sauce. When everything was almost done, he
turned to see me cutting up lettuce then laying out taco shells on
a baking sheet to warm in the oven then getting bowls of cheese and
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