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			Introduction: Session 0

			This is going to be a game I play forever, I thought to myself midway through my first ever Dungeons & Dragons session. It’s going to change my life. As a queer nerd who’d been deeply invested in geekery since a very early age, I’d read many a fantasy book, watched many a fantasy film and series, and played many a fantasy game. But D&D was unlike any game I’d ever played before – my character could be exactly the character I wanted, full of magic and might; I could become and be my character (and vice versa) through the art and fun of roleplaying; I could make a difference in-game when in real life it often feels like I’m powerless and unable to influence change; I was collaboratively telling an absorbing, action-packed story with my friends, while laughing and joking along the way. I was part-improv actor, part-scriptwriter, part-adventurer, part-audience member. And it was nothing short of a revelation. 

			When I received the Player’s Handbook as a Christmas gift – a large, hardback book that delves into the inner workings of this immersive, tabletop roleplaying game – and despite being in the tail end of my 20s, I laboured over it like I did the guide that came with Pokémon Blue as a 7-year-old, or over the World of Warcraft manual that came with the box in my teens. Although, by that point, I’d read through the Basic Rules and had played countless sessions, I was hungry for more; to devour any new information I could, and to simply engage with my newfound passion. To boot, the pages were peppered with incredible artwork that featured so many compelling and varied people, places, classes, spells, items – things that, to me, were completely and utterly cool.

			After making short work of the Player’s Handbook, I conjured up even more character concepts, looked at other people’s art and creations online, commissioned artists to create bespoke character art for my characters, followed and religiously read forums where the seasoned players hung out, delved into the fun and frivolity of actual plays like Critical Role, brainstormed a multitude of campaign ideas and storylines, created and illustrated my own items that could be used by anybody in any campaign, spoke to anyone who showed the faintest bit of interest in D&D – all on top of actually playing the game. My initial suspicions that D&D would be a game I’d treasure and be positively impacted by were quickly proven true.

			My story of falling hard and fast for Dungeons & Dragons is by no means unique; it feels as if it’s actually the more common experience. It’s not hard to understand why, either. In a world that often feels devoid of magic, Dungeons & Dragons offers everybody the opportunity to tap into something extraordinary and magical, to go on adventures in mystical worlds with mighty friends, and to feel a whole spectrum of emotions – including a bucket ton of joy. In my mind at least, Dungeons & Dragons can be an incredible (and incredibly fun!) hobby for all folks: it’s imaginative, creative, freeing, engaging, social, silly and serious – it’s all of these things, and absolutely anything else you want it to be too. 

			But what also struck me during my first few D&D sessions was the game’s potential for queer people in particular. By its very nature, D&D provides you with the ability to create the worlds you want to create, and gives you the freedom to be whoever you want to be in those worlds. Similarly, the game can be a playground to trial or test aspects of queerness if you so wish. I myself have inevitably played with and revelled in different aspects of sexuality and gender with my characters – from my ursine, wild man asexual druid to my gay tiefling warlock who’s haunted by the untimely death of his husband, to my pansexual non-binary tiefling wizard who utilises their tarot skills to make ends meet in an unforgiving city. After speaking with friends and hearing about others’ experiences, it quickly became apparent that so many other folks played with, explored, and leant into queerness when playing D&D. It felt like such an interesting phenomenon worthy of celebration – and utterly deserving of a closer, longer-form look.

			In They Came to Slay, I’ll be taking the reins as Dungeon Master, guiding you through. And don’t worry; you’ll also be introduced to and hear from myriad other folks on this adventure. But do bear in mind, their (incredible) stories are just the tip of the iceberg – there’s a hugely vast number of other LGBTQIA+ D&D experiences out there. 

			First, I’ll lead you through a history of Dungeons & Dragons, through to the contemporary game we play today. We’ll then consider how queerness is more prominent in and around D&D in the present day, and what’s contributed to the shift in the game’s longstanding image. We’ll also explore how certain gameplay elements lend themselves to queer play, exploration, and joy – on top of discussing queer homebrewed and fan-made content, which has also helped to shift the game’s image. In the book’s penultimate chapter, we’ll take a tour of some problematic elements in D&D’s history – a necessary step if we are to have a rounded, nuanced look at the game – before looking to the future and the untold queer possibilities resting in the Forgotten Realms and beyond. 

			Journey with me, adventurer, on this exciting quest for knowledge. If you haven’t already, make sure to don comfortable armour and pack enough rations – you’ll certainly need them. 

		

	
		
			 

			Part One: Here be dragons – and queers

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 1: A potted history of Dungeons & Dragons 

			The story begins in a world spoilt by war, corruption, and greed: the world is planet Earth. The planet’s humans have short, frantic lives; in a blink of an eye, it’s over – gone. And what makes day-to-day life on this world even worse is its punitive economic system, forcing the vast majority of them to toil nearly every day, else they’d be rendered homeless, without necessary shelter or sustenance. But, despite the barbaric way of life imposed upon them, humans are also an inventive and creative lot, producing a slew of beautiful art, and many enjoyable pastimes and games – all of which make life more bearable. It’s games in particular, though, that have helped humans to play, imagine, discover, experiment, and bond in ways that weren’t normally possible in ordinary life. 

			In the year 1969 A.D., when the first humans stepped on the moon, another event took place: two men, Dave Arneson and Gary Gygax, met each other. Minnesota-residing Arneson, a student and part-time security guard,1 and Gygax, a Wisconsin-based insurance underwriter,2 crossed paths at Gen Con – a wargaming convention held in Gygax’s town of Lake Geneva.3 Their preferred pastime of simulating battles with figurines and mats on tables was and is by no means an unusual thing for humans; war is entrenched in their psyche, and, in many ways, remains a part of everyday life. 

			After losing his insurance underwriting job,4 Gygax began creating sellable games while cobbling shoes, as to ensure he, his wife, and his children wouldn’t become homeless or without food themselves. Most notably, in 1971 A.D., he produced a wargame with friend and game designer Jeff Perren called Chainmail. Back in Minnesota, Arneson played numerous wargames – including Chainmail – repeatedly with friends and fellow local gamers, but he had the idea of combining and also expanding various aspects of the games he played, and making his own additions, changes, and improvements along the way. He also affixed a deeper, richer level of both fantasy and immersion; explorable dungeons, magical objects,5 a character experience system6 – and, in the process, created something new entirely, which he called Blackmoor. While his players traversed the many dangers and dungeons of Blackmoor, Arneson also acted as the lead storyteller for the game, helping to advance the plot and action in real-time. 

			Arneson, excited by Blackmoor and its potential, drove his 4-wheeled land vehicle (a ‘car’) to Lake Geneva in 1972 A.D. and introduced the game to Gygax.7 He, too, shared Arneson’s excitement. They paired up to co-develop it into an even newer game that could be played and enjoyed by people all across the Earth (after paying a handful of coin, of course). It was Gygax, though – arguably the more pragmatic of the two – who turned Arneson’s scrappy eighteen pages of initial hand-written notes and ideas into a fifty-page, followable guide for overseeing and playing their new game.8 While typing the pages on a proto-computer (a ‘typewriter’), Gygax playtested the game with local friends as well as two of his children, Ernie and Elise. Legend has it, it was Cindy, another of Gygax’s children, who helped her father to settle on the new fantasy game’s name: ‘Dungeons & Dragons’.9 

			Dungeons & Dragons didn’t excite the game publisher it was pitched to,10 so in order to get the game out into market, the company Tactical Studies Rules (aka ‘TSR’), was originated by Gygax and fellow human and wargamer Don Kaye in 1973 A.D.11 With limited coin – around $2,400, according to the myths12 – TSR released Dungeons & Dragons in 1974 A.D.13

			The core concept of Dungeons & Dragons, both then and now, is this: the Dungeon Master gathers a party of brave adventurers and places them in a mystical world. To navigate these worlds, players create characters via character sheets, fleshing them out with unique names, backstories, and appearances, on top of choosing races – like dwarves and elves – and character classes – such as a deft rogue or a holy knight known as a ‘paladin’. Unless their character dies and a new one has to be created, each player controls one character per campaign, and a ‘campaign’ is a series of sessions that could be as short as a dozen of games, or as lengthy as over one thousand games. What each character is capable of during a campaign is largely determined by the ability scores on their character sheets – with Strength, Dexterity, Constitution, Wisdom, Charisma, and Intelligence being the main abilities – as well as luck; rolling the dice reveals how hard a sword swings, how successful or unsuccessful they are when attempting to bend the iron bars of the cage they’re trapped in, and so on. Through roleplay, the players co-operate to complete their heroic quests, forging connections and deepening their friendships meanwhile – and perhaps learning about themselves, too, as they gain experience and power. Every step of the way, the Dungeon Master helps narrate and advance the story, often making their own dice rolls to determine how monsters, creatures, and other people that inhabit the world retaliate or respond to the adventurers. Together, the players and Dungeon Master tell an immersive and truly epic story – perhaps over a span of several years. Considering humans’ taste for stories, adventure, and battle, it wasn’t long until the game was played by many humans – particularly, at the time, young men – who wanted more excitement than the human experience could offer them. 

			By the 1980s, Dungeons & Dragons was a fully-fledged worldwide cultural phenomenon, with kids and adults alike playing when their oppressive schooling or work hours allowed. TSR’s financial figures reflected the game’s immense popularity, earning revenues of millions upon millions of coin.14 Come the ’90s, the game took a major downturn, competing against new competitors appearing in the tabletop gaming market; the advancement and proliferation of video games – a medium that allows humans to see colourful, exhilarating worlds on television and computer screens rather than in their minds; and, by 1997, they also had a mountain of unsold books and debt.15

			On its deathbed, TSR was purchased in 1997 by Wizards of the Coast16 – a game publishing company that released Magic: The Gathering a few years prior; a collectable, fantasy-based card game that whipped up immediate interest and amassed much profit. Their earlier successes meant they had enough coin to resurrect the game and brand once more. By updating the game with new materials – as well as introducing the Open Gaming License (OGL) which allowed fans to publish their own fan-made D&D content and make coin from it themselves – it caused veterans to return and new players to try D&D, thus causing the brand to live another day. 

			But it was in the year 2014 A.D. that Wizards truly struck gold, thanks to the release of D&D’s 5th edition, known as ‘5e’; a rules system that many argue is simpler and more accessible. It also attracted a swathe of first-time players who defied the entrenched stereotype of what a D&D player looked like. Technological advancements, too, aided D&D’s second wind – social media platforms like Twitter further carved out a broad, digital community of players, and streaming platforms like Twitch where viewers could watch others play D&D caused newbies to realise how stimulating, joyous, and rewarding the game could be. 

			In the present day, Dungeons & Dragons is beloved by many of Earth’s inhabitants – and is more popular than ever. According to Wizards’ infographic covering 2020, Dungeons & Dragons has had more than fifty million players to date, that is growing by the year.17 But there’s a specific segment of humans who play, value, and find solace in the game, that I haven’t yet mentioned in this short history of humans and D&D: LGBTQIA+ folks. Throughout this book, I’ll often be using ‘queer’ as an inclusive umbrella term for all LGBTQIA+ folks, encompassed in Bonnie Ruberg’s book Video Games Have Always Been Queer. In this sense, ‘“Queer” has meant different things at different times and to different people. This speaks to the word’s changing nature and multivalent meaning. […] Today, “queer” is used in two distinct yet interrelated senses. At its most basic, queer serves as an umbrella term for people and experiences that do not conform to mainstream norms of gender and sexuality. By this definition, queer encompasses all of the identities described by the acronym LGBT (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender) and many more, including genderqueer, asexual, and intersex—though not everyone in these categories self-identifies as queer.’18 

			When it comes to Dungeons & Dragons, queer nerds have always played at D&D tables – and also worked in a professional capacity on and around the game. And just like their straight, cisgender counterparts, they’ve created and played many a horned tiefling and ethereal elf, many a rakish ranger and wicked warlock. But since the 2010s onward, the queer dice-rolling, magic- and might-wielding contingent have taken up more and more space in the overall D&D community. When browsing the nerdier parts of social media sites, watching various actual plays on sites like Dropout.tv and Twitch, and seeing the kind of folks Wizards are inviting to things like streamed one-off D&D sessions (one-shots) and podcasts, it’s apparent that LGBTQIA+ D&D players are more represented, visible and included than ever before. This is a cause for celebration – marginalised people being seen, heard, and valued is crucial, considering the human race’s ongoing mistreatment of ‘the other’. But how did this shift – especially considering Dungeons & Dragons’ longstanding image as a game played by straight, cis men – occur?  

			This is most curious, and poses many, many questions. What, specifically, has contributed to greater queer representation, visibility, and inclusion in the overall D&D community? Is it the queer D&D-playing community themselves? Is it the internet? Wizards of the Coast? Or is it a mixture of all these things? And what makes Dungeons & Dragons alluring to queer folks, anyway? Can the game be a sandbox for queer play, experimentation, joy, and more? With the right group, can exploring and revelling in queerness be safer within these game worlds than in the physical realm of Earth? 
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