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INTRODUCTION



What Is a Tabletop RPG?


TABLETOP ROLEPLAYING GAMES (OR TTRPGS for short) can be so many different things. They are ways to explore worlds, they are storytelling tools, they are interactive experiences, and, to put it simply, they are games. Some of the most popular and common ones are Dungeons & Dragons, Pathfinder, and Fallout, just to name a few, but there are hundreds of games from major publishers as well as independent designers. Some are designed around exploring magic and fantasy worlds, and others are focused on science fiction or space travel; there are even games focused on everyday experiences that give you a chance to step into someone else’s shoes. TTRPGs give people a chance to live a different life and experience, to tell a story they might not have been able to before. I got into tabletop RPGs when I was in college, but my imagination and desire to be a hero and play in these stories started when I was way younger. I grew up watching the Star Trek television series and The Lord of the Rings cinematic trilogy, a bunch of different worlds that made me want to play in them and make my own stories. So I started writing books about fighting dragons and ogres with groups of heroes wielding magic weapons and riding mystical beasts. I originally thought I could only interact with these worlds as a writer or reader, but discovering tabletop roleplaying games really emphasized how wrong I was (in the best way).


There are so many ways to describe what TTRPGs are, and even I can describe only so much. However, this book will be your gateway to the world of tabletop RPGs and give you the basics about what it means to play a tabletop roleplaying game, what it means to run a session for one, and even what it means to make one because, yes, you can make one. Anyone can make a game; it takes creativity and hard work, but you can do it.


May the dice be ever in your favor, 
GABRIEL HICKS




TABLETOP RPG GAMES YOU MIGHT KNOW


Dungeons & Dragons ❋ Pathfinder ❋ Magic: The Gathering ❋ Settlers of Catan ❋ Root ❋ Monopoly ❋ Disney Villainous ❋ Bananagrams
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CHAPTER ONE



Getting Equipped for Adventure


BEFORE WE BEGIN, LET’S GET the vocabulary and equipment you will need to navigate the world of tabletop roleplaying games! This chapter will explain some of the rules and tools to help you get started telling amazing stories. We’ll get into how to tell those stories in later chapters! If you’re going on an adventure, you’ll need to be prepared for what type of adventure it is—you wouldn’t want to go camping without proper supplies. (I wouldn’t at least; you might be cooler than I am.) So, to help get you equipped, we’re going to learn about dice, your table, the roles of the narrator and the party, and character sheets!


Dice


Let’s start with dice. Dice in tabletop roleplaying games have varied shapes, sizes, and sides and are called polyhedral dice. Dice are so common that it’s probably harder to find tabletop games that don’t use dice than it is to find those that do. There are six basic types that are used in all the variations of tabletop games, but the most common is the six-sided die. You have probably used this die in board games like Yahtzee or Clue, but there are many other kinds you can use when playing tabletop games. Some games will involve all or a bunch of variable kinds of dice; others will have you use only one kind.


The distinct die types are named and recognized by how many sides they have. The most common ones you’ll use for gaming are the four-sided, six-sided, eight-sided, ten-sided, twelve-sided, and twenty-sided dice. Though something you will notice is that they’re usually called by a slightly different name, which is the letter D and the number of sides. For example, instead of saying “a four-sided die,” you would say, “a D4.” Then an eight-sided die is a D8 and a twenty-sided die is a D20! There are ten-sided dice, D10, that have digits in the tens, so they count for ten, twenty, thirty, and so on.







HISTORY CHECK!


There’s a history to the different types of polyhedral dice. The D6 is one of the oldest dice to exist. Historians have traced its use back to before 5000 BCE in a prehistoric game referred to as knucklebones. These dice were often made from wood, bones, and even clay. The D4 can be traced back to the royal game of Ur (also known as the “game of twenty squares”) from ancient Mesopotamia and were responsible for telling players where to move their pieces across the board. Both the D12 and D20 can be traced to Egypt, Greece, and Rome. Twelve- and twenty-sided dice from Egypt with letters of the Greek alphabet on each face have been found.





QUIZ


Guess the Die by Shape
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The Table


Adventuring parties come in all shapes and sizes. Many games have an average of four to six players, with one being the narrator, and these are the people who make up your “table.” Think about your favorite TV shows, movies, or video games where you have a group of adventurers all traveling and working together. They go on perilous journeys, fighting dragons, delving into dungeons, and maybe even trying to retrieve a lost gem that belongs to their dragon parent. You’d be surprised by the kind of stories people will tell, but they are fun! Your table is made up of the people playing those characters and the rules and guidelines that are established for that story with your special group. The storyteller, the party, you’re all part of the same table, and you work together to have the most fun you can.


Speak with a parent or older family member who can be your go-to “game guardian.” Your trusted adult should be there so if something goes wrong or you need someone to help, you can rely on them. They will help resolve any conflict so you can play the game together in the way you enjoy the most.


So you might be wondering, “Is there an ideal table size?” The good news is that the answer will change for everyone. Your table might change based on the game you’re playing, the story you want to tell, or even how you are feeling that day. If your two favorite people in the world are hanging out with you at your place, and you are happy to spend time playing a game together, then a table of three can be ideal!


The Narrator


Many TTRPGs need someone to narrate and guide their players (also known as the party, see section below) through the story. The story could be one they made up, or they could be following an adventure that was written by someone else (we’ll talk more about writing games here).


This role is often referred to as the dungeon master (DM), game master (GM), storyteller, or lore keeper, but there are plenty of other cool titles. If you’re feeling creative, you can even make up your own name with your group for this role at your table! In this book I mainly refer to them as the narrator.


Along with telling the story, a narrator also is often responsible for controlling additional characters for the party to interact with. These characters are called non-player characters, or NPCs. NPCs might be creatures, monsters, merchants, villains, or random townsfolk who, for some reason, like to challenge players to dance battles. This is your world, after all. NPCs are also known as non-party characters because they aren’t directly controlled by a member of the central party. This way the acronym, NPC, stays the same, but it helps the narrator, who is playing a bunch of characters instead of a main character in the party, feel like a player too.
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The Party


Everyone else at the table listens and reacts to elements of the story as a player character, or PC. Many people in the community also call them party characters because they are members of the direct party and the focus of the main story. Characters created by the party are usually the main characters, the heroes of the story. As a party member you are playing in this story and world with everyone else at the table. You’ll come up with your own backstory and create your character—most likely using a character sheet—and you’ll discover how your character is related to everyone else in the party. Do you and another party member want to make characters who are siblings, family members, or even married? What about best friends or enemies? Talk it through with the other people in your party, so when you’re playing in this world, everyone has an idea of what will be happening to start with.


Using the terms “party characters” and “non-party characters” at your table helps remind everyone that the narrator is just as important and as much of a player as everyone in the main party. When you’re playing tabletop RPG games, remember that you are all playing and creating the story together.


Character Sheets


Another thing you’ll hear about when you are getting ready to play a tabletop RPG is a character sheet. While almost every game’s character sheet is different, they all serve as a place to keep track of all the information about your PC. That information includes their name, how old they are, their abilities and skills, and even some extra-interesting background information, like they really enjoy pickles or they have a dog named Leopold.


Since they are sheets for characters, even NPCs sometimes have them too! If you’re the kind of narrator who likes to keep notes about all the details and backgrounds of your non-party characters, then these sheets are perfect for you. Not only will they help you keep track of who is who when you are telling your story, but you can also write down how the party met that character or even secret information the character might have to help the party on their journey. See here for a sample Character Sheet.


Now you’ve got your equipment, so let’s head out into adventure!
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ROLL FOR INITIATIVE


So, how can you play tabletop RPGs? Well, the two main ways are either playing in person or digitally. Many groups meet in person and share a physical table, while others use websites like Roll20, D&D Beyond, or Foundry to connect with their friends. These sites allow people to take all the tools they have at their physical table and share them in a digital space.


First, you’ll want to discuss with your friends whether having in-person or digital game night is better—or you can always do both! In person means you’ll get to share a fun table and have those moments where you simply just give someone a look. There’s nothing like a group of friends sitting together and being able to laugh with them right next to you. The value of a digital game means being able to play with anyone around the world! It’s one thing to play with people in your neighborhood, but it’s a whole different experience when you have friends in different states together. Remember that everyone has different schedules and responsibilities, so it is important to be flexible. You might decide to play in person, getting together for a specific gaming night, or maybe you are going to decide to have a weekly game or a game every other week, or maybe you all just play once a month. As long as you are thoughtful and include everyone in the decision, there is no wrong answer.


Next, be sure that all members of the group check in with their family about hosting or attending a game night. If you are playing digitally, ask your guardian to help you set up your account and make sure that you are playing with the correct people.


Don’t forget to check your school, local library, or game shop to see whether there are any gaming clubs you can attend after school. If not, it could be a great opportunity for you to start one and meet new friends.










INSIGHT CHECK!
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Game designer and author of this book, Gabe Hicks, shares his memory of his very first character. You will read more about Gabe as you go through this book and discover other Insight Checks!


• • • •


GABE: I played a fancy sorcerer! A character who had magic, but their magic is something they were born with and they got even better with it over time. I think the story was that his magic came from a dragon that gave him the gift when he was a baby for some reason and then he developed this magic as he grew up. His name was Cross. He was an elf, and he loved sweets, if I remember right. He eventually got dragon scales on his body and stuff because he was getting that much stronger. It was really cool.
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