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The state—and even the nature—of tabletop role-playing games has changed so fundamentally since I wrote the first edition, I knew it was time to return to The No-Prep Gamemaster.

We passed through the fire of a pandemic and the stumbles of the owners of Dungeons & Dragons. Now, a new edition of the world’s most popular tabletop role-playing game has led numerous designers and smaller companies to release their own tabletop role-playing games.

The proliferation of online play and the rise of artificial intelligence are altering the experience of tabletop RPGs in ways I couldn’t have imagined when I wrote the first edition. Expectations placed on gamemasters by bloggers and YouTubers have only grown in the last six years.

Taking all of this into account, it is still my mission to reduce the workload of gamemasters. I want as many people as possible to experience the joy of tabletop role-playing games, and that means we need more gamemasters.

The first edition contained many errors and grammatical mistakes—for that, I am regretful. It was the first book of prose I had ever written and completed. However, that is not an excuse. I have endeavored to be more thorough with this edition.

I have also attempted to address the major criticisms of the book that I received over the years. Here are some examples:


●  “The book is too short.” – I have made it longer.

●  “The book is too long.” – All I can say is sorry.

●  “The book begins with a long-winded introduction.” – As I noted in the first edition, the Arcana section can be skipped if a reader wants more actionable GM tips.

●  “The book is bitter.” – It was never my intention to be bitter. However, I can see some of that in the text. I have tried to be more hopeful in this edition. (I did name a sub-heading “The Bitterness of the GM’s Soul,” which was unfortunate.)

●  “The book was written by a lazy person.” – Too true.

●  “The book adds more work to the gamemaster.” – I’m not sure exactly how readers drew that conclusion, but I have attempted to be clearer in this edition that I’m taking things off the GM’s plate.

●  “No-prep sessions are always bad.” – Simply not true. I’ve planned out sessions months in advance, and they have been terrible. Does that mean all no-prep sessions are awesome? No, they can be terrible as well. It’s more complicated than that.


The most egregious error in the book was an unforced one, and the full responsibility rests squarely on my shoulders. The “Don’t Set Dungeons in Stone” principle was placed in the Three Keys section.

That was a huge mistake. “Don’t Set Dungeons in Stone” is a tactic and should be placed in the Arrows in the Quiver section. It has now been moved to its proper place. Replacing it is a foundational key that most people overlook—including me. That key is experience, as I lay out in this new edition.

I’ve added two new subsections under the Use Technology or Not section, since the world has completely changed since the first edition was published. Now, I address playing online and AI.

Several of the topics included in Arrows in the Quiver may contain repetitive information because they were published elsewhere and have been gathered here. I hope the slight repetitions serve as reinforcements of the principles of a no-prep gamemaster.

In addition to the other changes, the Extras section was added. It is comprised of a glossary, something to lighten the mood, and reading and watching recommendations. I transcribed the books listed in the Dungeon Master’s Guide (1979) and the ones from the Player’s Handbook (2014) and Dungeon Master’s Guide (2014). I added more popular works and my favorites. Plus, I included an eclectic range of movies and TV shows for reference.

Any errors or omissions in this edition are completely my own—a flawed gamemaster and an even more flawed human being.

It is my sincere hope that this slim volume will help people across the globe and in all walks of life to have countless adventures with their friends and family while playing tabletop role-playing games.

Matt Davids

5-13-2025
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My intention with this small volume is to relieve the massive amount of pressure that is often placed upon gamemasters. It began as articles that I posted on my website, dicegeeks.com.

I gathered them here, expanded, and added to the content so the information and advice I share would be convenient for any who wish to improve their role-playing.

The book is organized into three sections: Arcana, Three Keys, and Arrows in the Quiver.

The Arcana section deals with my history and struggles with learning how to gamemaster, and why I decided to stop preparing for sessions. If you are looking only for practical tips, this section can be skipped.

The Three Keys section is the heart of The No-Prep Gamemaster. These short chapters provide the framework on which anyone can begin to gamemaster without preparation.

Arrows in the Quiver is a selection of tips and tricks that a GM can use at any time to cut down preparation time.

I hope that whoever reads this book will be inspired and empowered to run better campaigns. The advice contained here, coupled with the experience of running games, should make every gamemaster a No-Prep Gamemaster.

Matt Davids

8-5-2019
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The first tabletop roleplaying game session I ever GMed came the day after I played Dungeons & Dragons for the first time. I ran my mom through a simple dungeon. I didn’t know what I was doing. I only knew that D&D was the greatest game ever, and I had to play as much as possible.

Rules? I didn’t know the rules. Other than a few I had just learned (and distorted) from the night before. I decided any roll over a fourteen hit, but I didn’t have a d20. I wrote one through twenty on scraps of paper and had my mom draw them from my baseball cap. 

I didn't know how to lay out a dungeon. I didn’t know how to build tension. I didn’t know how to balance encounters. I didn’t know that being the gamemaster was a hard job that required hours of preparation, stress, and anxiety. 

I was nine years old, and all I knew was that TTRPGs were awesome. (I still have my childhood characters.)

Needless to say, role-playing games stirred something within me, and I took to them as if they had always been a part of me. I couldn’t stop thinking about D&D. I instantly became a dice goblin wishing to possess as many polyhedral dice as I could. I soon realized that there were other RPGs.

TABLETOP RPGS I’VE PLAYED

From the beginning, I began branching out. I wanted to be the hero in my favorite genres, and RPGs let me do that. Before long, I had played many different RPGs.

I continue to play Dungeons & Dragons, but I have also played Pathfinder 1E, Marvel Super Heroes, Star Frontiers, FASA Star Trek, West End Games Star Wars, Fantasy Flight Star Wars, Stars Without Number, Shadowrun, 13th Age, Avatar: The Last Airbender, G.I. Joe, Cyberpunk RED, most of the Palladium games, and more.

BECOMING A FOREVER GM

When I was young, I quickly found that if I wanted my friends to role-play, I needed to be the gamemaster. Why? Most of them had never even heard of a role-playing game. They had no clue how they worked. Little did they know I didn’t either—though I could draw on one or two experiences they didn’t have.

The problem became clear: I wanted to play more than they did. I was obsessed with RPGs, and they had just heard about them for the first time, so I needed to show them how the games were played.

Also, I had the books. One of the unwritten rules of TTRPGs is that he who owns the books is the GM. Why, I’m not sure. I guess because if you own the books, it’s assumed you’ve read them. However, in elementary school, I struggled with reading, and even though I owned the books, I hadn’t read them either.

I wanted to role-play, and my friends didn’t know anything about the games, so I became a gamemaster. I had no burning desire to be a gamemaster. I just wanted to play, and being the gamemaster meant I could play.

My initial naivety helped me in some ways and hurt me in others. Running a game right after I played for the first time taught me a valuable lesson: GMing doesn’t have to be a big deal. I didn’t have a plan. I didn’t have encounters mapped out. I just started playing. I thought anyone could be a GM.

At the same time, this hurt me because I thought GMing wasn’t a big deal. I believed anyone could run a game—and that they would have fun doing it. Of course, this isn’t always the case. The world works differently than my childlike mind could understand.

What happened was that I would run a game for a few of my friends. They would love it and heap praise on me—praise I didn’t deserve—and I would eat it up like cake. They would ask when we were playing next.

But over time, a deeper problem began to show itself. I would ask if anyone else wanted to run a game. They would say they didn’t know how. I would come back with, “I didn’t know how either.” I’d tell them they could try it out and learn how to GM.

I’d get the standard responses: they wanted to play more
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