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I
ntroduction

by MICHAEL CURTIS
If you were to ask the average person to define “a dungeon,” chances are they would describe 
a dark prison located beneath a medieval castle, a place where ill-kempt prisoners are chained 
to dank walls and a hooded executioner stands ready with his instruments of his trade. Ask a 
fantasy role-player to describe a dungeon and the results would be much different. 

He’d regale you with tales of subterranean labyrinths filled with fearsome monsters, deadly 
traps, and undiscovered caches of gold, jewels, and magic. A place frequented by daring 
heroes, wise wizards, and pious clergymen who hope to escape with both untold riches 
and their lives intact, if only to venture into its depths once again. And, while some of these 
traits would appear in the accounts of all fantasy gamers, it wouldn’t be long before you’d 
notice there were differences in these descriptions. The older gamers might tell of a place 

where logic seemed to have taken a holiday, a place where things didn’t always make sense and where anything – furniture, 
fountains, statues, floors, and ceilings – could kill you just as quick as the monsters. Younger gamers would describe a 
more rational place where a plausible ecosystem kept the monsters fed, each room and hallway had a purpose, and the 
creatures within were always just about equal in power to the adventurers who dared to enter. Both would be correct in their 
descriptions, as the older gamers remember the dungeon in its infancy, a time when it had yet to grow sensible and still 
reveled in the impetuousness and irrationality of youth. The younger gamers are more familiar with the dungeon that has 
grown more staid and plausible with the passage of time, losing some of its more outlandish traits to the slow march of time.

With fantasy role-playing now approaching its fourth decade of life, the dungeon is no longer the unexplored country it was 
in its youth. And, like any unexplored land, it has lost its wildness and unpredictability with the arrival of more and more 
people and the laws and rules that a population brings with them. The dungeon has been mapped and codified, rendered 
predictable with familiarity. It is no longer the Wild West or the lawless high seas. It can still be mysterious and dangerous, 
but the dew is off the rose. 

It is the purpose of this book to turn the clock back a bit, allowing the dungeon and its delvers a chance to revel in the fun 
and excitement of a younger time. It seeks to re-explore a time when the rules weren’t quite so well-defined, the sources of 
inspiration more varied, and the feeling that anything could be found in the dank halls beneath the ground still permeated 
the air. Collected within these pages are twenty-six of the classic trappings that the dungeon has accumulated since the 
birth of fantasy role-playing. While the twenty-six included within these pages are by no means a comprehensive collection 
of all the stereotypes associated with the dungeon, they are amongst those most commonly encountered by adventurers 
in their subterranean explorations.

In addition to collecting these classic dungeon elements in one easy-to-use sourcebook, this supplement also attempts to 
look at these overworked characteristics in a somewhat new light, turning the overly-familiar on its ear in order to challenge 
and entertain even the most hardened and experienced fantasy role-player. Whether you’re looking to build your first 
dungeon or your hundred-and-first, you’re bound to find something in these pages that will challenge both the adventurers 
and, more importantly, their players.

In order to get the greatest use out of this supplement, it’s best if you be willing to reenter the dungeon with an open mind. 
Forget for the time being everything you think you know about how to design a dungeon. Don’t allow yourself to be burdened 
with the shackles of plausibility and reality. The dungeon bows to neither of these. Deep within the depths of the earth, the 
rules associated with the sunlit lands do not always hold sway and the bizarre becomes the norm. So stop worrying and 
love the dungeon, no matter how odd or implausible it may seem. You might find yourself coming away with some ideas that 
could never have taken root in the more modern and mature dungeon of today.

How to Use this Supplement
On first glance, you’ll notice that this book is different from other fantasy role-playing supplements you might be acquainted with. 
Unlike most of the more recent gaming supplements, this one is not filled with stat-blocks, hard numbers, or new monsters and 
powers, that which is commonly referred to as “crunch.” The reasons for this are several.

First of all, the dungeon is a big place and there is a lot of ground to cover. In order to squeeze as much as possible into 
these pages, the author elected to concentrate more on the ideas than their implementation. Secondly, the role-playing 
game hobby has recently undergone some big changes. As a result of these, there are a number of different fantasy 
role-playing rule systems being embraced by gamers, even to the point where people are playing different versions of the 
same game. As such, to provide hard numbers for one system might make this book less useful to those playing another. 
Finally, as this book is heavily influenced by the gaming supplements produced in the hobby’s youth, a time when the rules 
were less strictly codified and much was left up to the interpretation of the individual referee, to weigh it down with hard 
numbers would be dismissive of it roots. No one knows your preferred gaming system, your players, the power levels of their 
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characters, or what your gaming group likes more than you, the referee. Adapt what you find herein to best suit your needs.

Rather than a collection of stats and ready-to-run encounters, this book provides you with the inspiration to create custom 
designed challenges and interesting locales to present to your players. As with most things in life, the more work you put 
into these encounters, the more reward you and your players will reap from them. But as most referees know, even the 
most well developed encounter is meaningless once the adventurers decide to wander off-script and start pursuing courses 
of action you hadn’t planned on. In times such as these, the referee often has to rely on his own quick thinking to keep the 
game flowing along smoothly and still entertain the players. To help in this matter, each of the twenty-six entries in this book 
is accompanied by a random table to allow the referee to quickly generate something for the characters to confront in the 
event they wander off the beaten path. When time allows, you can flesh out these encounters to more seamlessly work 
them into the overall dungeon canvas, but for the moment, it gives you more to work with than another empty 30’ x 30’ room.

As one last note, you will see mentioned within these pages that certain items or events have a probability associated 
with them based on dungeon level. This probability is based on the classic ten-level megadungeon complex, with 
the first level of the dungeon being roughly equal in power to a party of beginning adventurers and the challenge 
increasing the deeper the party descends. If you intend to use this supplement in the construction of a similar 
dungeon complex, you can use the dungeon’s actual level as the base for determining the probability for these 
events and encounters. If you’re constructing a dungeon for adventurers of higher power, it might be best to use 
the average power level of the creatures and challenges encountered on each section of the dungeon as the actual 
dungeon level when determining the probability of these events and encounters. Thus, if the first floor of the 
dungeon is filled with monsters roughly equal to fourth level in power, treat that level of the dungeon as if it had a 
dungeon level of four rather than one.

Introduction to the Third Printing
In the fall of 2008, I ran a weeklong series of posts on my gaming blog, The Society of Torch, Pole and Rope. Intended to 
be nothing more than a means for me to organize my thoughts about dungeon design and to identify the classic tropes 
of the dungeon crawl, the series was well-received by the old school gaming community and by those whose roots in 
the hobby are not quite as ancient. Amongst those readers impressed by my categorizing of dungeon phenomenon was 
Joseph Goodman, who approached me with an offer to turn the series into a game supplement. With nearly thirty years of 
involvement in the roleplaying hobby and dreams of becoming a professional game designer occupying a large portion of 
those years, I readily accepted and got to work turning the series into a fully fleshed-out book.

The Dungeon Alphabet was published in January of 2010 and immediately began attracting attention from gamers 
throughout the hobby. Regardless of what fantasy game they played or which edition they preferred, The Dungeon Alphabet 
had something to offer players of all stripes and quickly broke down the barriers we gamers are fond of erecting around our 
most beloved roleplaying title. Much faster than anticipated, the first printing of The Dungeon Alphabet sold out, making a 
second printing necessary. At the time, The Dungeon Alphabet was one of Goodman Games’ most successful publications, 
and interest in the book remains strong. Our story does not end there, however.

In 2011 at the North Texas RPG Convention, The Dungeon Alphabet was awarded the Three Castles Award. And while 
convention awards might seem a dime a dozen, the judges’ panel who deemed the book worthy of the trophy was not. 
Adjudicating that year’s award were Paul Jaquays, Tim Kask, Robert Kuntz, Dennis Sustare, and Steve Winter, five designers 
with more years’ experience in the field of game design combined than this author has seen of life. Having such luminaries 
in the industry believe The Dungeon Alphabet deserving of recognition was the culmination of a dream long deferred.

At the start of 2012, it was obvious a third printing of The Dungeon Alphabet was necessary. To commemorate that occasion 
and the winning of the Three Castles Award, Goodman Games decided to expanded the book and give me a few more 
pages to play with. I’ve continued to be active in the field of game design since The Dungeon Alphabet’s debut, writing 
several new books for Goodman Games and other RPG publishers. My continued participation in the industry has taught 
me a few more dirty tricks, introduced me to new sources of inspiration, and allowed me to keep building on the material 
first presented in The Dungeon Alphabet. Some of the strange fruit that grew from that fertile soil has now been harvested 
and added to this book, while other entries consist of material that had to be cut for space limitations the first time around. 
Regardless of where the new pages originated from, I think you’ll find it as interesting, entertaining, and inspiring as their 
previously seen companions. 

The dungeon is a vast and mysterious place, and even with more room to explore its contents, there is a finite limit to 
the amount of territory one can cover in a single book. I hope one day either I or another up-and-coming game designer 
writes a Dungeon Encyclopedia that gives the subterranean world the comprehensive coverage it deserves. Until that day 
arrives, however, The Dungeon Alphabet remains a valuable sourcebook for filling your dungeons with danger, tricks, and 
interesting inhabitants. Now, turn the page, get out your graph paper and dice, and start crafting your next fiendish dungeon!



An A-to-Z Reference for Classic Dungeon Design 5



6 The Dungeon Alphabet

A
is for Altars
Blood-stained or radiantly holy, altars 
are the thresholds separating the mortal 
from the divine. The site of ghastly rites 
or benign entreaties, altars lie in grand 
chambers decorated with religious artifacts 

and symbols, or in secret places far from the prying eyes of 
righteous inquisitors. To approach the site of an altar is to 
walk on ground sacred to a power greater than oneself, a 
risk that should not be undertaken lightly by adventurers. 
Like Statues, some altars possess strange powers that can 
reward the devout or smite the heretical. If the party seeks 
to thwart the plans of an evil sect, they can be sure that the 
final conflict will occur at the site of an altar; one surrounded 
by the suicidal minions and the fell servants of the cult.

How to Use this Table
To randomly determine what type of altar is found in the 
dungeon roll a d20 once to determine its appearance. Then 
either roll a 1d3 or choose a number between 1 and 3 to 
determine how many accoutrements are present on or near 
the altar. Roll that number of d20s to determine what is present. 
For example, the referee rolls a 9 on the first die, indicating the 
character discovers an altar covered in gold leaf. The referee 
decides to roll two more d20s to determine what is upon it. 
Rolls of 13 and 5 show that the altar is covered with an altar 
cloth and candelabras stand atop it. Since this altar is located 
on the third level of the dungeon, there is a 30% chance that 
it bears some special property. A d100 roll of 64 indicates that 
it has no special powers. Had the referee rolled a 30 or less, 
another d20 would be rolled to determine those powers.

Random Altar Generator

D20 
Roll

Appearance Accoutrements – Roll 1d3 times Special Properties - 10% cumulative 
chance per dungeon level

1 Crystalline or glass Large gong Spells cast while standing beside this altar are at 
increased power and/or effect.

2 White alabaster Twin braziers “Bolt from the blue” does electrical damage to non-
believers.

3 Bright scarlet with veins of 
silver Statue of god/goddess/saint Purifies any food or drink placed atop it.

4 Crudely fashioned wood Drapery hangs behind it Heals damage to anyone making an offering.

5 Plain stone stained with blood Covered with altar cloth Hidden compartment within contains ritual tools and 
vestments of exquisite make. Worth 1d6x100 gold.

6 Verdigris covered brass Offering bowl  (10% chance per level of 1d100 
coins in bowl)

Turns any liquid placed atop it into holy water (50% 
chance) or vile poison (50% chance).

7 Strong timber bound with metal Divination tools – joss sticks, augury bones, tiles, etc. Covers a concealed storage niche, shaft, or stairwell.

8 Rusted iron Decorated with bas-reliefs of heroes and saints Imbues believers with protection against normal 
weapons.

9 Covered in gold leaf (2d10x10 
gold value) Chains attached for securing sacrificial victims Performs divinations/auguries.

10 Constructed of bones Sacred texts - 10% chance of clerical scroll 
present Transmutes base metals into gold once per week.

11 Fired clay bricks Studded with gemstones – 80% ornamental/20% 
semi-precious Removes/bestows cure on person or object.

12 Pulsating living tissue Clerical stole Temporarily enchants items.

13 Iridescent alien metal Candelabras Inspires courage/bloodlust in those nearby.

14 Eroded limestone A humanoid head (artificial or real) Speaks.

15 Black basalt Pewter decanter and goblet Protected by magical barrier which only the faithful 
may cross.

16 Magically preserved ice Ceremonial headdress, circlet, or mitre Places a geas or imparts a quest upon those who touch 
it.

17 Solid light Censers or incense holders Restores all cast spells or prayers.

18 Stone slab held by preserved 
corpses Holy/unholy symbol Resurrects the dead (one-time only).

19
Giant animal covering: turtle 
shell, beetle carapace, crab 
exoskeleton, etc.

Ritual scourge/sacrificial knife Defended by supernatural guardian (elemental, golem, 
deva, demon/devil, etc.).

20 Natural stone carved in the 
likeness of a great beast Bells Causes alignment change to those who attempt to 

defile it.
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A
is also for Adventurers
Wherever there are dungeons, there are adventurers, brave, foolish, and greedy, seeking to probe their 
mysteries and return laden with treasure. Some emerge from the night-black depths victorious, but 
many are never heard from again. And even though the odds remain stacked against these eccentric 
bands of would-be heroes and depraved marauders, there is no shortage of fools eager to join their 
ranks.

Many adventuring bands believe themselves to be de facto owners of their particular dungeon. Having uncovered clues to 
its existence, spent good gold to outfit themselves and employ hirelings, and journeyed far and endured numerous dangers 
to reach the delve’s forbidding entranceway, they stake their claim upon the site and the riches within, complacent that the 
dungeon is theirs to plunder until such time as they’ve pulled every last copper piece from its halls or perished in the attempt. 
Unfortunately for these companies, they are often not the first to arrive at the dungeon, nor are others inclined to accept 
their claim on the place after they’ve entered. This rivalry regularly leads to encounters in the dungeon more dangerous than 
those with the undercroft’s monstrous inhabitants.
Despite the occasional violence when rival adventuring bands meet, a wise party does not begin a meeting with others of 
their ilk with sword rattling, claims of ownership, or aggressive braggadocio. In the hazardous vocation of dungeon-crawling, 
allies— especially those that hail from the sunlit lands above—are more valuable than bejeweled idols or hoards of gleaming 
gold. With so many enemies between them and the dungeon’s riches, cooperation is the key to success…unless of course 
that other band of fortune hunters is not what they seem to be.
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One Hundred Book Titles 
D% Book Title and Author D% Book Title and Author

1 Things I Have Eaten by Mortimer Vans Belt 51 A Thumb for Every Pie by Kerrin Rosebush
2 The Vagabond Step-daughter by Silvias Nati 52 Growing Up Goblin by Fthuz IV
3 Eleven Secrets To Be Told by Der Bluntor 53 At Dawn, I Die by Edvard Two-Axe
4 Nightscreams & Whispered Curses by Reom Fervasz 54 Accusations & Incriminations by Judge Otiz Gundu
5 Comfort, Lunch, & Pipeweed by Master Thistlebloom 55 Hold Fast My Fragile Heart by Hermii Solitariz
6 Son, Brother, Lover: The Poems of Erisken of Cullport 56 What Fools We Be by Berrows the Lucky
7 The Apotheosis of Saints by Father Buckwald Idell 57 My Toad, My Familiar, My Friend by Magus Alphonse Stonehurler
8 Startled Wren, Happy Heart by Nessia Wurrel 58 The Selected Letters of Archbishop Hy
9 No Home But Peril by Quiler Duss 59 War, Theft, and Sorcery by Tathin Moonlight

10 The Dead Amongst Us by Alligunt Enias – Exorcist General 60 Entrails, Clouds & Birds: A Practical Guide to Beginner’s 
Divination by Ptolus Thutmeses

11 Oozes of Many Hues and How to Survive Them by Olli Tenderfeet 61 In Fallow Fields They Lay by Karin of the Rush River
12 The Transmaniacon by Isosceles Van Damt 62 Lightning Does the Work by Kolas Letas

13 Lessons Learned by the Hearth by Simona Macdoulell 63 The Ram Has Touched the Wall: A Lifetime of Sieges by Decurion 
Titus Catullus

14 101 Games of Chance by Eianar Nine-Fingers 64 My Nights With Kings by Contessa Inez Imbroglio
15 The Shine of a Dragon’s Scales by Sir Uln Kurtez 65 Walk With Me, My Friends by Feo I klly
16 The Ineffable Ledger by M kus Pholan 66 The Lay of Hormir SIlverbeard by Sigurd Redlegs
17 The Knocking Coffin and Other Spine-Tingling Tales by Teegar Ullen Poh 67 Holly, Blood, & Mistletoe by Yenoll Plum, Initiate of the 8th Circle
18 The Eight Unfinished Sonatas of Maestro Sulk 68 Hellfires and Abyssal Smoke by Prior Thomas the Pure
19 Glyphs, Sigils, and Seals by Antios Spring-Lock 69 Spaces in Earth: The Story of Neb Gardens by Ioan Jurrah
20 Sand, Wind, and Djinn by Sajid Hadad 70 My Petals Bloom by Sorcha Geff
21 On Wine-Dark Seas: Memoirs of a Sailor by Cole Swerooth 71 Deadly Glamours of the Unseelie Court by Reese Fedyth
22 The Perils of Drink by Rahyk Veehag 72 The Prophecies of the Grand Egg by Devan Sybill
23 Sixteen Mouths to Feed and Not a Crust of Bread by Callifax Qool 73 Herbs of the Night by Thryvil Clemes
24 Roasted Beast and Ale by Duncan Roughshod 74 Incantations & Celebrations by Dithius the Lesser
25 Blood in My Hair by Essica of Three Wolves Clan 75 A Price Too High by Zeke the Undying
26 Cold Night by Ithumm Wynn 76 Pages from the Trail by Rual Sytr k
27 I Look to the Stars and Laugh by Nerr k Utem 77 My Life in the North by Tobben Rupert
28 We Held the Wall by Zyllo the Last 78 Battered Armor & Shorn Wings by Kyfael
29 River’s Sweet Song by Willomena Coddle 79 Schemes of a Fat Merchant by Mull Thry
30 The Dog with Eyes the Size of Flagons by Bull Jerrillz 80 Softly, Assassin by the Anonymous Sell-Blade
31 The Care and Feeding of Hydras by Verukian Fell-Monster 81 The Unified Magic Theorem by Fabambus Rattletrap
32 The Elixir of Immortality by Templeton Poole 82 A Primer to Land Management by Dolliwyv Mepple
33 The Obscure Octavo by Sebastian Gaunt 83 What the Nightwatch Saw by Aggle Hurr
34 A Guide to Cheeses by Nelvin Cotterpin 84 The Wyrm That Gnaws by Fergus the Thaumaturgist

35 The Lineage of Eastern Dukes by Xull Ullyet, Scribe and Genealogist 
of the 4th Order 85 Blasphemies & Excommunications by The Grand Heresiarch

36 Jokes, Jests, and Grand Guffaws by Zhekie Fool’s Cap 86 Astronomical Phenomenon by Philus Fetch
37 The Rise & Ruin of House Ghud-Hvar by Rthel Furmalf 87 Secrets of the Privation Peaks by Kortze Din Evop
38 Diseases of the Rim Islands by Brother Qang 88 The Bishop Wore Saffron by Memi Buul
39 Things Said To Me By Sages by Clesti Allgudd 89 Vulgar Gestures of the Orks by R’utc Bilegob
40 Clamors & Expeditions by Silver Eel 90 The Complete Etchings of Alfonus Dandri
41 A Gentleman’s Itch by Den El-Amor 91 A Glossary of Dragon Names by Cyle Ikthan
42 The Seven Sleepers by Tolver Half-Hand 92 Art of the Old Empire by Baron Murthiz Kahyaten
43 Casting Nets at Dreams by Pente Allozar 93 Dwarves’ Beard Styles Throughout the Ages by Gudrun Brubeck
44 Keepsakes and Forget-Me-Nots by Ilondria Wyverntail 94 …And We Fear the Worst by Sister Urabelle St. Grok
45 The Rhyme of the Ragged Lich by Kinwhistle Ootaryes 95 Pilgrimage to the City of the Gods by Evaders Noan

46 Preparations and Preservations for the Recently Deceased by 
Ghoh Yut-Lenc 96 Common Fungi of the Shrieking Caverns by Nergol Dunwutter

47 The Bruised Book by Yammod Volt 97 The Philosopher’s Conundrum by Ivar Stuzz
48 The Grand Book of Lists by Junba the Pretty 98 The Master’s Art by Rolo Utes
49 Fight On, Dog Brothers! By Tane Macuul 99 Lies That Have Saved Me by Zax Sly-Speaker
50 Fat Crows and Widows: A Treatise on War by Fulymund Erinsen 00 Lotsa Humin Storees by Grunge da Dirty
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B
is also for Battles
The sounds of clashing steel and cries of anguish serve as the musical score to dungeon delving. No 
matter how stealthy, cunning, charismatic, or lucky an adventuring band might be, eventually they must 
resort to armed combat to achieve their goals. Whether as a pitched skirmish in a gloomy subterranean 
hallway or the clash of armies in the grand and echoing caverns that perforate the underworld, battles are 
an inevitable part of the adventuring life.

Fights in the dungeons are as unpredictable as the creatures that dwell there. Surprise—always an element in any armed 
conflict under the sun or below the earth—is especially important in dungeon battles. It can turn a fight to the party’s advantage 
or doom them to a grisly death. And with so many dungeon-dwelling creatures possessing a wide and unpredictable array 
of supernatural powers and unusual tactics, it is rare to experience a battle that doesn’t include at least one unexpected 
development before the last foe falls.

While most of these surprise events affect only one side of a conflict, other forces at work in the dungeon can sow confusion 
and shock in both warring sides, leaving victory in the hands of the group who can recover fastest and turn the unexpected to 
their advantage. An experienced adventuring band has contingencies for most possible events on the battlefield, be it the arrival 
of reinforcements, encountering fell magics, or abrupt changes to the terrain. But not even the most veteran of adventuring 
parties can anticipate all possible cases and must quickly adapt and overcome if they ever wish to see the sun again.
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Twenty Unforeseen Developments During a Battle
D20 
Roll

Suddenly…

1 The flagstones beneath the combatants’ feet give way in whole or in part, either plunging them into a yet unexplored part of the dungeon or 
creating a number of “stepping stones” that must be navigated during the battle.

2 An inexplicable migration of dungeon critters spills onto the battlefield. The migrants could be simple dungeon vermin such as giant 
centipedes and beetles or more fearsome creatures like oozes, monstrous humanoids, or titanic worms.

3 A mighty blow shatters a crumbling dungeon wall to reveal an unexpected surprise. Hidden in the niche beyond might be a forgotten hoard 
of treasure, the restless undead forms of entombed prisoners, or a slumbering magical/mechanic construct that stirs to life.

4 Another running battle fights its way onto the scene. These two new opposing forces could be another band of adventurers fighting more of 
the dungeon’s residents, two rival humanoid tribes engaged in a blood feud, or a subterranean predator pursuing its prey.

5 Several of the combatants inexplicably disappear into thin air. After several more minutes, they reappear unharmed but bewildered. Once the 
fight is over, the surviving fighters who vanished tell a strange tale of being spirited away by powerful supernatural entities who forced them 
to perform bizarre tasks or recount being strapped down while weird, grey-skinned figures enacted uncomfortable scientific tests upon them.

6 One of the party’s monstrous opponents stares intently at a member and screams out, “Father?!” Is this as cunning ploy or the PC’s shameful 
past coming back to haunt him?

7 Both sides find themselves abruptly immobilized in mid-conflict. As they watch helplessly, a pair of beings walks onto the battlefield, deep 
in conversation. They pay scant interest to the combatants as they engage in a philosophical debate about the nature of good and evil. The 
debaters might be a duo of mortal wizards, an angel and a demon, or a pair of godlings wandering the material world. After they walk off the 
battlefield, the fighters can move once again.

8 The magical energies wielded by both sides’ spells combine to produce unnatural meteorological effects. A rain of fish pelts the combatants, 
a windstorm buffets the battlefield, or a severe snowfall covers the warring parties. Further spells cast during the battle intensify the bizarre 
weather.

9 A schism erupts within the opponent’s ranks. This mutiny might be caused by rival factions deciding this to be the perfect moment to 
eliminate their opposite numbers, troops pressed into service rebelling against their masters, or the result of a hidden benefactor’s magical 
influence to rescue the party from an overwhelming force.

10 A chance blow releases something best left contained. A club smashes a backpack filled with potions, creating unpredictable results when 
the volatile substances are mixed; a flask of oil shatters, drenching its owner in combustible liquid; or a lucky blow breaches the ancient brass 
bottle the party carries, freeing the powerful and angry efreeti trapped within!

11 A torrent of water rushes into the area, threatening all sides with drowning. The flood might be the result of a ruptured dam somewhere else 
in the dungeon, a flash flood in the lands above, or a malfunctioning magical item that taps into the Elemental Plane of Water.

12 The bodies of slain combatants rise as undead creatures and attack both sides. This abrupt animation might be the result of a bored deity 
or a lurking necromancer, or powered by a mystical artifact carried unwittingly by one of the combatants.

13 Other intelligent residents of the dungeon turn up to watch the battle. They stand on the sidelines howling encouragement and insults while 
placing wagers with one another regarding the outcome. If the party is victorious and wins a prestigious spectator large sums of gold, they 
might gain an unexpected benefactor within the dungeon.

14 The corpses of dead opponents attract the mindless monsters that serve as the dungeon’s cleaning crew. These beasts pay no notice to the 
livelier combatants, choosing to concentrate their attentions on the easy pickings that litter the battlefield. The battle becomes increasingly 
difficult as the fighters must navigate around or over flesh-eating oozes, puddings, or other scavenging monsters.

15 The opposing side stops fighting and parleys for a cease of hostilities so they might observe their daily religious ceremony. If the PCs rebuff 
the request and continue to attack, their opponents’ god takes an interest in the battle and divinely assists his/her/its worshipers against their 
heretical opponents.

16 A brazier, lamp, or torch is knocked over, setting alight inflammable materials on or next to the battlefield. Depending on the ignited material, 
the killing field might turn into a raging inferno or merely become occluded by thick smoke. Intelligent opponents might flee the field, but 
those inspired by zealotry or defending their lairs fight more ferociously to keep the PCs from escaping or to slay their opponents swiftly so 
they can extinguish the blaze.

17 The party’s opponents are revealed to be entirely different creatures than the PCs believed them to be. The fearsome orcs are actually 
bandits wearing costumes as part of their criminal scheming; the skeletons are all living humanoids that drank from a pool which turned their 
skin and organs invisible; or a giant lizard is truly a dragon that lost its wings to an enchanted blade.

18 Time slips, throwing chronological order askew. The battle may “reset” to the beginning, causing slain creatures to return to life, accelerate or 
decelerate the actions of one side, or change the order in which the combatants act. This effect might be the result of magical phenomenon 
or an unexpected glitch in the time-space continuum. All parties are affected by it and no explanation may ever be discovered for the time 
slip.

19 The opposing side transforms into different creatures. Perhaps the party was fighting lycanthropes who suddenly change form or the enemy 
possesses magical items that polymorph them into unexpected creatures. In extreme cases, an unknown participant, perhaps a chaos 
demon or mischievous godling, shape-changes both sides into one another’s guises.

20 The battlefield changes dramatically. Walls suddenly appear, the combatants are teleported to a new location, or they are thrown onto a 
different world or plane. Unbeknownst to either side, their fight activated a slumbering magical item or a contingency spell that chose the 
particular moment of their battle to take effect.



C
is for Caves
Deep beneath the earth lie pockets of darkness not formed by the hands 
of intelligent builders. Often found in the lower levels of proper dungeons, 
caves are places where Nature, in all her strangeness, still reigns 
supreme. They are the token nod to ecology by the referee, often being 
home to Fungi that serve as the bottom of the dungeon’s food chain. That 

is, when the Fungus itself is not feasting upon the other denizens of the dungeon.

It is in caves that strange Pools form, and whose ceilings serve as homes for bats, cave 
fishers, and the ubiquitous piercer. Amongst the stalagmites on the cave floor, the races 
of subterranean evil gather, plot, and prepare for war. The walls drip with moisture and are 
patterned with veins of iron, gold, and mithral. Their vast spaces Echo with the slightest 
sound. To venture into the caves is to leave the ordered realm of rooms and Hallways 
behind. One hopes the adventurers’ mapping skills are up to the task…

D10 
Roll Random Unique Caves and Caverns Table

1
The cave contains veins of minerals which could be worked. Roll a d20 to determine 
mineral present: 1-7: Tin; 8-10: Iron; 11-14: Copper; 15-16: Silver; 17-18: Gold; 19: 
Mithral; 20: Gemstones.

2
The cave is unstable. Loud noises, destructive spells, and the like have a 1d6x10% 
chance of causing a cave-in, resulting in damage to the party, entombment, or blocking 
off their path of retreat.

3
A natural pool is located in this cave. The pool serves as a home for blind albino cave 
fish and crayfish. There is a 10% chance per dungeon level that the pool has additional 
properties – see Pools.

4
The cave is neutral meeting ground for two warring races. There is a 50% chance that 
negotiations between the races are underway when the characters enter. Both sides 
suspect the other of treachery, resulting in a three-way battle between them and the party.

5
A natural fungi garden grows in this cave. The cave is lit by naturally phosphorescent 
mushrooms and both water and food are plentiful. The chances of encountering monsters 
here are doubled.

6 This cave is a natural echo chamber. Any spells that produce sound-based effects are at 
double their normal effectiveness when cast here.

7

The ceiling of this cave is extremely low, forcing any creature larger than a dwarf, gnome, 
halfling, or other short race to crouch while exploring it. Crouching characters suffer 
penalties to hit and lose any protection benefits provided by agility. Extremely large 
creatures might be forced to remove their armor and crawl.

8
This cave is home to a settlement of intelligent subterranean creatures. The settlement 
may be a village, stronghold, or trading post. Depending on the race, this settlement may 
either pose a threat to adventurers or serve as a safe haven to recoup and resupply.

9
This cave bears strange formations that resemble real objects and decorations. These 
formations might be naturally occurring, caused by transmuting magics, or mineral-
encrusted items such as a limed-over skeleton or a flowstone-covered chest.

10
The cave is a maze of stalagmites, stalactites, and natural stone columns. Movement 
through the cave is slow going and there are many places to conceal natural dangers 
and lurking foes.





D
is also for Dragons
In the dim past, dragons and dungeons 
were inescapably linked. Every adventurer 
worth his salt knew that sooner or later his 
subterranean exploits would lead him into a 
dragon’s den. The great wyrms claimed parts 

of the dungeon as their own, squeezing their bulky, scaly forms 
into the narrow halls and low-ceilinged chambers without 
fear of being challenged by the delve’s other inhabitants. 
Dungeons, especially their lowest levels, were unquestionably 
dragon country. 

At some point, however, this changed and adventurers no 
longer feared to find dragons at home deep within the earth. 
After all, such titanic beasts obviously needed much larger ac-
commodations with plentiful food sources and room to store 

their vast hoards, and adventuring bands began to identify 
mountain peaks, great glaciers, and thorny forests as 

the homes of dragons. Unfortunately for these folks, 
rationality seldom has a place in the undercroft and 

logic makes for a poor shield against the burning 
breath of an unexpectedly encountered wyrm in 
the depths of the earth.

Wise adventurers learn to dismiss no pos-
sibilities when it comes to dragons, for they 

are a long-lived and cunning species. The 
smartest of dragons use the expectations 
of others to their benefit, and it is often 
these same dragons that lair in dungeons. 
A dungeon’s confined spaces can be used 

to the wyrm’s advantage, especially 
when the dragon can change shape or 
cast spells to ease its passage through 
tight dungeon corridors. Particularly 

dangerous are those rare 
dragons who are unique 
creatures, perhaps the last 
or first of their kind. A dun-

geon makes a fine lair 
for a dragon with 
many enemies 
or who seeks to 
remain a myth 

until it chooses to re-
veal itself. Woe unto 

the party of adventur-
ers who discovers this 
clandestine drake, for 
their deaths are the sole 

means by which 
the dragon can 
keep its existence 
secret. 





An A-to-Z Reference for Classic Dungeon Design 17

E
is for Echoes
The stone walls, floors, and ceilings of the 
dungeon play tricks with noise and sound. 
The voices of the party ring all too loud 
in vast chambers, and the tread of their 
booted feet carries much too far down 

the Hallways, alerting those who live within. Echoes 
muddy the sounds of monsters, causing their numbers to 
sound greater or lesser than are actually present. They 
amplify the sounds of a driven iron spike or the tapping of 
a 10’ pole, summoning wandering monsters to dinner. An 
astute dwarf might be able to judge the size of a cave by 
the echoes reverberating within, but certain creatures use 
those same echoes to track down their prey.

D6 Roll	 Six Ways to Use Echoes

1

The party discovers a room that, through accident or design, functions as a “whispering gallery,” allowing 
them to overhear the conversations and actions of creatures in another section of the dungeon. This 
“whispering gallery” works in both directions, so a loud or incautious party will alert those denizens to 
their own presence and activities.

2

The noises caused by the party’s explorations are repeated from deeper within the complex. The delay that 
occurs between the original action and the echo is too long to be a naturally occurring phenomenon. Something 
is purposely mimicking them. These echoes might be a semi-intelligent creature playing a “game,” or it might be 
a gambit employed by more intelligent foes seeking to lure the party into an ambush or trap.

3

At a regular interval (once an hour or twice a day, for example), a loud growling sound echoes through 
the dungeon hallways. This noise could be the sound that heralds the regular feeding of some large 
creature by its owners, or it might be caused by a lift or elevator room that makes regular stops on this 
dungeon level.

4
A large chamber or vast cavern echoes back the characters’ conversations. Incredibly, the echoes are 
not in the original language spoken. Instead, the party hears their conversation repeated in dwarven, 
goblin, or a long-dead language. The content remains the same, only the language has changed.

5

Strange veins of an unknown mineral wind their way through the stone walls of the dungeon. 
This mineral, known as chimestone, acts as a natural telegraph that transmits the sound of 
an object striking the exposed mineral along the entire vein. Some subterranean races use 
these veins as a method of communicating between long distances underground by tapping out 
a form of Morse Code on the vein, which is picked up by those dwelling at the opposite end.

6

The architecture of the dungeon causes echoes to be distorted, making it difficult to 
gauge the number of creatures making noise within its halls. The effect differs from 
section to section. In some areas, it mutes the sounds of the inhabitants, making it 
seem as if only half the number of creatures is present. In other section, it amplifies the 
noise made by the inhabitants, making five kobolds sound l ke twenty, or small insects sound 
like their giant counterparts.



F
is for Fungi 
Loathsome growths birthed in the fetid environment of the dungeon, fungi are both malevolent 
and benign, but always unsettling. From gigantic toadstools to patches of tiny mushrooms, fungi 
in the dungeon are more treacherous than their upper world counterparts. Sometimes they are 
edible, if the party has run out of rations, but more commonly it is the fungi that does the eating, 
infecting the unwary with fatal, alien growths. Not even keeping one’s distance is protection 

against this unnatural life, as some fungi can uproot themselves to walk freely within the dank confines of the 
dungeon. Mostly unintelligent, driven only by the need to reproduce themselves in the flesh of the adventurer, they 
cannot be parleyed with, bribed, or distracted by food or treasure. Even when intelligent, the drives and motivations 
of fungi are too alien to be easily comprehended.

D8
Roll Eight Strange Forms of Fungus

1
Fungi are harmless but expel spores that have a hallucinogenic effect on surface races. Any character failing to 
resist these spores becomes confused and may wander off, attack inanimate objects, attack other party members, sit 
motionless for hours, or otherwise act irrationally while under the spores’ influence.

2
If eaten, the fungi convey strange properties on the character. The character might find himself growing to gigantic size, 
glowing in the dark, able to comprehend any spoken language, healed of damage, able to see in darkness or detect 
invis ble creatures,  or able to breathe underwater.

3
If eaten, the fungus begins to infect the eater, turning his body into a spongy mass. The effect takes 24 hours to 
complete, during which time the eater loses strength and the ability to resist damage. If not cured before the 24 hours 
end, the character dies and cannot be revived by any means.

4
Fungus colony possesses a bizarre hive mind and is able to communicate telepathically. The fungi know much about 
the dungeon, a beit expressed in odd, alien terms, and might convey this knowledge in return for services rendered. 
The referee is encouraged to make the services desired odd and nonsensical to the party in order to demonstrate this 
weird mind’s needs and desires.

5
Fungus feeds off of magic. Each ten minutes spent in the area drains a random magical item of a charge/use, 
disenchants a potion, causes a caster to forget a spell, etc. Casting magic in the area results in a sudden spurt of 
fungus growth, which entangles the party, closes off exits, etc.

6
The fungus colony regularly walks through the dungeon’s hallways, feeding off any stray organic matter it encounters. 
These jaunts might be slow creeps that grow over all in its path, or lemming-like surges as hordes of ambulatory 
toadstools knock down all who stand in its way.

7
Fungus exudes a sticky slime that covers it completely. Any adventurer coming into contact with the fungus risks 
becoming adhered to it. The more the adventurer struggles, the more entrapped he finds himself, until escape 
becomes imposs ble.

8
Fungus is harmless but possesses an unusual characteristic. Examples of these abnormalities include fungus that 
seems to sing or hum, sways as if blown by a breeze, grows in vaguely humanoid shapes, smells like fresh baked 
bread, or floats in the air on natural gas-filled sacks.
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H
is for Hallways
Like Doors, hallways are never to be 
trusted. Seemingly constructed of uniform 
stone blocks and of regular appearance, 
the hallway is never what is truly seems. 
Some slope almost undetected, guiding 

the party to deeper levels than they intended to venture into. 
Others hide Traps, concealed within, beneath, or above the 
unassuming stonework of the corridor. Still others Echo 
unsettlingly, announcing the presence of those who pass 
through them. 

Even when of plain construction, hallways are very rarely 
clean and unadorned. When they are, it is a sure sign that 
a gelatinous cube dwells on this level and may soon pass 
this way again. More commonly, the hallways are strewn 
with reminders that the party is not the first to tread these 
corridors. Bloodstains, bones, burnt out torches, broken 
weapons, and pieces of shattered armor all lie scattered 
about the floor: tokens of the unlucky predecessors who 
came before them. Likewise the walls of hallways often 
sport adornments. Frescoes, mosaics, paintings, and bas-
reliefs decorate the corridors and each may hide a sinister 
secret that awaits those who incautiously examine them.

Twenty Random Dungeon Hallways

1 The body of a massive creature – snake, purple worm, 
giant spider, bulette – clogs the hallway. 11 A rusty signpost stands in the middle of an intersection.

2
Hallway spins on a central pivot point, granting access 
or barring passage to other areas depending on its 
position.

12 The smoldering remains of a campfire and discarded 
ration wrappings sit in a dead-end corridor.

3 The floor of the hallway is a mosaic of tiles that depicts 
geometric patterns or images of historic events. 13 The hallway is choked with dust-laden webs, obscuring 

all vision. 

4
Grates and vents line the floor and walls of the 
passageway. They might be for simple ventilation or a 
more sinister function.

14
Bas-reliefs along the walls depict an ancient and horrible 
religious ceremony, fearsome creatures, or other off-
putting images.

5
The floor is upheaved, as if a giant creature burst 
from below, leaving a hole behind. This hole might be 
collapsed or lead to some deeper locale.

15 Cairns of skulls and stones support tattered banners that 
mark the edges of a humanoid tribe’s territory.

6
Broken weapons and bloodstains litter the floor, indicating 
a recent battle. No bodies are present, but blood trails 
lead off in at least two directions.

16
Glowing ceramic globes hang from chains down the 
length of the hallways, providing illumination and/or other 
surprises.

7
The corridor is immaculately clean. No dust, detritus, 
or debris mars the passageway and the floor and walls 
glisten as if recently scrubbed.

17
A rusty portcullis once barred passage down this corridor. 
The portcullis is no longer a barrier as its bars have been 
bent, sawed through, or rusted away.

8
Two iron spikes have been driven into the ceiling here. 
Short pieces of old rope hang from them, but there is no 
indication of why they were placed here.

18
The walls, floor, and ceiling of the corridor sport burn 
marks and soot, the stones cracked by some intense 
heat that ravaged the hall long ago.

9

The ceiling of this corridor is cracked and drips 
with moisture that forms slimy puddles on the floor. 
Occasional cracks and groans issue from the weakened 
stone above.

19 Niches line the hallway, each holding the dusty bust of 
some long-forgotten individual who stares blindly ahead.

10
The hallway is littered with fallen stonework and old 
skeletons. One skeleton seems to be pointing in a 
particular direction as determined by the referee.

20
The walls of the hallway seep water, turning the floor slick 
with harmless mosses and fungi. Niter deposits encrust the 
stone walls.
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I
is for Inscriptions
Those who have come before you have left 
writings to mark their passage. Cryptic clues, 
warnings written in blood, ancient riddles, 
strange sigils, and curious runes are found 
inscribed on surfaces deep beneath the 

earth. Some provide hints as to where treasures may be found, 
while others seek to keep the party from venturing further into 
the dungeon. Some inscriptions are easily deciphered, having 
been written in the language of the surface races. Others are 
more arcane, requiring useful spells, cipher wheels, or the 
knowledge of dead languages to decode.

Inscriptions can be deadly to read or to speak aloud. One never 
knows if some strange writing is actually a symbol, a glyph 

of warding, or explosive runes. Or perhaps those writings are 
words of power that, if spoken, let slip the chains imprisoning 
an ancient and eldritch evil, turning it loose once again on the 
world. As with most things in the dungeon, even the writings on 
the walls sometimes conceal hidden dangers.

D8 
Roll Eight Interesting Inscriptions

1

Wall bears the last will and testament of a dead adventurer 
leaving all his earthly possessions to whomever finds this 
message. In order to claim their inheritance though, the party 
must return this inscription intact to a major city or town. This 
could prove difficult.
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2

A formula for a new spell written by a deranged wizard. If deciphered 
correctly, a new spell may be learned by a spell-caster. Due to the 
wizard’s insanity, there is a 66% chance that the spell will actually 
be dangerous to the caster the first time it is attempted. The exact 
effects are left to the referee but damage taken, undesired shape 
change, turning to stone, and the like are suggested outcomes.

3

Crude graffiti written in a humanoid tongue and directed at another 
species or clan. It may be memorized phonetically even if the 
language it is written in is not understood. This could have effects 
leading from the humorous, if used in the presence of those of 
same race as the original writer’s, to the disastrous, such as if 
used amongst those whom the vulgarities are directed at.

4

Helpful directions written in a common tongue. These 
directions could warn of an upcoming trap, point the way to the 
nearest exit, or provide clues to a hidden treasure. There is a 
20% chance that these directions are actually intended to lure 
adventurers into danger, rather than help.

5
Glowing glyphs mark the walls here. If touched in the proper 
order (determined by the referee), a concealed chamber, 
staircase, or other feature is revealed. If pressed in incorrect 
order, a trap might be triggered.

6
Scrawled on a wall by a dead man’s hand is a name. 
Unbeknownst to the party, it is the true name of a powerful 
entity: devil or demon, powerful mage, high priest, etc. who 
will go to any extreme to keep that secret name safe.

7
A cryptic word scribbled in the pages of an ordinary book 
works as a password, command word, or incantation in 
another part of the dungeon.

8

Adventurers discover an obelisk similar to the Rosetta 
Stone. With a month of uninterrupted study, one could learn 
a lost or rare tongue such as the language of birds, a long 
dead race, the speech of the heavens, or similar forms of 
communication.











28 The Dungeon Alphabet

M
is for Magic 
Like Gold and Jewels, magic 
draws the adventurers to 
plumb the unknown depth 
of the dungeon. Risking life 
and limb to lay their hands on 

everything from the legendary sword of a past 
ruler to a cool blue bottle that holds a potion 
of healing, magical items are a potent lure for 
greedy adventurers. And, like an addiction, 
magical items only encourage the cycle of 
dungeon delving. With access to more potent 
magical devices, the adventurers push deeper 
into the shadowy halls in search of even more 
powerful magical rewards.

But not all magic in the dungeon comes in easily 
transportable forms. Weird spells and arcane 
effects linger in the dark, subjecting adventuring 
parties to perils unseen at the hands of living 
wizards. The days of yore contain many secrets, 
some of which linger long after their creators 
have passed on. An Altar or Statue may 
impose strange effects upon those unwary to 
touch them: swapping identities or alignments, 
laying down curses, or causing the very magic 
the party normally relies upon to act randomly 
and dangerously. Golems, enchanted statues, 
animated furniture, and fearsome Things 
created in arcane laboratories wander the 
dusty corridors that wind under the feet of more 
sensible folks, awaiting the coming of visitors 
from above. Shimmering portals hang in the air, 
providing egress to places unknown, providing 
a handy escape route for an endangered band 
of adventurers willing to take the plunge. 
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M
IS also for Maps
Whether the ancient plans drafted by the dungeon’s 
creator or a bloodstained scrap of parchment held in 
the grip of a dead adventurer found deep within the 
dungeon, maps and subterranean delves are forever 
linked. With careful study, a well-drawn map can reveal 

hidden chambers, potential sites for death traps, or the quickest means 
of egress when an encounter turns lethal for an adventuring band. 

Maps are vital for a party’s survival, and the band that does not record 
the twists and turns within the dungeon’s depths swiftly finds themselves 
hopelessly lost in its dark and forbidding halls. However, even a 
painstaking eye for detail and careful measurements cannot be relied 
upon with certainty in the dungeon. Devious mazes, teleportation traps, 
cunningly designed sloping passages, and a plethora of other fiendish 
tricks can render a map useless in the blink of an eye. The blast of a 
hellhound’s fiery breath or an abrupt plunge into a water-filled pit can also 
destroy a map or render it illegible. Prudent adventurers make multiple 
copies of their maps to guard against such unfortunate incidents.

Amongst adventurers, maps are both currency and the source of 
bragging rights. In locales that host old and extensive dungeons, 
adventurers gather to buy, sell, swap, copy, and steal the maps made 
by other explorers in the hopes of constructing a detailed plan of the 
dungeon and being the first to locate a forgotten or hidden treasure trove 
overlooked by their rivals. Being able to point to one’s own scrawled and 
stained map and state that you and you alone have seen the Chamber 
of Glittering Doom or the Hall of Teeth and the mysteries it contains is to 
rise in the esteem of your fellows…or at least earn you a tankard of ale 
to raise in the memory of the friends who died in those places.
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N
is for No Stone Left Unturned

Despite the limitless supply of Gold, Jewels, and Magic in the dungeon, the party knows that if this bounty 
was easily found, someone would have carried it away long ago. As such, whatever treasure remains must 
be well-secreted in some unassuming place. To uncover this theoretical hoard, no square inch of the dungeon 
must be left undisturbed. Walls must be searched for secret doors, furniture dismantled to uncover hidden 
compartments, chests upturned and painstakingly measured to reveal false bottoms, Levers must be thrown, 

Statues moved, teeth examined for fillings of precious metal, and prisoners interrogated to reveal what they know.
These determined efforts may be rewarded, but the risk often outweighs the gain. The time required to unearth every 
secret the dungeon conceals only provides more opportunities for wandering denizens to chance upon the preoccupied 
adventurers. Encouraging the party to be thorough must be tempered by the tendency for overzealous searches to turn a 
dungeon crawl into an archeological survey of the site. It is perfectly acceptable for a party to miss a secret cache of wealth, 
especially if the dungeon is a reoccurring location in the campaign. What the party misses the first time may be discovered 
on the second, third, or thirtieth trip into its depths.
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Twenty Random Places to Hide Things
D20 
Roll Hidden In/By

1 Under a loose flagstone

2 In a hollowed-out book

3 Over a door

4 Invisible

5 False bottom of chest

6 Inside a large urn/jar/amphora

7 Secret compartment under a stair step

8 Behind a painting/tapestry/other wall-hanging

9 Inside a cheap statuette

10 Camouflaged/concealed by illusion

11 Underside of a table/desk

12 In a hollowed-out chair/table leg

13 In an old pair of boots

14 Extra-dimensional space inside a mirror or painting

15 Inside a fireplace – hidden under the ashes, stashed in the chimney, etc.

16 Underneath a mattress

17 Amongst normal items of the same type – books in a bookcase, cloak in a wardrobe, etc.

18 Behind a large piece of furniture – bookshelves, bed, desk, divan, etc.

19 Underneath a floor covering – rug, hay, dirt, leaf litter

20 Secret wall compartment
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P
is for Pools
Deep under the earth, pools of liquids both unusual and mundane form in the darkness. Some are the 
result of intelligent hands, contained within low walls of worked brick and stone. Others form by natural 
circumstances, seeping out from the rocky walls and floors of Caves. Often strange of hue or form, these 
pools are natural watering holes for the denizens of the dungeon depths and serve as hunting grounds for 
predators or neutral ground for intelligent humanoid tribes. When filled with potable water, these pools are 

clear and clean; a welcomed sight for lost adventurers and a reminder of the sunlit lands above. Sometimes these waters 
are tainted by minerals, causing ordinary water to appear in a rainbow of hues and possess odd odors or tastes. Other 
times, the weird coloration indicates a poisonous brew. A party without a druid in their ranks may be forced to risk it all by just 
going ahead and sampling the pool’s contents.

More often than not, however, these placid pools 
contain mysteries of a much deeper depth. Many 
possess strange powers, altering those who dare to 
taste of their waters. Some are benevolent, healing 
the wounds incurred during the adventure. Others are 
more sinister, causing ability scores to change radically, 
saving throws against poison to be made, or damage 
to be suffered. More than one unlucky adventurer has 
found that what appears to be a refreshing pool of water 
is in truth a caustic acid.

Even when the contents of these pools are harmless, 
the pools themselves may host threats to life and 
limb. Cavernous pools are where the giant crayfish 
live: albino, blind and hungry. The waters of a plain-
looking well surge to life as a water weird rises from its 
depths. The rotting vegetable matter in a natural spring 
is actually a colony of throat leeches. The party must 
judge on its own whether the possible boons of these 
pools outweigh their threats.

D10 
Roll

Ten Random Pool Properties 
(5% Chance Per Dungeon Level)

1
Pool is of unusual content: 1 – Salt water 2 – Wine 3 
– Vinegar 4 – Acid 5 – Green slime 6 – Pitch/oil 7 –
Blood 8 – Treasure (real or illusionary) 9 – Unidentified
viscous liquid 10 – Gaseous vapor

2
Pool is of unusual form: 1 – Fountain 2 – Cistern 3 
– Well 4 – Reflecting pool 5 – Bathing pool 6 – Aquatic
animal tank

3 Pool teleports anyone entering it to another location.

4
Pool contains life: 1 – Ordinary fish 2 – Giant crayfish or 
3 – catfish 4 – Throat leeches 5 – Water weird 6 – Giant 
crab 7 – Nixies/Selkies/Kelpies  8 – Cave piranha

5 Pool is of an odd color: 1 – Green 2 – Purple 3 – Yellow 
4 – Aquamarine 5 – Red 6 – Orange 

6 Pool is poisonous. Death to all who drink from it.

7 Pool is sentient. May speak to the party, answer 
questions, beg favors, grant spells, etc.

8
Water in the pool is magically “sharp.” Stepping into it 
or pouring it on the skin cuts like razors (1d6 points of 
damage).

9 Pool recharges any magic item that relies on charges/
uses which is placed into it. One-time only effect.

10
Pool heals those who enter or drink from it. This 
magical healing may heal damage, cure poisons or 
diseases, remove curses, cure insanity, regenerate lost 
limbs, etc. as determined by the referee.
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P
is also for Potions
Potions—those enchanted elixirs of concentrated power—are often a novice adventurer’s first taste of 
magic in the early days of his adventuring career. In some places, potions are a common type of magic 
item, available for sale in dusty alchemist shops and evil-smelling witches’ tents. On other worlds where 
magic is rarer, potions are first encountered on the shelves in wizard’s lairs or stashed at the bottom of 
a rotting backpack still attached to the skeletal remains of its previous owner. Wherever they are found, 

potions are greatly prized by adventurers for both their portability and potability.

These mystical drinks are more than just liquid magic; they are also a test of nerve. Most potions are found lacking clear 
labels, requiring their acquirers to sample them directly to determine their powers. Alas, not all potions are beneficial. Some 
are lethal poisons that kill with the slightest taste. More than one veteran adventurer has died when that serene blue elixir he 
believed to be a curative draught turned out to be highly toxic. Wise adventuring bands are known to test a suspect potion 
on livestock acquired for that sole purpose when unmarked elixirs are discovered.

Potions come in 
an endless va-
riety of colors, 
effervescence, 
taste, smell, and 
consistency—no 
two are alike, 
which adds to the 
difficulty of iden-
tifying them. Po-
tions are also not 
always consum-
able and various 
oils, unguents, 
powders, and 
salves regularly 
share the pow-
ers of elixirs. The 
containers they 
are found in are 
as varied as their 
contents and 
one can tell an 
experienced ad-
venturer by the 
assortment of vi-
als, philters, jars, 
bottles, flasks, 
and beakers he 
a c c u m u l a t e s 
throughout his 
career. Some are 
kept as curios; 
other retained 
for the purpose 
of refilling them 
the next time an 
alchemist’s den 
is discovered in 
the dungeon’s 
depths.
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A Score of Puzzling Potions

D20 The potion is…
1 In dried form. Seemingly colorful dust, if the powder is mixed with a liquid it becomes a typical magical potion. Some dried potions require 

liquids other than water to mix properly, including wine, holy water, urine, or freshly spilled blood.

2 Horrible tasting. The drinker must make a resistance roll to keep the potion down after drinking it. On a failed roll, the drinker vomits up the 
elixir, losing its benefits.

3 Sentient. As an odd side-effect of its brewing, the potion is semi-intelligent and has no desire to be consumed. Those attempting to drink the 
potion must make an agility roll to swallow it before it leaps from the bottle and flows away as fast as it can. It screams as it is drunk.

4 Full of glittering fragments. Like a popular liqueur, flecks of gold or other precious metal are suspended in the potion. These particles are 
solely for decoration or taste and can be filtered out of the elixir without affecting its potency. The precious flakes are worth 50 gold pieces.

5 The product of its container. While the potion itself is magical, the bottle, flask, or other container it comes in is even more so. Anytime pure 
water or another liquid of the referee’s choosing is poured into the bottle, it transforms into a random magical potion. The container may have 
a limit on the amount of transformations it can produce before losing its magic.

6 Addictive. Anyone consuming the potion must make a resistance check or become addicted to that type of potion. They will expend a fortune 
acquiring more of that potion variety and drink them even when there is no need for their magical benefits. An addict who fails to drink his 
potion of choice at least once each week suffers penalties to attack, skill, and resistance rolls until he consumes another draught of the elixir.

7 Gelatinous. The potion has turned semi-solid and can no longer be drunk normally. It must be eaten with a spoon or, in dire cases, snorted 
up the nose. It is otherwise unchanged. Some fiendish dungeon lords acquire gelatinous potions to seed their delves, allowing intruders to 
become accustomed to this strange variety of elixir. Then, went least expected, a lethal jelly or gelatinous beast is bottled and left for invaders 
to discover.

8 Unusually administered. Rather than a bottled liquid, the potion is found in a hypodermic syringe, pill form, or as a dermal patch. The 
drink functions normally and only its manner of consumption is changed. Depending on the base level of technological development in the 
campaign, the PCs might need to make skill or intelligence checks to figure out how to use the potion.

9 Produces strange side-effects. Consuming the elixir invokes its power as normal but also causes weird reactions in the drinker’s body. A 
potion that protects against fire turns the drinker’s skin bright red; a curative concoction causes his body to glow blue for a short duration; or 
a potion of invisibility makes his spoken words visible in the air around him.

10 Of varied potency. Due to either age or the brewer’s skill, the potion might be more or less powerful than is typical. An older potion might last 
half the normal duration, while a stronger elixir lasts twice as long.

11 A bizarre concoction. Perhaps the result of an apprentice’s mistake or the last-ditch effort by an adventurer in dire straits, the potion combines 
two effects in a single draught. A potion of great potency might also heal its drinker, or a potion of flight could turn the PC invisible as well. 
The two mixed potions should be determined randomly. Potions that cancel one another out still radiate a magical dweomer but produce no 
discernable effect when consumed. Alchemists and wizards would pay handsomely to possess such a drink so they might analyze it and 
duplicate the recipe.

12 Affects multiple creatures. When consumed, the potion’s magic takes effect in a 10-foot radius around the drinker, granting its benefits (or 
hazards) to any creature within that area. The potion’s effects, if of random strength or duration, are rolled for each affected target.

13 Mildly poisonous. Consuming the potion requires the drinker to make a resistance check against toxins. If this roll is failed, the drinker 
experiences discomfort and nausea as the liquid works its way through his system. This mild poisoning manifests as penalties to attack rolls, 
skill checks, and resistance rolls, and may even affect spell casting at the referee’s discretion. The potion otherwise works as intended, and 
the nausea can be relieved with the appropriate curative magics, substances, or skills.

14 Can reproduce itself. So long as the entire potion is not consumed when used, whatever small amount remains reproduces itself in 1d6 
days if placed within a suitable container. The drinker must state at the time of consumption that he is not drinking the entire elixir and l kely 
suffers a reduction to the potion’s duration or effect in return. This reproductive property may be limited, or recreated potions might have their 
potency reduced exponentially. 

15 Mislabeled. Although most potions are found without any form of vis ble identification, some still bear yellowed labels identifying their contents. 
This potion has such markings, but due to honest error or sheer maliciousness, the label is incorrect. A party naïve enough to take such 
markings at face value are in for a shock when the liquid is consumed.

16 Contains magic-eating parasites. The potion is infested with microscopic organisms that feed on magical energy. These parasites are 
harmless to non-spell casting creatures but thrive inside magic-wielding ones. A spell caster who drinks the potion becomes infected with 
the organisms. Until cured, all spells cast suffer a minor reduction in power (-1 to damage, last 1 time unit less than normal, etc.). Curative or 
dispelling magics will rid the caster of his undesired guests.

17 In another state. The potion might be gaseous or solid, constrained within the confines of its bottle. In order to be consumed safely, the party 
must find a way to alter its physical state. This could be as simple as heating or cooling the potion, or it might require dramatic steps to bring 
about the change.

18 Affects only certain races. The potion was especially brewed to respond to the particular metabolism of a specific race or species. All other 
races drinking the draught are unaffected by the potion or might suffer wildly unpredictable results. Some clue can be found on the potion 
bottle identifying the race for which it is meant, but these markings are l kely to be cryptic and require special knowledge or spells to decipher.

19 In component parts. The potion is discovered in three separate containers, each holding a special reagent that reacts with the others to form 
a conglomerate elixir. The order in which they are mixed may or may not matter, but if it does, mixing the reagents in the wrong order is likely 
to cause explosive results.

20 Locked. The potion’s stopper is sealed in some manner, usually by a key- or combination-lock. The container itself is magically treated and 
is stronger than steel, making it near impossible to break open. In order to access the draught, the appropriate key or combination must be 
found or special magics or larcenous skills employed.



Q
is for Questions
The dungeon is the home of mysteries. 
Despite whatever rumors and legends 
that may have been acquired in the 
safety of inns, taverns, and the 
marketplace, once the doors of the 

dungeon have been breached, the party has entered 
the undiscovered country. The questions they discover 
once within the dank confines of the dungeon may 
run the gamut from the simple to the unknowable, but 
each begs an answer. 

At the very least, questions such as “what’s behind 
those doors?” or “what may we find down those stairs?” 
play through the minds of the adventurers. However, as 
they probe the depths, more complex queries begin to 
arise. “Who built this place and is he/she/it still lurking 
in its depths?” “What happens if we place this rod into 
that slot we discovered?” “What is making that horrible 
scream?” “Are you really who you say you are?” A 
good dungeon should always pose more questions 
than it answers. The attempts to unlock all a dungeon’s 
secrets will ensure that the adventurers continue to risk 
their lives in search of answers.

D8 
Roll Eight Questions to Keep the Adventurers Guessing

1
One of the party’s henchmen goes missing. After a short time, he is either found or returns. When questioned, he has no 
memory of the events of the past hour. Spells and similar methods of inquiry reveal nothing untoward. What happened to him 
and is he still who he seems to be?

2 The party chances upon an oversized stone disk, marked with increments, and slowly turning. After thorough examination, it becomes 
clear that this is a timer, counting down to some event. What happens when time runs out?

3
The adventurers find the personal belongings and equipment of another adventuring party. This gear shows no signs of 
damage or wear. The clothing and armor is fastened tight, as if the wearers were somehow removed from their apparel without 
disturbing its buttons, straps, or lashings. It’s as if they just vanished from their clothing and belongings. What could do this?

4
Several times during their foray, the party spies a small glowing eye hovering in the air nearby. The eye simply observes their 
explorations, battles, and activities, never coming too close to their position. It disappears if the party approaches it, only to 
reappear later on. Who or what is keeping tabs on the adventurers?

5
A hallway or room abruptly ends in unworked stone, as if construction was suddenly abandoned. Was it caused by the death of 
the dungeon’s builder, a dangerous discovery by his workers, or some other unknown reason? Perhaps the room or hall only 
appears to end, but secretly continues concealed by magic, hidden panels, or even into another plane of existence.

6
As the party explores the dungeon, they continually find clues and warnings left specifically for them. These clues include 
messages written on walls, notes stuck in between loose stones and marked intersections of hallways. Someone appears to 
be looking out for them, but who and why?

7
The party notes a sudden change in the appearance of the dungeon. The stonework and architecture is much older here, indicating 
that this section predated the rest of the complex. What purpose did this ancient underground area serve? Did the builder(s) of the 
newer section know of its existence… and is this older complex still home to whatever originally dwelled within?

8
Throughout the dungeon stand several doors that have been sealed and locked by obviously magical means. Each bears 
old symbols that allude to great dangers contained within each. These doors resist all efforts to open them or detect what lies 
beyond. In time the party discovers an ornate key that seems to fit the locks on each door. Do they dare to use it?
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R
is for Rooms
Without rooms, there are only Hallways – 
and those do not a dungeon make. From 
bare chambers to cluttered libraries, rooms 
come in all shapes and sizes. Some sport 
high, vaulted ceilings, their tops lost in 

the gloom beyond the torch light. Others are tiny spaces, 
restricting movement and lines of retreat. Many still bear clues 
as to what their original purpose may have been, holding 
rotted furniture and decayed objects d’art. But in some, time 
and the actions of the dungeon’s inhabitants have erased all 
traces of the room’s original intent, leaving only plain stone 
and the traces of the creatures’ presence. Either purposely 
placed or randomly created, the room is where the dungeon 
truly comes to life, often to the chagrin of the explorers.  

As with most other features of the dungeon, rooms often 
contain mysteries or unseen dangers. Some rise or fall, 

depositing the party on a level they wished not to explore. 
Some are the homes of creatures that blend into the stones of 
the room, seeming to be a harmless part of the construction. 
The widow of the adventurer lost to a trapper or the orphan 
of one brought low by a lurker above will tell you to fear 
those harmless looking floors and ceilings. Even the walls 
have been known to spring into action, grinding closer and 
closer together as the party struggles to halt their advance. 
On rare occasions, some rooms serve as impenetrable 
redoubts of safety and respite for the weary party. Strange 
magics secure the doors from outside interruption or even 
accelerate the cycle of time within its walls, allowing for rest 
and re-memorization of spells at a fraction of the normal 
required time. These rooms are the exception rather than 
the rule, however, and should be coveted whenever found.

2d10 
Roll Random Rooms and Chancy Chambers

2 Extra dimensional room – Room’s interior is of much greater size than the surrounding area would seem to allow.

3 Redoubt – Room can be sealed to provide an area of safe rest for the party. No wandering monsters are 
encountered.

4 Carnivorous room – Hidden danger lurks in the room disguised as normal furnishings, walls, floor, or ceiling.

5 Elevator room – Room ascends/descends between two or more levels.

6 Tesseract – Room is a four-dimensional hypercube.

7 Environment room – Room is designed to be habitable by a creature accustomed to an uncommon environment. 
Examples are fire room, ice room, water room, vacuum chamber, etc.

8 Siphon room – Room drains health, memorized spells, magical charges, life levels, etc. for every ten minutes 
spent within it. Energy might power nefarious devices or be stored for later use.

9 Silent room – Room silences any sound made or produced within its walls.

10 Miniature room – Room has been built to accommodate creatures of a much smaller size. Ceiling is low, doors 
are small, and all furnishings are built on a small scale.

11 Strange gravity – Room is filled with a zero-gravity or reverse-gravity field.

12 Puzzle room – Walls, doors, and other features of the room shift and slide, blocking the entrance, creating new 
exits, or uncovering hidden secrets.

13 Spell amplifier – Spells cast while in this room produce the maximum effects possible.

14 Rotating room – Room spins unnoticed when door closes, allowing access to another dungeon area and 
possibly confusing mapping attempts.

15 Accelerated time room – When the door to this room is closed, time inside passes at a rate of 24 hours for each 
hour that passes outside.

16 Stasis room – Any living creature in this room enters a state of stasis when the door is sealed. The creature no 
longer requires food or drink or ages. Stasis can only be ended by opening the door from the outside.

17 Peace room – Room’s enchantment prevents any acts of violence from occurring within it. Creatures 
encountered in this room are more likely to be friendly and helpful to the party.

18 One-way room – Room possesses two doors, one at each end. Room may only be entered from one and only 
exited from the other.

19 Static electricity room – The atmosphere of this chamber is heavily charged with static electricity, which 
discharges when living creatures touch metal or one another, causing a small amount of damage.

20 Compacting room – walls or ceiling slowly grind close to crush anyone inside.





Random Original Purpose of Rooms & Chambers
These tables are composed of diverse types of rooms likely to be found within a dungeon setting, divided into categories 
based on the functions of said rooms. All that is required to use the table is a percentile roll on a single master chart, followed 
by subsequent roll of a variable dice type on an associated sub-table. These tables may be used to determine what function 
a dungeon room originally or currently serves, giving the referee a better idea as to what might be found in that room when 
fleshing it out in his or her notes.

Table 1 - Room Category
D% Table Result 
01-03 Audience - Sub-Table A

04-08 Captivity -  Sub-Table B

09-15 Entertainment - Sub-Table C

16-25 Functional - Sub-Table D

26-60 General -  Sub-Table E

61-65 Military - Sub-Table F

66-70 Religious - Sub-Table G

71-75 Scholarly - Sub-Table H

76-00 Utility - Sub-Table I

Sub-Table A – Audience Rooms
D8 Room
1-3 Amphitheater

4-5 Audience Chamber

6 Court Room

7 Hall, Great

8 Throne Room

Sub-Table B – Captivity Rooms
D6 Room
1 Bestiary/Zoo

2-3 Cell, Prison

4 Kennel

5-6 Pen/Prison

Sub-Table C – Entertainment Rooms
D10 Room
1-2 Banquet Chamber

3-4 Game Room

5 Harem/Seraglio

6-7 Music Room

8 Torture Chamber

9-10 Trophy Room

Sub-Table D – Functional Rooms
D10 Room
1 Gallery

2 Hall

3-4 Lounge

5-6 Reception Chamber

7-8 Salon

9-10 Sitting Room

Sub-Table E – General Purpose Rooms
D20 Room
1-2 Antechamber

3-6 Bedroom, Average

7-8 Bedroom, Elite

9 Cistern

10 Dressing Room

11 Privy

12-13 Servant’s Dormitory

14-17 Storage

18-20 Waiting Room

Sub-Table F – Military Rooms
D6 Room
1 Armory

2-3 Barracks

4-5 Guard Room

6 Training/Exercise Room

Sub-Table G – Religious Rooms
D12 Room
1-2 Cell, Monk

3 Chantry

4 Chapel

5-6 Crypt

7-8 Meditation Chamber

9 Robing Room/Vestry

10 Confessional

11 Scriptorium

12 Shrine

Sub-Table H – Scholarly Rooms
D20 Room
1-2 Classroom

3 Conjuring Room

4 Divination Chamber

5-6 Laboratory

7-9 Library

10 Observatory

11-12 Office

13-16 Study

17-20 Workshop

Sub-Table I – Utility Rooms
D12 Room
1 Bath

2 Closet

3-4 Dining Room

5-6 Kitchen

7-8 Meeting Chamber

9-10 Office

11-12 Pantry
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Thirty Random Relics From Previous Adventurers

D30 The relic is…
1 The skeletal remains of a humanoid creature. A rotting wooden stake has been driven through its r bcage. Do the PCs dare remove it?

2 A battered lantern enchanted with a permanent illumination spell. The lantern hangs suspended in the air with no means of support.

3 A pitted short sword with a gauntlet wrapped around its hilt. The gauntlet contains a severed human hand. If the sword is grasped, visions of 
painful death assail the PC who holds it.

4 An iron spike driven into the floor. A hemp rope is tied to the spike and leads around a corner. At the opposite end the rope is twisted into a 
noose, slick with blood.

5 A game piece from a popular gambling house or other such venue. A personalized inscription is carved upon it. Carrying the item brings its 
owner a streak of misfortune.

6 A pair of worn but serviceable high, hard boots. The boots squeak when worn and attract wandering monsters.

7 A burned and water-stained spel book containing 1d4 random spells. The final page contains a suicide note.

8 A crude cairn of stone with a steel breastplate acting as a grave marker. A name, date, and brief obituary are scratched into the breastplate. 
The cairn has been disturbed and is empty.

9 A scratched and chipped glass eye. It has no magical properties but always appears to be staring at whoever first discovered it.

10 A pile of discarded ration wrappings and empty waterskins. Mixed amongst the heap are refilled containers and wrappings holding human 
blood and dwarf meat.

11 A pair of dead and maggot-ridden guard dogs. Their leather barding remains intact and is curiously free of weapon-damage.

12 A simple sketch map of the immediate dungeon drawn on a wall in chalk. Unbeknownst to the PCs, the map is incorrect and leads those 
following it into hidden dangers.

13 Several smashed holy water vials and a gnawed-off human finger in a pool of blood. The blood refuses to coagulate and dry.

14 A warning written in blood and bearing an odd, possibly occult symbol. The symbol is the sign of a secret brotherhood of dungeon explorers 
and the warning a passphrase known only by its members.

15 An expensive spell component seemingly dropped accidentally from a passing wizard’s pouch. The component is slightly defective and was 
purposely thrown away.

16 A necklace made from “trophies” (ears, teeth, or other bodily parts) collected from slain humanoid creatures. If worn, encounters with those 
same creatures always turn violent once they glimpse the grim necklace.

17 A worn-down whetstone on a rawhide thong. Edged weapons sharpened with the stone gain a bonus to attack rolls and damage, but fumbled 
attacks always inflict damage on the weapon’s wielder.

18 A cheap locket containing the portrait of a man or woman. Whoever claims the locket is haunted by the ghost of the necklace’s previous owner 
who badgers the PC to find the person depicted in the portrait and give the locket to him/her.

19 A bent iron holy symbol dedicated to the god of luck. Clerics using this item invoke the whim of that capricious deity when attempting to affect 
the undead. Roll 1d6 to determine its effect each time it is used: (1) suffer a -2/-10% penalty; (2) suffer a -1/-5% penalty; (3-4) no effect; (5) 
add a +1/+5% bonus; (6) add a +2/+10% bonus.

20 A cracked bone whistle tied to a piece of string. Blowing the whistle produces no audible result to human and demi-human ears but attracts 
vermin and certain humanoid creatures of the referee’s choice.

21 A “scarecrow” crafted from the bones and belongings of a slain adventurer. It turns to watch the party as they pass, chuckling eerily all the 
while.

22 A rusty set of thieves’ tools fused together by intense heat. One of the picks in the mass is of exceptional quality, granting a +2/+10% bonus 
when used in conjunction with larcenous skills. Unless extracted carefully, however, it becomes damaged and reverts to a normal implement.

23 A grapnel hanging from a ring in the ceiling. Rotting meat is attached to one of its tines. A black-painted cord, difficult to see in the dungeon 
gloom, stretches off into the hands of a lurking monster using the hook as a subterranean fishing lure.

24 A sealed, scuffed leather scroll case. If opened, gray ash is found inside. The ashes are the burned remains of a slain adventurer collected 
in the hopes of raising him from the dead.

25 A battered steel helmet, inverted and affixed to a stem of bone. Encrusted with blood, the helmet was fashioned into a ceremonial goblet 
used by a dark cult and then lost.

26 A steaming mound of monster waste. Those giving it more than a passing glance notice the skull, partially digested equipment, and other 
remaining parts of an adventurer who met his end as the monster’s most recent meal.

27 A battle-axe lodged in the skull of a gigantic beast. The axe’s shaft is broken, but the head is salvageable if it can be pried from the skull’s 
bony hold. If repaired, the axe is of the slaying variety against the creature in whose corpse it was discovered but always misses foes of any 
other type.

28 A pried-up flagstone, chipped by tools and set aside. Beneath it is a hollow showing signs of once containing a large chest. A dead hireling 
with a dagger in his back now fills the hole. If taken, the dagger always turns on its owner until buried in the back of a trusted ally.

29 A half-empty bottle filled with a fine and rare spirit. Anyone sampling this liquid runs the risk of attracting its former (and now-deceased) 
owner’s attention, granting the imb ber either a small boon of luck or a curse for drinking the liquor when its original owner can no longer 
enjoy it.

30 A damaged lute lacking strings. It is of quality construction and can be repaired. If restored, the first person playing it sings a tune of lost 
treasure and secret magic hidden far away. They’ve never heard this song before and have no inkling why they sang it.
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Unusual Dungeon Stairs
D20 The stairs…
1 Are “nightingale steps” specifically designed to emit groans or chirps when stepped on. These noises alert the monstrous guardians below that a 

meal in on its way.

2 Are alive. They might be crafted from flesh and bone and inhabited by the spirits of slain beings or possessed by creatures from the Elemental Plane 
of Earth. Depending on the stairs’ attitude, these disembodied spirits can assist the party with information about what awaits below or be a potent 
threat to overcome, leaving the party to wonder how one does battle with a flight of stairs?

3 Are semi-solid. Each step is actually a trough filled with a viscous material such as mud, wet clay, or stranger substances. These clinging materials 
require the travelers to tread carefully along the edges of the steps to avoid the goop or to step boldly into it and risk caltrops, sp kes, or hidden vermin. 
Travel up and down the stairs is slowed, making flight from dangerous foes a dicey proposition.

4 Have direction-muddling enchantments cast upon them. Anyone encountering the stairs sees them as leading in the direction opposite where they 
truly lead. This effect results in mapping errors or funnels the party into a place they really don’t wish to visit.

5 Decrease in size as they descend. This might be a purely mundane effect designed to force explorers into single-file and to make combat difficult. 
It could also have a magical effect such as causing the party to shrink in size the further they go, resulting in 1-foot-tall adventurers by the time they 
reach the bottom. The connecting level could be scaled to that size and filled with miniscule monsters or be a normal dungeon level, putting the PCs 
at a severe disadvantage when encountering its residents.

6 Charge a toll. At a point along the stair’s length, a barrier prevents further progress. In order to pass this blockade, the party must give up money, 
gems, magic, or some other precious belonging. The toll might be deposited into a special receptacle or simply vanish from the PCs’ possession. A 
living or at least sentient toll collector may also be present at the barrier.

7 Are longer than they appear. Due to cunning construction or subtle magics, the stairs seem to descend a much shorter distance than they actually 
do, leading the party to believe they’ve only traveled down a single level when instead they’ve gone much, much further into the dungeon. A wise 
dwarf or divination magics might discern the truth, but it is far more likely the deception becomes apparent only when the party encounters their first 
fearsome monster on “the next level down” and finds it much more powerful than anticipated.

8 Collapse to form a slippery slide that plunges the party to a deeper level. Awaiting them at the bottom of the chute might be alerted guards, hungry 
beasts, or a wall of rusty, blood-stained spikes.

9 Siphon liquids away. For each step a PC takes on the stairs, a small portion of any liquids in their possession vanishes, sipped away by magical wards 
placed upon the staircase. Those that reach the bottom discover their waterskins are empty, their holy water missing, and their costly restorative 
potions gone. Parties that discover this draining effect before reaching the stair’s bottom can turn around and avoid further liquid loss, but their 
magical elixirs might now have a limited duration or effect due to insufficient draughts.

10 Are one-way. Travels down the stairs can only go in a single direction. This might be caused by a concealed barrier that falls into place, blocking 
the stairs once the last member steps off them or be the result of repulsive magics that make it imposs ble to ascend the steps once the bottom is 
reached. One-way stairs are especially dangerous if the party used them to enter an unexplored level. With no easy retreat available, they have no 
hope of running from a superior foe.

11 Are statically charged. The stairs are covered in an unusual wooly material that generates static electricity. By the time the party reaches the bottom, 
each has become charged with static electricity of unusual strength. Party members touching metal or flesh discharge the electrical force, doing 
damage to themselves and others. A cunning party might be able to use this energy to their benefit, but so might other residents of the dungeon.

12 Are illusionary. Although seemingly solid, the stairs are nothing but a realistic hologram or illusionary magic. The first party member who steps upon 
them vanishes as they plummet down a shaft concealed by the false stairs. Depending on the source of the illusion, the remainder of the party might 
not realize what has occurred.

13 Have no visible means of support. Instead of being a solid staircase, each step floats independently in the air, held aloft by magical means. The steps 
might be secure or bob underfoot when weight is placed on them, possibly causing a careless traveler to fall. Some steps might be missing entirely, 
forcing the party to take desperate leaps across yawning gaps to make further progress down the stairs.

14 Lead somewhere utterly unexpected. Although unremarkable in appearance, those descending the steps find themselves in a location that could 
not reasonably be situated in the dungeon. Another plane of existence, a distant city, the mind of a powerful sorcerer, or a favorite fantasy tale of the 
referee are some poss bilities. Exiting these realms may simply be a matter of ascending the stairs or could require more difficult means to escape.

15 Are intermittent. Although solid stone and otherwise normal, there are times when the stairs simply aren’t there. An empty shaft might stand where the 
stairs should be, or there might not be anything at all occupying the space where the staircase typically is located. These periods of vanishing may 
be on a regular schedule or occur without warning. The fate of those on the steps when they vanish could be grim. 

16 Are a monster. One of the strange subterranean creatures who have evolved the ability to mimic normal dungeon decoration has mutated further and 
can now replicate lengthy stretches of stonework. This monster currently disguises itself as a short flight of stairs down to an alcove or pit. Parties 
venturing down the step are in truth entering the beast’s throat and are in for an unpleasant surprise.

17 Are musical. Stepping upon one or more steps causes a musical note to sound, reverberating down the stairwell. Each pipe organ-like note is 
perfectly tuned and deft footwork can cause intricate musical compositions to be played. These musical stairs might be due to a quirk of the dungeon’s 
designer, a warning system, or the key to unlocking hidden mysteries. Perhaps when a specific tune is played a secret door opens or a magical effect 
occurs.

18 Warm metal objects. As the party descends the steps, any metal objects possessed by them gradually grow warmer, eventually becoming hot to the 
touch. PCs must discard these items or be burned by them. Native dungeon inhabitants not prone to using metal weapons and armor often lurk at 
the foot of the stairs to ambush the now unarmored and unarmed interlopers from the surface.

19 Record and replay images. The stairs possess the magical ability to record and reproduce visual “echoes” of any creature that uses them. These 
images might be replayed immediately or stored and repeated after a specific delay. Intelligent monsters might use the stairs’ power to lure enemies 
into an ambush, while explorers unaware of the stairs’ property might suddenly encounter their exact duplicates coming the other way upon returning 
from their expedition.

20 A secret treadmill. Walking down the staircase causes hidden machinery to turn, moving the stairs in place beneath the party’s feet. So subtle is 
this effect the PCs are unlikely to detect it and may deduce that the stairs are endless. This effect works in both directions and unless deactivated 
can strand the party on the stairs permanently. An even more fiendish option is that the treadmill serves as a dynamo that generates power for a 
concealed trap, which is activated after sufficient power is produced.



An A-to-Z Reference for Classic Dungeon Design 49

T
is for Traps 
For more than one adventurer, the last 
thing they’ve heard on this side of the 
shroud is the soft “click” of a depressed 
flagstone or the sharp “snick” of a spring-
loaded needle sliding home. They have 

run afoul of one of the myriad traps that guard the secrets 
of the dungeon. In order to protect the Gold, Jewels, and 
Magic secreted in the dungeon, many contraptions, both 
magic and mundane, have been placed to guard them. A 
dungeon without traps is like a house without Books: it 

lacks its very soul.

Thirty Fiendish Traps

1 Poison needle. 16 Magical ray strikes victim – turns to stone, searing heat, 
freezing cold, etc.

2 Scything blade slashes at hands. 17 Room fills with poisonous gas.

3 Fusillade of darts. 18 Mundane object(s) – statue, furniture, etc. spring to life and 
attack.

4 Spears spring from wall/floor. 19 Pendulum blades swing from the ceiling.

5 Poison gas spews from object. 20 Trapdoor opens, dumping victim down a shaft – may lead 
to lower level, monster’s den, or inflict falling damage.

6 Cantilevered floor spills victim into pit/pool of acid/watery 
pit with aquatic monster. 21 Monster released from concealed pen into the room.

7 Rocks/stone slab/loose bricks fall from above. 22 Object smeared with contact poison.

8 Portcullis descends, blocking exits/spearing those 
underneath. 23 Rolling rock released to crush adventurers underneath.

9 Arrows/quarrels fired from concealment. 24 Object filled with serpents, spiders, or other venomous 
vermin.

10 Room floods with water/acid/monstrous slime or ooze. 25 Massive stone slab seals the chamber – party may starve 
to death or another threat might be added.

11 Walls of the room compact, squishing the party between 
them. 26 Covered pit – with or without spikes.

12 Ceiling descends – spikes may or may not protrude. 27 Net/snare entangles victim and lifts him/her aloft.

13 Spring-loaded flagstone launches victim into the air, 
splattering him against the ceiling. 28 Object covered with super-strength adhesive, possibly 

immobilizing the victim or encumbering him.

14 Magical glyph or runes. 29 False treasure – object is a disguised monster.

15 Fake trap – object bears false hints that it is trapped but is quite 
safe. 30 Object teleports victim to random/pre-determined 

location.

Traps come in countless forms, being limited only by the 
creativity and wealth of their creators. Some are minute 
and easy to overlook, only discovered when the attempt 
to open a locked chest goes awry. Others are of massive 
construction, bringing down the entire ceiling of a Room 
onto a hapless party that didn’t follow the correct pattern on 
the checkered tile floor below. In between these extremes 
lies a plethora of perils: volleys of darts, spears rocketing 
from walls, gas- or water-filled Rooms, walls that suddenly 
clap together or grind slowly to seal one’s doom, covered 
pits (with or without spikes), inward falling Doors, rolling 
rocks, showers of serpents, scything blades, clay jars filled 
with green slime that fall from above, harmful Inscriptions, 
poison-coated Gold, exploding Jewels, and even traps 
that look like traps but actually do no harm. The party must 
thread their way through these dangers if they wish to lay 
their hands upon the treasures that wait beyond.
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T
is also for Treasure Chests
The sight of a massive chest standing in a dark corner after the last of his foes has fallen causes a 
weary adventurer’s spirit to soar. Great treasures are deposited in such containers, supposedly safe and 
secure against greedy hands. In some cases, these treasure chests have only a flimsy lock protecting 
their contents, but often more formidable protections guard the glittering coins, sparkling gems, and potent 
magics they contain.

Although Traps are usually employed along with locks to keep treasure chests secure, it is sometimes the box itself that 
proves to be wealth’s greatest guardian. From false bottoms to contact poisons to powerful enchantments laid upon the 
box, there is no shortage of alternate means to keep a treasure safe within a chest. Rarer and more dangerous are special 
varieties of chests that act as guardians, calling upon weird magics and cunning designs to thwart the most dedicated thief. 
If these security measures can be breached without destroying the box, the chest itself can be claimed and is commonly as 
valuable as the wealth it holds. Greedy merchants, paranoid potentates, and veteran adventurers seeking to protect their 
spoils pay large sums to acquire these unique treasure chests. The seller of such containers need beware, however. An 
unscrupulous purchaser may take steps to eliminate anyone with knowledge of the chest’s defenses to better protect their 
wealth.
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Twenty-Three Rare and Unusual Treasure Chests

2d12 The chest is…
2 Inside another chest. Like a set of nesting dolls, one or more smaller chests reside inside the first. Each one is locked and trapped, requiring numerous 

keys or successfully larcenous skill tests to reach the final box that contains the treasure. Due to space limitations, the last chest is unlikely to contain 
much, but what it does hold will be highly valuable to warrant such security precautions.

3 Magnetized. Any would-be thief approaching the chest and bearing large amounts of steel is forcefully attracted to and becomes stuck to the heavy, 
iron container. The magnetic attraction is powerful enough that the PC cannot free himself unless he possesses abnormal strength. Attempts to pick the 
chest’s lock or disable its trap through physical methods are doomed to fail as the thief’s tools fly from his hand and become affixed to the chest. These 
chests usually contain non-ferrous treasures and are opened with ceramic, bone, or glass keys.

4 Invis ble. The contents, however, are not, and neither is the needle or scything blade that guards the wealth. The treasure seems to mock those who 
would claim it. The trap’s trigger and internal mechanisms are invisible, making disarming the trap a difficult task. A failed attempt to render the trap 
inactive is likely to set it off.

5 Covered with transparent and extremely strong glue. Coating one’s hands in a common substance (soot, oil, water, etc.) prevents the glue from sticking, 
but only the chest’s owner(s) know that trick. Adventurers with knowledge of dungeon monsters might assume the chest is actually one of those rare 
beasts that can mimic dungeon accoutrements. 

6 Magically animated and will either fight or flee the party when approached. A special command word negates the animation, allowing the chest to be 
pilfered more easily, although other safeguards may still be in place.

7 Out of phase. The chest is clearly visible, but all attempts to touch it cause the PC’s hands to pass through it as if it were an illusion or hologram. A special 
pair of gloves (usually secreted nearby) or powerful plane-crossing magic is needed to access the chest.

8 Affixed to the ceiling with magic or adhesive. This tactic is generally employed by exceptionally tall races or those who can walk on walls. Upside-down 
thieves attempting to detect traps or pick the lock suffer penalties for doing so in an unusual position.

9 Spell-proof. Powerful adventurers become accustomed to opening even the most stubborn or trapped chests from a safe distance with the appropriate 
magical spells. This chest is warded against these magics. Some forms of spell-proofing transform and reflect such breaching magics, changing them 
into magical fire bursts or lightning strikes directed back at the caster.

10 Throws a glamour upon its contents. Any object placed in the chest assumes a valuable appearance. Mundane items seem bejeweled, copper coins 
appear to be platinum, and glass baubles look like rare gemstones. This magical glamour lasts for a short time once the object is removed from the chest, 
but unless the looter dawdles in bagging the loot, it’s unl kely he’ll notice its true worth until after he’s exited the dungeon. The real valuables are kept in 
a false bottom or other hidden location in or near the chest.

11 Fashioned to resemble a stone block. The chest is placed in a cavity in a wall, making it seem to be an ordinary dungeon building block. Only careful 
searching reveals the slight depressions in the stone that act as handholds for pulling the chest out and accessing its contents.

12 Formed from a giant creature’s skull. The skull’s upper portion is sawed off and reattached with stout hinges. Metal places are attached to the eye sockets 
and nasal cavity to prevent access through those channels. Many such skull chests are animated undead as well, keyed to attack looters.

13 Inside a creature. Powerful wizards and mad inventors enjoy hiding their wealth inside one of their creations. The torso of an iron golem is the perfect 
place to build or hide a treasure chest. Not only is it secret, but it has powerful protection without the need for locks and traps. Biological guardians are 
also used, but the means to deposit or retrieve one’s wealth is much less convenient. 

14 Restricts withdrawals. The chest is enchanted so that only a single item can be removed and replaced each day. Attempts to withdraw more than one 
item causes a force field to appear across the mouth of the chest, preventing access to its contents until the following day. One item can be placed in the 
chest; the barrier allows it to pass through, but blocks anything trying to exit the chest. These chests are typically locked in place to prevent the entire 
chest from being carried off.

15 Disintegrates its contents. The chest is used to store sensitive materials better destroyed completely lest they fall into the wrong hands. Unless opened 
with the correct key, magical coils inside the chest emit disintegrating rays that vaporize its contents. Paranoid wizards often store their spel books inside 
such chests, provided they have a spare set secreted somewhere else.

16 Vampiric. This chest has no visible lock but is bloodstained and has curious funnel-shaped holes upon its lid. To open a vampiric chest, blood from either 
the opener or a sacrifice must be spilled over it. The funnels absorb the vital fluid, unlocking the chest.

17 A mirror. This chest can only be seen inside a mirror or other reflective surface. The person wishing to access its contents must manipulate the chest’s 
reflection, drawing its treasures out of the looking glass. When locked and trapped, attempts to physically bypass these security measures are penalized 
due to the difficulties in working on the chest in its mirrored, reversed stated.

18 Opens under certain conditions. The chest only opens when specific conditions apply. Some are time-locked, opening at set periods during the day, 
week, or month. Others only open in darkness or under the light of the new moon. These chests are commonly placed in locations that make meeting 
the condition difficult but not entirely inconvenient to the owner.

19 Battery locked. Several odd tubes, crystals, and wires wind their way across the surface of the chest. The box will not open unless an electrical charge is 
fist applied to the chest, typically through a magic spell or wand. Attempts to bash open the chest result in the thief being electrocuted by the container’s 
power system.

20 A “music box.” These chests are crafted from fine, but unnaturally strong crystal that vibrates when exposed to musical tones. A specific note or series 
of notes needs to be played near the chest to open the container. Keys to music boxes are specially tuned whistles or other simple musical instruments 
that can be easily carried without attracting attention.

21 A “toy box.” A toy box chest can refer to either a toy designed to hold hidden valuables or an actual toy box containing treasure. Secret toy boxes can 
be anything from a doll’s house with an extra-dimensional space for treasure to a rocking horse with a concealed container in its back. Actual toy box 
treasure chests are typically found in the lairs of demonic children, regressive madmen, or in the bedchambers of prepubescent princes and princesses.

22 Disguised as a chamber pot. The chest is a wooden crate or ceramic pot befouled with waste and stinking. Its contents are buried beneath a layer of filth 
that discourages digging around in the chest. Any PC pulling the treasure free from the bodily waste it contains risks contracting a disease if the proper 
precautions are not taken.

23 Gaseous. The chest and all its contents exist in a gaseous but immobile state. A solid lock hangs in the mist and unlocking the chest with the proper key 
causes the container and its riches to revert to a solid state.

24 Greed-cursed. Covered in macabre carvings of warring creatures, the chest casts a baleful curse if two or more persons are present when it is opened. 
The curse causes anyone glimpsing the chest’s contents to be overcome with irresistible greed and the desire for sole ownership of its riches. Cursed 
individuals will attack to kill anyone else staking a claim on the chest’s contents.
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W
is for Weird
In addition to the strange powers and perils 
of Altars, Statues, Rooms, and Pools, 
other forms of the weird and the strange 
await the adventurers as they explore the 
deep dungeon. These weird events and 

items color the atmosphere of the depths, reminding the 
party that they are no longer in the realm of reason and 
common sense. They have entered the Underworld and 
should not expect things to behave in a rational manner. 

The weird of the dungeon are usually quiet and unsettling 
things. They are not events like the sudden alteration of the 
laws of gravity or the discovery that the Hallways are actually 
the digestive tract of some gigantic beast. These things have 
their place in the dungeon but are more Zowie! than weird.

No, the weird in the dungeon is a small patch of moss that 
seems to sob like a frightened child. It is a pool of congealed 
blood on the ceiling of a corridor. It is the sound of strange 
flutes piping up from the depths below, accompanied by 
the laughter of ladies. It is the smell of lilac perfume in the 
air, when all around is dust and decay. Weird is not overtly 
dangerous or threatening; it is unnerving and spine-tingling. 
It is the reminder that the dungeon asks many Questions 
and it is up to the adventurers to try and unravel those 
mysteries. When done right, a weird event or encounter may 
be more memorable that the greatest fight the adventurers 
survive and may lay the seeds for future adventurers or 
attempts into the dungeon.
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D12 
Roll Perplexing Things and Events of a Weird Nature

1 A preserved humanoid head encased in a fluid-filled glass jar or bottle.

2 A clock with occult symbols on its face and more hands than normal. Clock may run faster or slower than normal, or even 
backwards.

3 A trail of footprints which ends abruptly in the middle of a room or hallway.

4 A statue or painting that seems to weep tears. Tears may be normal salty water or of a more unusual nature (blood, bile, wine, etc.).

5 A normal animal, one seemingly out of place in a dungeon such as a cat, deer, ferret, or canary, is occasionally spotted by the 
adventurers. The animal only appears at a distance and easily eludes any attempts to pursue or capture it. 

6 A chamber which seems to have recently been subject to a passing rain or snow storm.

7 A set of stairs that ends abruptly at a blank stone wall.

8 An elegant meal is laid out on a banquet table. The food is warm and partially eaten but there is no sign of the diners. It is as 
if they suddenly left their meal with no trace of where they went or why.

9 A mirror that reflects the images of people not present in the room.

10 A discoloration of the stones in a dungeon wall resembles the silhouette of a man. He may appear to be in a bold posture or 
cowed in fear. The implications and cause of this discoloration are left to the referee.

11 A cloud of glowing dust motes floats in the air in some difficult to reach place (in a high balcony, on the far side of a deep 
chasm, or atop a stone pillar). 

12
Periodically, the adventurers hear the faint sound of a song echoing through the dungeon. Sometimes it sounds like an ancient 
elvish lament about a lover who has gone far away, while other times it is a simple child’s nursery rhyme, one known by all the 
adventurers from their youth.



X
is for Xenophobia 
Trust and acceptance is hard to find in the dungeon. The 
races of light have achieved a fair simulacrum of tolerance 
in the lands above but, even there, the levels of tolerance 
are often pressed to the limit when dwarves and elves 
meet or when humans and half-orcs are forced to rub 

shoulders for too long. It is thus not surprising to discover that meetings 
between the races above and below seldom end in vows of friendship and 
support.

All too often even the intelligent races of the dungeon are treated as 
threats to home and hearth by the explorers who venture into the dim 
depths. Encounters begin more often than not with readied blades and 
spells on the lips. It is only when the numbers of one party grossly 
outnumber the members of the second that empty hands are held 
aloft and there are quietly whispered inquiries as to who in the party 
speaks Goblin. This is a rational response, at least to the minds of 
those involved. After all, if the denizens of the dungeon had nothing to 
hide, why would they be skulking in these dark catacombs? Even some 
virtuous paladins have been known to put infant Kobolds to the sword, 
convinced that they are merely stopping evil at the root.

As to those who dwell within the dungeon, one can hardly blame 
them for being suspicious of people who blunder wantonly into their 
homes, upturning their possessions and slaying their loved ones 
in a quest for the valuables they’ve rightfully acquired in their own 
explorations of their dungeon home. Perhaps if they kill this lot, 
others on the surface might take the hint and leave them in peace. 

This is of course not to say that all encounters should be settled with 
hot words and spilled blood. Sometimes even brazen adventurers learn 
that it’s better to have uneasy allies rather than dedicated enemies 
within these corridors of stone. Some of the denizens might even be 
predisposed to assist the party, be it through long-past racial kinship 
or a selfish desire to remove a more powerful competitor for resources 
from the dungeon. A smart party of adventurers learns early that the 
dedicated eradication of everything in the dungeon never ends well 
for the party themselves. Otherwise they’ll only learn this lesson when 
it is much too late to benefit from it.



D8 
Roll

EIGHT Ways to Shake Up the Adventurers’ 
Preconceived Notions about Monsters

1 Humanoids have converted to a new religion and desire peaceful relations with 
surface dwellers.

2
Party interrupts a religious rite/holiday where outsiders are considered lucky. 
They are welcomed by the monsters and offered hospitality for the duration of the 
holiday.

3

The humanoids are subjugated by a stronger race and are forced to do the bidding 
of their masters. If left to their own devices, they’d move out of the area and leave 
the surface races alone. Perhaps a goblin “Spartacus” dwells amongst his people, 
needing only the party’s assistance to overthrow his race’s cruel overlords.

4 A plague grips the humanoid tribe. Desperate for assistance, they seek the help of 
the party, offering friendship and peaceful relations in return.

5

The party slays a powerful monster, only to discover a humanoid baby or child in 
the monster’s lair, obviously intended as a meal. The child’s tribe would very much 
l ke the child returned safely, but will the natural distrust of both the humanoids and 
the party get the best of them?

6
The adventurers encounter a tr be of humanoids that seem unl ke other of their 
kind – silver goblins, orcs wearing togas and engaged in debate, etc. Does the 
party bother to learn more or do they engage them swords and spells flying?

7

A group of unarmed humanoids approaches the party. In their humanoid language, 
they try to convince the adventurers that they are actually cursed adventurers 
who’ve been transformed into their current form. They claim that magic prevents 
them from speaking or understanding any language other than that of their 
enchanted state. Are these creatures telling the truth or is this a prelude to an 
ambush?

8

A band of young humanoids makes contact with the party. They are undergoing a 
rite of passage that requires them to kill a powerful monster. Hoping to win great 
prestige from their tribe, they’ve chosen to slay one of the toughest monsters in 
the dungeon. If the party agrees to help them, they promise the lion’s share of the 
creature’s treasure so long as they can keep its head to prove their deed.



Y
is for Yellow
In the lands above, the shade 
of yellow is one associated with 
happy circumstances and pleasant 
days. Yellow is the color of dazzling 

sunlight, of swaying daffodils in the breeze, or is the tint of 
a true love’s hair. It conjures up images of children playing 
on bright spring days and the taste of succulent fruits. In 
the realms below, however, the color yellow has grimmer 
associations.

In those dank catacombs, yellows come not in bright, cheerful 
hues, but in faded tinctures of age and rot. It is a sickly shade, 
calling to mind craven fear, shattering madness, and the 
unstoppable march to the grave. It is found in decaying texts and 
grimoires, their pages having yellowed with the passage of untold 
ages. It colors the rotted bones of the dead, turning them from 
bleached clean purity to the tone of an old man’s teeth. Once-
fine silk and lace clothes have faded to a dirty yellow tint in the 
dungeon’s dank climate. Even the sheen of Gold is reduced to 
an unsettling dim yellow, rather than one gleaming and pristine.

Hideous denizens of the dungeons are 
also of this hue. From the fatal yellow mold, 
to the yellow musk creeper and its zombie-
like creations, to the orange-yellow coloration 
of the ochre jelly, there are no good and 
clean yellows beneath the earth. For referees 
and players well acquainted with the works 
of Chambers, Lovecraft, and Derleth, the color 
yellow is an all too potent reminder of the King in 
Yellow, the wearer of the Pallid Mask, and the madness-
inducing Yellow Sign. Players acquainted with older 
classic horror works are sure to recall Charlotte Perkins 
Gilman’s “The Yellow Wallpaper,” and the madness 
that accompanies that tale. 

Yellow was once a more sinister hue than we 
consider it now. A clever referee will try to use 
this older association to – ahem – color his 
dungeon deep.



D6 
Roll Six Sinister Uses of the Color Yellow

1
Deep in the dungeon, the adventurers surprise a group of cultists who conceal their identities with yellow robes 
and masks. When defeated, they are revealed to be common folk from the nearby town. Those taken alive 
reveal only they await the coming of “the king.” What does this portend? 

2

A mural depicting a cheerful and green land is painted upon the wall. With lush forests and verdant fields, 
all seems well. But as the adventurers move about, they notice that, when viewed from another angle, an 
unsettling hue of yellow seems to pervade the once-green landscape. On closer inspection, it seems this yellow 
plague originates from a castle/tower/monastery/etc. in the middle of the land. This structure is the very same 
one that the party is now exploring!

3
Raggedly thin, feral-looking humanoids infest a section of the dungeon. Their skin has grown a pallid yellow and 
become scaly and flaked. Something is affecting them, giving them strange abilities and powerful resistances. 
Whatever could be behind such a hideous mutation?

4
A dusty skeleton sits atop a throne in a dusty chamber, its once-fine garments now yellow and rotted with age. 
One bony arm is fused into rigidity and points languidly to a section of floor before it. Silence fills the air as if 
the chamber itself holds its breath in anticipation.

5 A triggered pressure plate causes the hallway to fill with a cloud of yellow gas. Roiling and billowing as if alive, 
the cloud moves quickly towards the party, threatening to engulf them.

6
A thick tome sits atop a pedestal, its yellowed pages open to reveal strange writing. Study of this tome will allow a 
spell caster to learn some new spell or prayer of unique power, provided that they are able to confront the hideous 
truths revealed in the book without succumbing to the madness such knowledge instills upon the reader.
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Z
is for Zowie! 
The Zowie! is related to the Weird, but 
where the weird is subtle and quiet, the 
zowie! is grandiose, memorable, and 
breathtaking. It is a feature or features that 
the adventurers will never fail to mention 

in the tales of their exploits – a memorable discovery 
that separates one particular dungeon from all the other 
subterranean complexes the party has explored.

Most dungeons possess at least one or two zowies!, but – like 
any good thing – quantity  does not always equal quality. Too 
many wondrous things quickly cause them to lose their impact, 
rendering them merely implausible and tiresome. To combat 
this, the referee should limit his zowies! to one or fewer per 

level. In a pinch, more things weird can be added to spice 
things up, but the zowie! should be kept to small doses.

Examples of possible zowies! are: a vast, barren stone bridge 
that arcs over a river of molten lava; an underground forest 
comprised of crystalline trees; a gigantic cavern that houses 
a town built upon a stone platform, which is suspended from 
the ceiling by titanic chains; or a humongous book the size of 
a house, in which the names of all the adventurers to have 
entered the dungeon have been written. The dungeon itself 
could even be the zowie! The old TSR module S3 - Expedition 
to the Barrier Peaks is a classic example of this, as would 
be a dungeon that actually is the body of a dead god lying 
sprawled across a barren wasteland.	

D20 
 Roll Twenty Random Zowies! Table

1 “The Infernal Machine”
2 A tree with leaves of precious gold and silver.
3 A massive water-wheel that powers the dungeon’s traps.
4 An empty suit of titanic plate mail.
5 A casino/gambling house run by monsters.
6 A crystal ziggurat that houses a giant beating heart at its center.
7 A gallery that bears statues in the likenesses of the adventurers.
8 A rustic village and its inhabitants all carved from living stone.
9 An orrery or model of the Cosmic Wheel.
10 A humongous cesspit inhabited by a congress of wise neo-otyughs.
11 The tomb of a dead demi-god.
12 A bottomless chamber filled with mist.
13 The purple worm graveyard where ancient worms go to die.
14 “The Parliament of Ghosts”
15 The rusting remains of a ‘57 Chevy.
16 Rows of vats containing the featureless forms of humanoids floating in liquid.
17 An abandoned wharf set on the shores of a sunless sea.
18 A series of Teslatrons spitting sparks and bolts of electricity.
19 “The Mother of All Puddings”
20 A wooly mammoth or other extinct beast encased in a block of ice.


















