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Part 1: The Dungeon — Preparing Your
Adventures

How much do you need? In what order do you do it? How do you build a world that

feels alive without spending every spare hour at your desk? This section covers the
full arc of preparation, from understanding who your players are before you write a single
word, to the practical steps of getting yourself ready in the hour before everyone sits down
at the table. The goal isn't to make you prep more. It's to make the prep you do count for
more.

P rep is where everything starts, and for a lot of DMs it's also where the anxiety begins.

Know Thy Audience

As a dungeon master, you are the chef and the players are your
diners. Your primary objective is to give them a good dining
experience.

Your ability to cook up a good meal starts with well-chosen ingredients tailored to your
diner's preferences. (It also helps to know if any are allergic to goblins.)

If you don't already, get to know a little about your players. Do they prefer combat and
tactical action over meandering exploration? Does social interaction with non-player
characters (NPCs) appeal to them most?

In my experience, most players prefer an equal blend of the Three Pillars (social
interaction, combat, and exploration), but they don't necessarily need to be in equal
measure within each session. Sometimes you want a night where it's all about combat,
while other game sessions should be more focused on negotiating the price of arrows with
the shopkeeper or navigating the wilderness to find the entrance to that dungeon the
shopkeeper kept mentioning.

You can also tie one or two of your adventure hooks into the party's backstories. If you can
throw in a connection to the half-orc barbarian's childhood, or perhaps the cleric's call to
their faith, you establish a personal reason for the players to become invested in the
adventure.

There's another benefit to knowing the character backstories at your table. The creativity
the players put into those backgrounds can be mined for new ideas and inspiration.
Anytime you can embrace and extend those character connections, you are adding depth to
your adventures.
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I was asked to run a one-shot adventure for a group of five adults, most of whom had never
met. To add to the fun, two had only played D&D once or twice before. I wanted the 3-hour
game to be memorable and fun, and because few of the players knew each other, I saw an
opportunity to tap into that unfamiliarity and draw them into the game in a personal way.

The first thing I did was reach out to each player and engage in a conversation in order to
get to know them a little. With some notes in hand, I set to work.

Since these players would be coming together for the first time as a group, I wanted their
characters to be doing the same thing in-game. But how?

"You see four strangers eyeing you suspiciously from across the
inn's common room," wasn't going to cut it.

At the very beginning of the session, | handed each player a piece of paper rolled up like a
scroll. I provided one verbal instruction, "Read this in silence, then roll it back up and
place it in front of you when you're done. Keep the contents to yourself."

The players did as instructed. I could see a few eyebrows go up, and then one by one, the
scrolls were closed up. Once [ had the table's full attention, the only thing I had to say was,
"What do you do?"

Here's what the half-orc barbarian's scroll said.

Your soulmate and life-partner has been cursed by a powerful yuan-ti priest. The
curse has a deadline and until then, your partner slowly loses more of their life
force. Their irrevocable death will take place at midnight on Midsummer's Eve —
tonight!

After spending much gold and seeking help from the most powerful sages and
spiritual leaders you could find, none prevailed at lifting the curse. However, you
may have found another way.

Through much searching, you have learned that the oldest hag in all of the Sword
Coast (5,000 years old!) is the only being that knows how to overcome the curse. All
hags have a price, however.

The hag is named Nar L'Osi Nys (Espruar for "grandmother sister"). She said the
answer is to locate a very special Ring of Regeneration that was created by the very
yuan-ti priest who placed the curse on your soulmate.

This Ring is quite special. It will remove all poisons and ill conditions from the
wearer, including curses, and restore your partner to full health. However, only Nar
L'Osi Nys knows how to activate it.
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This means you must find the ring and bring it and your partner to her so that its
magic can lift the curse.

The Ring can be identified by its seemingly infinite swirl of living ivy carved around
its circumference.

The hag's price? The ring is in the possession of a powerful green dragon that is in
alliance with a cult dedicated to the yuan-ti god, Merrshaulk. You must retrieve the
ring and kill the dragon before you get back to the hag. And you have to do it before
the curse completes its deadly course. Easy.

Fortunately, the hag gave you a special medallion of teleportation that will instantly
transport you back to her. Your partner is in the "safe keeping" of the hag until you
return—or time runs out and they die.

The hag even told you where the ring is, more or less.

After some exploration, you found the step pyramid centered in a big clearing on a
small plateau, surrounded on all sides by swamp, save a single dirt and stone
causeway leading up to it. You found no obvious entrance.

On one side of the temple, roughly forty yards from its base, is a simple stone
building where priests of the temple lived. Around the fringes of the clearing, you
can see the derelict remains of a few dirt huts and animal pens that have been
sporadically used by transient forest dwellers.

As you explore the compound, you catch the sound of the forest coming alive as a
group of at least 100 cultists (or more!) arrive, seemingly unaware of your presence.
And they brought a little friend! Looking up, you see the massive form of what you
instantly recognize as a huge green dragon, flying in over the tree tops, about to
land in the clearing.

You seek refuge within the priest's quarters only to discover four other individuals
are already within, hiding from the approaching horde. You don't know who they
are or why they are there, but they seem to be dressed and outfitted for adventure
and exploration.

Each character's individual quest shared something in common: to remove a curse. They
found themselves together, dropped right into the heat of the action, presumably
attempting to achieve an unspoken but common goal, in a situation that demanded
cooperation in order to survive.

I chose the motivators within each character's scroll based on some personal detail I
learned during my conversation with each player, but otherwise their quests were the
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same. They told me after the game that they felt immediately invested in the adventure
because their character's specific motivation was personal to them.

Finding and Developing Ideas

Every DM eventually faces the blank page.

You need an adventure and you've got nothing. The good news is that "nothing" is rarely
actually nothing. Creativity is rarely something you grab out of thin air. Most creative
people get inspiration from what is around them. In fact, you could say that an important
ingredient in creativity for a Dungeon Master is the ability to observe rather than to create.

Look Around You

For over ten years, I was into motorcycling in a big way. I had an adventure bike [2007
Suzuki V-Strom 650] and rode solo an average of 10,000 miles per year around the western
United States and British Columbia on multi-week trips. That time on the road was one of
the most productive creative periods of my life, and [ wasn't even trying.

I'd look up at a hillside covered in sagebrush and junipers in eastern Oregon and instantly
imagine an orc scout peeking from behind a rock as I rode past. Or I'd envision a company
of elven warriors guarding their forest home as I passed through a grove of redwood trees
in northern California. I'd often stay in small towns, each with its own unique character
and flavor. I'd imagine these places were the home base towns for a group of adventurers,
and the restaurants where I'd eat would be the inns they'd visit to get rumors and find
quests. The people I met on my trips would inspire the characters in my adventures, and
more than a few of their names ended up in my games with only the lightest disguise
applied.

On a solo motorcycle trip to British Columbia, I stopped at a motel in Osoyoos, just
north of the Washington border. I had an unusual wallet made of Tyvek, printed
with a topographical map of southeast Alaska. The woman at the front desk noticed
it as I was checking in and asked about it. Two years later, passing through on
another trip, I walked into the same motel and recognized her. I said, "I remember
you from when I was here last time." She smiled and said, "I don't remember you,
but [ remember that wallet."

That stuck with me. Not just as a good line, but as a reminder that people remember
the unusual detail, not the person carrying it.

A few years later, the party was in a tavern trying to gather information about a
rumored dragon in the area. The cleric had the highest Charisma, so they were
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working the bartender. The player failed their Persuasion check, but [ wanted the
story to move forward, so I improvised. As the bartender, I said, "I don't remember
hearing anything about a dragon, but I remember the tattoos on your druid friend
over there. Why don't you have them come over here and chat with me for a bit?"

The unusual detail redirected the conversation. It works in a motel in British
Columbia and it works at a tavern in the Forgotten Realms.

Thinking back, I realize that very little of my ideas as a DM or as an author are truly unique
or new creations. They are usually subtle shifts of places I've been, things I've done, or
people I've met. Start with something that already exists and find a way to take it ten
degrees or even ninety degrees in a new, fantastical direction.

Take a walk on a local trail and put yourself in the mindset of an adventuring party moving
through the wilderness. Look at a river and think about what magic or danger might lie
within it. Notice the layout of a building you know well and realize it would make a perfect
tavern floor plan. I once took inspiration from a scandalous mayor of a local town and
made him the bad guy during one particular session of my campaign. I changed the name
to protect the guilty, but their mannerisms, way of speaking, and even the way they dress
influenced the evil NPC I created. The players at my table had no idea where that
character’s inspiration came from.

Here’s one practical tip worth keeping in your toolkit: if you need a unique name for a
person or place, use anagrams of real names.

As the saying goes, all rock and roll is just ripped-off blues chords.

Four Foundations to Build From

When observation isn't quite enough to get the creative engine turning, a simple
framework can help. Most adventures, whether published classics or something scratched
together on a Tuesday night, tend to center around one of four themes: maps, monsters,
magic, or people.

Map-centered adventures are built around places and locations. The "where" is the star of
the show. This includes dungeon exploration, travel through the wilderness, escort
missions through hostile territory, escapes from captivity, or the conquest of new lands.
Some of the most iconic adventure modules ever written are essentially compelling maps
with interesting things in each room.

Monster-centered adventures use a particular creature or creature type as the organizing
principle. I've had great success finding inspiration by perusing the monster manual with
no particular agenda and just seeing what catches my eye. Keep in mind your adventure
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