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Get the full version directly from the Discord server:
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Thanks for joining the beta
Thank you for opening the Beta (playtest) version of

Them Deeper Bones. It is a retro adventure game in the
vein of the BECMI (“Red Box”) D&D and AD&D 2nd Edition set in a post-post-apocalyptic fantasy world where
adventuring archeologists try to piece out their homeland’s history. If you like to solve problems through your
own wits and role-playing instead of dice-rolling and
character optimisation, this is the game for you.
Some key features:
•

Role-playing as the primary problem solving tool.
Think using your wits in escape rooms, but where the
sky’s the limit on how strange the puzzles can get.

•

Streamlined d20-based system of summing up dice
instead of bonus and penalty mathematics.

•

Emphasis on the exploration and archeology parts of
dungeon crawling, with treasure serving as a tool, not
the end purpose.

•

Magic system that allows individual spells to be both
relevant and unpredictable.

•

Tense and fast-paced combat system. The players
have all the information they need to act thanks to the
decide first initiative. And things escalate quickly and
the innovative Hit Dice method used stops it from
ever becoming a grind.

•

Group-focused play through the Rediscovery Company framework that centers character development
dependent on group building.

Get the full version directly from the Discord server:
https://discord.gg/KQ5tssJkK2
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Guard Down
I’m looking at the ancient massive statue looming
tower-like over us. The journey here has taken days
and been full of unexpected twists. The old stone soldier, or maybe a knight, stares vigilantly in the distance as we approach its base. Letti spots an old door
beneath some vines and approaches it with caution,
spear in hand. I’m left supporting old Anous all
alone. She got bitten pretty bad earlier by that cockatrice in the woods.
“Runes around the door seem to say we need to be
humble in the presence of … the king .. when we
enter. What do you think that means?” Letti comments, waving their hand at the symbols around the
old stone archway when we get there.
I lower Anous down and walk over to the door to
take a look. My sight slips to see the ebb and flow of
magical currents around us.
“Whatever it is, there’s nothing out of the ordinary
about it when it comes to the energies. Just a lot of
stone and other mundane things. You ok? I know
you two are close and that bird did quite a number
on her.”
Letti shrugs. Typical. So stubborn.
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“I guess we can just go in then. I don’t want to stay
out here any longer than necessary in case that birdsnake comes back,” they mutter.
I turn around to get Anous, and a heartbeat later
hear the sound of a heavy spring-loaded blade trigger when Letti pushes the door open.
Aimed at neck level, if you’re standing proud.
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THE PLAYER BOOK

Them Deeper Bones (TDB), is a tabletop role-playing
game. It is played as a conversation between the players and the guide. The players each control a character, their avatar in the world, and interact through the
actions of that in-fiction persona. The guide’s duty is to
describe and make decisions for the rest of the game
world and its many inhabitants as well as set the rhythm
of the game.
In the game, the characters form a Rediscovery Company, a group of bold individuals who have invested their
last pennies in an ancient right to go beyond the safe
borders of their canton, and explore the magic-devastated ruins of the fantasy world beyond. The characters use
their skill, prowess and magic tricks to beat challenges
the delves of the old world throw at them, and if they’re
lucky and clever enough, come back with treasures and
history of their homeland’s pre-apocalypse past.
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Role-playing
Most of the gameplay and tackling the challenges is done
through role-playing — The guide describes a situation
the characters are in, the players discuss their options,
and explain to the guide the actions their characters take.
The guide evaluates what reactions these cause from the
world, and narrates those back to the players, and the
conversation continues like this. At points what happens
in the narration of either the guide or the players is directed by the rules in this book and often by the random
roll of the dice.
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The Dice
Dice help with resolving conflicts where just talking
through the outcome would be overly complicated, or if
the character’s skill is needed to save them in a situation
where the player’s knowledge, decisions and descriptions
don’t clearly tell us what is going to happen.
You’ll need a basic roleplaying set of dice to play: a d4,
d6, d8, d10, d12 and d20.

Basic dice mechanic:
Roll a d20 and try to roll high.
If the situation is a pass/fail with consequences, it is
called a Saving Throw (pg. XX); otherwise, it is a Fortune
Roll (pg. XX).
Other rolls exist, but they are variations of the Saving
Throw or Fortune Roll in their philosophy. And there are
some subsystems that would be difficult, cumbersome
or impossible to model with just conversation or a single
simple die roll, and thus have some more steps to them,
most notably the chaotic nature of combat (pg. XX), and
the unpredictability of magic (pg. XX).
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Player Creeds
•

Play along and do your best.

•

To do something, tell how you do it.

•

Be smart, think long-term.

•

The character sheet is not there to limit you.

Play along and do your best

1.

Them Deeper Bones is a role-playing game. A collaborative
effort, where players are presented with challenges by the
guide that they then try to solve through role-play, wit and a
bit of luck. The guide’s job is to prepare the challenges, and
the player’s is to try their best to overcome them.
There are no winners, but a player should approach challenges like they would want to win any other low-stakes
game. Take it seriously, but read the table. Play within the
boundaries set by the guide — you wouldn’t bring your lockpicks to an escape room, but you can still try to be great
playing one within the game space.
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To do something, tell how you do it
As the events of the game are told through the conversation the players and the guide have, if a character is to do

2.

something, in order for that conversation to continue,
the player needs to explain what the character does. The
players being creative and coming up with clever ways to
solve problems is a huge part of the appeal of this sort of
playstyle instead of resolving things through character
stats and dice rolls.
Magic, combat and a few other details fall outside the
realm of this creed as they are abstracted and rely more
on the dice.

Be smart, think long-term
There is no shame to play it smart. To think about what it is that
the characters are up against. And if the situation seems to be
too tough to beat head on, find alternate ways to approach them
— one can utilise the environment, go back and gather information, sneak past things or do any number of other things.
As there are countless ways to deal with each situation and almost any interaction with the game mechanics is a risk, considering the odds and weighing the options is a good idea. And a
very important detail to consider — all things aren’t solvable, at
least right now. A very valid tactic is to decide to back down from

3.

a delve that has proven too deadly and head somewhere else.
Characters improve over time and the players learn to play the
game better. Something that was daunting earlier might turn out
to be trivial after a few successful delves elsewhere.
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The character sheet is not there to limit you
In the game, the character sheet is a safety net for the character. Hit Dice, Ability Scores and such help the character
survive problems, not dictate what they can or cannot try.
Dice and other game mechanics come into play when the
conversation isn’t enough, and as a way for the character to

4.

have a second or third chance in a perilous situation.
A character with low Physique can very well push a heavy
bookshelf aside if it is possible to push it by a single person.
In the conversation it might come up how the character is
out of breath afterwards, but that’s up to the player.
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THE CHARACTER

A character is the player’s avatar in the world. Characters
are generated through a combination of luck and player
choice:
•

Roll Ability Scores, note them down on your character sheet along with the bonus die they give to rolls

•

Choose Role, note it down along with the role skills it
gives you. If you chose magic-user: Roll spells.

•

Determine Background, note it down along with the
items it gives you.

•

Make an inventory list with rest of the starting equipment, and use the silver you get from that to buy
extra equipment.

•

Note down your Armour Class based on your Reflex
score and the armour type you have bought.

•

Come up with what the character looks like and what
their name is and mark these on your character sheet.
If playing in the Black Canton, see The World chapter
(pg. XX) for Birthrights and names.

Replacement characters
There are two ways to add new characters to an existing
Company, and which one to use is up to the group.
First method is to have new characters start completely
fresh with 0 XP. The other is, they start up with half of
the XP marked down in the Company Notes (pg. XX).
This represents the wisdom the Company can bestow
on even a new member. In either case, a new character
starts at level 1 and has to level up normally with downtime actions (pg. XX).
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Ability Scores
Ability Scores describe how well the character is suited
for certain types of challenges. Roll 3d6, assign the results to Ability Scores in order.
If three or more of the rolls’ result is 7 or less, or if none
of the rolls come up 13 or higher, the player can choose
to reroll all their Ability Scores or switch their lowest
rolled Ability Score to a 13.

Knowledge (KNO): Book-wisdom, folkPhysique (PHY): Bodily power, athlet-

lore, and their practical applications.

ic ability and general physicality. Used

Healing skills. Ability that determines

for physical attacks (both melee and

the number of starting spells for a mag-

ranged), athletic endeavors, carrying

ic-user.

capacity and forcing doors open.
Insight (INS): How in tune one is with
Reflex (REF): Speed of movement and

the world and interacts with it with pre-

quickness to react. Affects the charac-

cision. Perception, intuition and com-

ter’s Armour Class, initiative order, and

mon sense fall under Insight. Nerves,

ability to dodge out of the way of danger,

and steadiness when hand-eye coordina-

and relying on speed in some other way.

tion is needed..

Stamina (STA): Quality of metabolism,

Power (POW): Force of will, force of per-

measure of life-force, general indicator

sonality. To fight mind-affecting magics

of healthiness. How long one can hold

or otherworldly charms. To hold ground

their breath, or stay focused without a

when something frightens you. Ability

proper night’s rest. High Stamina is the

that allows a caster to weather through

most reliable way to survive near-fatal

casting taxing spells.

wounds.
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Saving Throws
Abillity Scores come to play in a few places. When the
situation in the game has moved to a point where the
role-playing (pg. XX) has taken the character to a dangerous situation where they would come to suffer some dangerous immediate consequence they could possibly avoid
with their skills, the player has to roll a Saving Throw to
see if the character manages to avoid their grisly fate.
Saving Throw has a Target Number (TN) — A result
equal or higher to the TN is a success and they avoid the
consequences. A lower than TN result is failure with all
that it entails. A Saving Throw’s Target Number is 20, unless otherwise specified by the situation. A natural 20 on
the d20 of the roll result always means the Saving Throw
succeeds. A natural 1 on the d20 on the other hand always fails.
Examples of Saving Throws: Try and avoid a fall to their
death in a jump across a bit too wide a chasm, to dodge
out of the way of a dragon’s fiery breath, or attempt to
resist an ancient spell’s horrible effect.
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Advantage
If the character is positioned in a way there’s a good
reason for the Saving Throw to succeed, roll the Saving Throw with Advantage. When they have Advantage
instead of a single d20, they roll two, and take the higher
result of those. Multiple advantages do not stack.
Characters automatically gain Advantage on Saving
Throws when what is rolled has something to do with
their background (pg. XX) or one of their tales (pg. XX).
Also, each role (pg. XX) automatically grants Advantage on all Saving Throws made with a particular Ability
Score.

Ability Score Modifiers
The dice rolled in a Saving Throw depend on the character’s current Ability Score that best describes the situation. Consult the table below what to roll:
Ability Score Saving Throw

Saving Throw w/ Advantage

9 or less

Roll d20

Roll 2d20, keep higher

10-14

Roll d20+d4

Roll 2d20, keep higher; +d4

15-17

Roll d20+d6

Roll 2d20, keep higher; +d6

18 or more

Roll d20+d8

Roll 2d20, keep higher; +d8
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Fortune Rolls
Sometimes it’s useful to delegate responsibility to the
dice just to see if something goes well or poorly. This is
a Fortune Roll. It informs the guide on how to interpret
the unclear situation in the game. Fortune Rolls are usually rolled with Ability Scores and Advantages just like
Saving Throws.
Consistency in how Fortune Rolls are read and when
they are used is really important, as the players should
learn to trust that a roll of 15 on a d20 Fortune Roll is
interpreted one way and a 5 another by the guide. When
Fortune Rolls are made and how they are read is up to
the individual guide, and is a way to set the tone for their
game. For reference, the 50/50 point of a d20 roll is at 11
or higher.

Ranking with Fortune Rolls
Fortune Rolls can also be used to see the order of characters’ success in a competitive situation — everyone makes
the same type of Fortune Roll and compares the results
to each other. Initiative (pg. XX) in combat is an example
of such a Fortune Roll. Another example might be to see
the results of a foot race between various characters, as
the mechanics for movement are too abstract to inform
how such a race would go.
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Role
The role determines the character’s focus in the Company. The three roles are expert, fighter and magic-user. Experts are rounded characters with tricks up their
sleeves for several situations. Fighters are characters
with abilities related to, as the name suggests, fighting.
And magic-users have access to a variety of magical
spells from the get-go and the means to make those
spells work more reliably.

22

Expert
The expert has a particular set of skills they are extremely good with. They provide access to information and
clues the group might otherwise miss. The expert benefits most from a well-rounded mix of physical and mental
Ability Scores.

Hit Dice: d6 per level
Experts always roll all Reflex Saving Throws with Advantage.
Experts have access to the following expert skills:
Expert Maneuvers — The expert can do a combat
maneuver (trip, disarm, etc.) in addition to the damage
they deal with a melee attack to an opponent of their size
or smaller. If the expert’s attack is successful, the enemy
has to make an appropriate Saving Throw (usually Reflex
or Physique) with the Target Number of the number
rolled on the expert’s Attack Roll’s d20, not the whole
Attack Roll result. If the target fails, they suffer the consequences of the combat maneuver.
In perfect control — The first time initiative is determined in a situation, the expert is placed on the top of
the order. Only when the initiative is determined the
second time and onwards they roll and get placed in the
initiative order regularly.
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Exploit weakness — When they’re not wearing full armour or are a target of a melee attack, the expert can as
an action prepare an attack against a target that has discernable anatomy or a weakness they are aware of. The
next successful attack in the situation they make against
that target, they add +d6 to their Damage Roll roll. This
ability can only bring one extra dice to the Damage Roll.
On the third level, the extra dice becomes a +d8, on the
sixth a +d10, and on the ninth, the dice becomes a +d12.
If they made the attack with a small weapon, the weapon
has a d6 Damage Dice, no matter the target’s AC.
Tinker with magic — The expert can attempt to activate
a magic item or effects they don’t have the command
words or gestures to. The expert makes a Power Saving
Throw. If they fail in the Tactical Frame, the item simply
does not activate. In other frames a failure means they
activate it in the worst reasonable way — if the expert has
no idea what the item does, this can be extremely dangerous, while with known effects, “worst” usually is still
quite useful.
Uncanny Expertise — When they roll a Fortune Roll or
a Saving Throw that directly relates to their background
(pg. XX) or a tale (pg. XX), the expert can add an additional +d4 to the roll. At 4th level this increases to a +d6,
and at 9th level to a +d8.
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Understand the world — The expert can try to decipher
the idea of any text they come across, even if it is in a
language they’ve never seen before. If the game is in the
Tactical Frame or otherwise highly stressful situation
(for example a chase), they can make a Knowledge Saving Throw to see if they grasp the very basic meaning
of what is written. In other frames, the expert makes a
Knowledge Fortune Roll instead, that tells how detailed
information can be gained from the text.
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Backgrounds
The roles are game mechanical categories for the characters. But a fighter might be a hunter, a barbarian, a
pirate or a knight. A magic-user could as well be a witch,
a cleric, a wizard or even a scholar. Experts come from
all walks of life as well — Archeologists, students, thieves,
spies and more. These are the character’s background.
The background is written in freeform. It represents
where the character comes from and what they can do
better. In game terms, whenever a character’s background would be relevant to the situation, it should be
taken into account. Specifically, if it directly relates to
a Saving Throw, it always grants Advantage to that roll.
With Fortune Rolls, it’s up to the guide to decide if a
background can give an advantage or not.
A character also gets a practical item that reflects their
background, and the medium melee weapon they possess should be indicative of where they come from.
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Expert Backgrounds
Here are 20 example backgrounds with items that could
suit an expert character.
#

Background

Weapon

Practical Item

1

Actor from the Theatre of Thorns

Rapier

Face paints (10 uses)

2

Alchemist with a clue for Aer’s stone

Club

Oil (2 vials)

3

Last of the Wyrmwood Bandits

Short spear

Heavy leather coat

4

Cat burglar cursed by an amulet

Short Sword

Climbing harness

5

Gambler and a known cheat

Sword Cane

Deck of cards

6

An engineer obsessed with traps

Crowbar

Bag of marbles

7

Court jester bearing the owl’s mark

Sceptre

Bells (10), String (7m)

8

A bored locksmith’s apprentice

Staff

Lockpicking set

9

A travelling minstrel returning home Longsword

Musical instrument

10

Navigator of the lost Red Armada

Cutlass

Compass

11

Master of a burned down farm

Colichemarde

Signet ring, pouch of ash

12

Pickpocket trying to go legit

Short Sword

Relaxing herbs

13

A student of a false prophet

Flail

Vial of poison

14

Sailor returning from far-away seas

Rapier

Spyglass

15

Wood-carver haunted by loss

Flail

Parchment (5), charcoal

16

Smuggler of items of faith

Ball-n-chain

Symbol of a strange god

17

Spy without a master

Sword Cane

Fine pipe and tobacco

18

Stonemason looking for a cause

Hammer

Chisel, spirit level

19

Archaeologist seeking The College

Machette

Old Map

20

A thief of hearts and gold

Staff

Camouflaged tent
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CHARACTER GROWTH

Character growth as a member of the Rediscovery Company is measured in levels. This is something mentioned
in Company writ, but its meaning is quite vague, probably alluding to some pseudo-mystical origins of the Companies themselves. However, the term is useful when
talking of a character’s relative experience, and is used as
a measure of their exploration and survival skills. Levels run from 1st (starting career dungeon delver) to 10th
(mighty veteran).
The guide grants characters Experience Points (XP) when
the characters explore their world, make new discoveries, find treasures and overcome challenges. Once a
character’s XP total reaches a treshold, the character can
spend a downtime action (pg. XX) to level up. This costs
no money.
LVL

XP Needed

No. of HD

Changes on leveling

1

0

1

-

2

1,500

2

General Perk

3

3,000

3

Ability Score increase

4

7,000

4

General Perk

5

15,000

5

Role Perk

6

40,000

6

Abilisty Score increase, General Perk

7

100,000

7

Role Perk

8

250,000

8

General Perk

9

600,000

9

Abilisty Score increase, Role Perk

10

1,000,000

10

2x Ability Score increase, General Perk
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When they level up to a new level, the character gains
a Hit Die (of the type defined by their role), some of the
role-based abilities get adjusted by the level they are at,
they gain a tale, and depending on the level, the character gets one or more of the following: A general perk, a
role-specific perk or an Ability Score increase.

Tales
Characters who get to a new level also gain a tale based
on what they’ve been up to so far. A tale in effect is identical to the character’s background, but is always tied to
a particular event or location that the character actually
had something to do with during their adventures. “The
Sneak of the Hall of the Shadow Men,” “The Opener of
the Cold Tomb,” “The Slayer of the Northbrook Basilisk.”
These tales work like extra backgrounds the character
has for purposes such as when they determine Advantage in Saving Throws.
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THE WORLD

This section is very heavily focused on the default time
and place of Them Deeper Bones. If you’re playing in another setting than the Nine Cantons, feel free to ignore
what is presented here.

The Premise
The world and the first glory days ended almost three
hundred years ago. But humans were resilient and survived. They made a pact with the Shining Pantheon’s sun
gods and swore humans would stay in their place for the
whole of three hundred and seven years. Fix their borders and rebuild what they have for those 307 years in
the Pantheon’s name. And the humans prosper. Never
venturing to what’s beyond the set nine cantons.
With the exception of the Rediscovery Company.
You are a stakeholder in one. You have a temple-issued
writ for you to break the most sacred taboo and venture
outside the set borders into the wilderness. To search for
your ancestors’ old ruins filled with danger and valuable
secrets and treasure.
To find and maybe reclaim our past again.
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The Post Post-Apocalypse
The apocalypse means the end of the world. As a fiction
genre it’s usually one of disaster fiction. People dealing
with the world ending around them. The post-apocalypse
genre is the aftermath. The world as the characters know
it is gone and now it is about survival in the reality the
end of the world has left behind.
The post-post-apocalypse is a much more varied sub-genre. It is set in a time when the apocalypse is a thing in the
distant memory, and the new status quo has been formed
on top of the ruins. There are countless examples in film
like The Planet of the Apes, and in computer games, such
as Horizon Zero Dawn. Some are bleak, many are hopeful.
Many have a sense of grand adventure in them where
individuals rediscover fantastic details about how things
were before and during the apocalypse.
That is the part of the genre Them Deeper Bones wants
to embrace. A sense of grand adventure where a world
opens its secrets to the main characters slowly and with
a sense of wonder. The fantasy realm that managed to
nearly destroy itself through magic has so many secrets
and untold tales to explore, and endless opportunities for
the explorers to turn into their own story.
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The Official History
The holy texts of The Shining Temple tell this tale of what
was before: The world ended because of hubris. It was
devastating. The nations fell to a magical cataclysm of
elemental devastation that spread from the outside in.
In a desperate plea, the nine nations of the world made
a pact with the Sun Drake itself to protect them from the
wave of devastation. They formed a Holy Confederacy
under spiritual guidance of The Pontifex, the Sun God’s
manifestation. And thus managed to survive.
So the end of the world ended. And humanity first survived, then rebuilt, and now prospers once again, united
as one whole instead of nine dispartate nations. Under
the guidance of the Pontifex of the Sun, ruling from
Anardi, the main temple in the center of the Central Canton.
The most crucial clause of the deal with the Sun God
and their pantheon was that humanity would remain
within their new borders for 307 years. If they rebuilt in
their place, they would enjoy the stability they needed.
And that’s what humanity did. They built on top of their
molten cities, made new bridges and roads to replace
those that had been turned into dust, started up commerce and rebuilt civilisation, and thrived.
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It is now the spring of year 298 after the Pact was made.
Mere nine years before the borders open. A tension is
rising in anticipation of this. How can returning to the
old lands of the ancestors change what life is.
The rest of the text here is presented from the point of
view of how a Black Shield canton inhabitant would see
the world, as that is the default canton. Other cantons
might have very different views of the world and their
situation.

The Black Shield Canton
The Black Shield, or Northlands, is a canton of lush
forests, clear lakes and wide rivers running in between.
The winters are harsh affaris of snow and cold, while the
summers bring warmth and green to the land. The major
export of the canton is lumber and the slightly darker
grain, such as rye or oats. Lambs and cows are common
livestock along with goats and pigs. Foodwise, the canton is known for its hearty root vegetables, sour apples,
stonefruit, and various stews and pies. In the fall, the
forests are lush with berries and mushrooms and those
bring their own addition to the harvest-time palette.
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GAMEPLAY FRAMES

In Them Deeper Bones sessions, the flow and rhythm
varies by moment. At times, the gameplay focuses on
every second and movement, examining each decision
made with scrutiny. And during others, days and weeks
pass between interesting decisions and the big picture
is painted in the broadest of strokes. To facilitate these
changes in detail, there are four gameplay frames the
game focuses on for its actions: Downtime, Expedition,
Delve and Tactical.
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Each of the frames handles the passage of time and the
detail of action differently. The guide is mostly responsible for zooming in and out of frames and handling
this flow. To go through the different frames through
an example: When the characters are living their lives
in their hometown and manage their daily business,
searching info on future places to explore, days pass
while the characters do their things. This is the Downtime Frame. When the group decides that they want to
explore a location and set out on their trip, we zoom in to
the Expedition Frame, where we are interested in what
happens on a day-to-day basis while traveling through
the hex map. What sort of vistas the characters travel
through, which paths they take and what they encounter
during the day. Once the group arrives at the adventure
location, they’ll be exploring it in the Delve Frame room
by room, moving around on a dungeon map on a level
where we’re interested in which room they are in or what
corridor they move down on. When something exciting
happens such as a dangerous guardian that requires even
more detail to deal with, the game moves to the Tactical
Frame, where each individual action and movement is
tracked meticulously.
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There is no set cycle or rigorous need to zoom in a certain order. Nothing prevents the game switching from
the Downtime Frame to the Tactical Frame if suddenly
while the characters deal with a dispute with the Inquisitors, the players decide to draw blades and have the characters attack the zealots. However, typically the frames
zoom in one step at a time. The purpose of these frames
is to allow changes in pacing, and the important thing
about them is that an action in each takes a different
amount of time inside the fiction, while being the same
length of time at the table.
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COMBAT

When the characters clash with enemies who want to
cause them harm, it is the archetypical Tactical Frame
situation, combat.
When the characters enter combat with opponents, the
game follows these steps:
•

The guide decides and announces the actions of their
characters with sapient and lower levels of sentience
to the players.

•

The players decide and announce what their characters do.

•

The guide decides and announces the actions of their
characters with an alien level of sentience.

•

Initiative is rolled.

•

The declared actions and movement are resolved in
initiative order.

These steps are then repeated in order until the combat
ends — Usually because one side is defeated, runs away
or surrenders.
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Bookkeeping
If there has already been combat actions in this situation, a new combat action sequence begins with the
guide checking if there are Morale Rolls to be made (pg.
XX), and if the Stakes Die are upped (pg. XX).

Planning and Declaration
Both sides of the conflict (the characters played by the
players, and those played by the guide) need to make a
plan for their action and then declare it. A plan for action is a broad or specific description of what they do and
where they plan to move during their next action.
The guide announces the plans of non-sentient, instinctual, reasoning and sapient opponents before the players
determine their actions, and the plans of opponents with
an alien level of sentience after the players have declared
what their characters do. The actions and complexity of
the plan should reflect the opponent’s sentience.
Then the players do the same — each of them decides
and announces their character’s plan. As with the
guide’s plans, this has to be clear-cut intent, but can leave
room for the situation to live. The players are free and
encouraged to discuss together what they do, and if the
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group feels it helps with organising, one of the players
can be the caller, who tells all of their plans to the guide
at once.
The guide asks questions if they need a clearer view of
what is happening or if they are not exactly sure what
each player wants their character to accomplish.

Tactical Movement
In addition to the action they make a character can
move (has a movement allocation of) about 10m when
it is their turn in the initiative order. The movement can
happen before, after, both, or even during their action,
depending on what they do.
If the character wears full armour, reduce their movement allocation by a quarter. Environmental conditions,
such as mud, heavy snow or broken ground can reduce
the characters’ movement as well.
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Attack Rolls
When a character makes an attack to defeat an enemy,
they make an Attack Roll against the Target Number
of the opponent’s Armour Class. If the Attack Roll is a
success, a Damage Roll is made to see the effect. If the
Attack Roll fails, the attack doesn’t connect.
An Attack Roll where the result of the d20 of the roll is a
20 is always successful.
The dice rolled in an Attack Roll are affected by the character’s Physique score, just like in a Physique Saving
Throw. Armour Class for characters is typially determined by their Reflex score and the armour they wear.

Physique

Attack Roll

Reflex

Base Armour Class

3 or less

7

4

8

5–6

9

9 or less

Roll d20

7–10

10

10–14

Roll d20 + d4

11–14

11

15–17

Roll d20 + d6

15–17

12, 11 in full armour

18 or more

Roll d20 + d8

18 or more

14, 12 in full armour

120

Upped Stakes
When combat drags out, everyone eventually makes mistakes. The stakes of the combat are raised as the defenses of everyone start to wear out, and someone eventually
lands a crucial blow. This inevitability of the end is represented by upped Stakes Die.
The Stakes Die by default is 0, or “no dice”. If the Stakes
Die is upped, increase it on the following ladder: 0 - d4 d6 - d8 - d10 - d12 - d20.
The Stakes Die is added to everyone’s Attack Roll.
The Stakes Die is upped when all the following are true:
•

There were more than two Attack Rolls made since
the last action determination of this combat.

•

No Damage Dice were banked on anyone.

•

No-one lost any HD for any reason.

Stakes Die resets to 0 when the combat ends.
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Damage Rolls
When an attack is a success or something else causes
damage to a target, a Damage Roll is made to see what
the hit’s effects are. The attacker rolls the Damage Dice
of the attack (and any banked Damage Dice, see below)
and the defender rolls their Hit Dice. The attacker then
looks at each individual dice they rolled, and must remove dice from the defender’s Hit Dice that sum to that
number or less as efficiently as they can.
If the defender has no Hit Dice left after an attack, they
are out of the fight and dying (or apparently dead if this
is not in Tactical Frame).
A character’s Damage Dice is by default a d6 if they’re
wielding a weapon.

Banked Damage Dice
If a Damage Roll doesn’t remove any Hit Dice from the
target, the Damage Dice of the attack used in the roll are
banked on the target afterwards. These banked Damage
Dice are rolled in addition to the attack’s Damage Dice
the next time the target suffers a Damage Roll. They stay
banked until a Damage Roll removes a Hit Dice from the
opponent, at which point all banked Damage Dice on
them are removed.
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MAGIC

Magic is wild and chaotic. To use it as a tool is to accept
this unpredictability. Anyone with the time and patience
has the ability to learn magic, but a magic-user has ways
to work around the chaotic nature of spells (Pg. XX) including the ability to perform magic as rituals, and sacrificing their own well-being for more potent effects.
To cast a spell, the character has to have it both as a studied formula in their spellbook, and the form of the spell
still fresh in their memory. They need to be able to speak
the magic words that hold the power of the spell and
perform the delicate arcane gestures that call the spell’s
form into reality with at least one free hand.
If a spell isn’t just an instantaneous effect, and unless
stated otherwise, a successful spell can be stopped by
their caster before that duration is up, and the effects of
the spell end instantly.
Magic use is viewed with a hefty bit of superstition by the
common folk and with scrutiny by the Shining Temple,
who are quick to remind users of magic that the true miracles of the world come from the gods of the Pantheon.

131

Memorised spells
A character can hold a limited amount of the complex
formulas of spells active in their memory at a time. The
maximum number of different spells a character can
have in their memory at a time is limited by the value of
their current Knowledge score. The player should write
down the spells in their character’s memory. If the character’s Knowledge score falls under the number of spells
in the character’s memory, they lose the ones marked
last on their list first. The character can choose which of
the spells they have in their spellbook they have memorised during each good night’s rest.

Magic Roll
To cast a spell they have memorised, the character
makes a Magic Roll to see what the precise effect of the
spell they cast is. This is a straight d20 roll, with a possible penalty if the character wears medium or heavy
armour (Pg. XX). Like a Fortune Roll, the Magic Roll has
no Target Number, but what happens depends on the
result. The Magic Roll result is compared to a table that
has specific outcomes to what happens on that particular
result. This table is found next to each spell and is unique
to each one. Each spell has a catastrophe result. This is a
worst case result that also causes the caster to forget the
spell from memory.

132

Beginner Spells
To determine spells for a beginner magic-user, roll on
the table with a d20. If the roll is a spell already in the
magic-user’s spellbook, the player may choose freely
another spell from this list instead. These are spells that
are still “known” in modern civilisation, so to cast one of
them is something that a wizard or a witch is “assumed”
to be able to do. The Shining Temple’s view on these magics is reserved, but not outright hostile. They are even
sometimes viewed as blessings of the Pantheon’s gods.
#

Spell

#

1

Cantrip

11 Find Familiar

2

Chill Touch / Grave Touch

12 Hold Portal

3

Cure Wounds

13 Imbue

4

Disrupt Magic

14 Light / Darkness

5

Elemental Burst

15 Magic Missile

6

Enlarge

16 Mending

7

Endure Elements

17 Protective Circle

8

False Friendship

18 Shield

9

Feast

19 Sleep

10 Feather Fall

Spell

20 Spider Climb
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Spider Climb
Spell type: Air, Water, Earth
The caster’s body tingles as a magical unseen webbing covers them that allows
them to climb surfaces with surprising ease. They have to keep at least one
hand and foot on the wall while they climb at all times, and cannot hold anything in their hands while they do so.
1–: Catastrophe. The ethereal spiders that spin the webbing suddenly
manifest on the natural plane and keeps on building the caster for
d6 * 10 minutes. The caster is unable to observe what’s around them.
2–3: Failure. The spell disappears from the caster’s mind and cannot be
cast again until restudied from the spellbook
4–9: Failure. The spell disappears from the caster’s mind and cannot
be cast again until restudied from the spellbook, unless they take a 1
point unpreventable harm to their Power.
10–14: The caster can climb any surface they would have a realistic
chance to climb normally (surface with some form of hand/footholds). They firmly cling to the wall while the spell is active, without
a risk of a fall. The spell lasts for 10 minutes.
15–19: As above, but the caster can transfer the effect to another target
by touch. The spell duration is increased to d6 * 10 minutes.
20–23: As above, but the caster can climb sheer vertical surfaces without any visible holds. The spell duration is increased to d6 hours.
24+: As above, but the caster can also climb ceilings and other upside
down surfaces. The effect lasts until the next sunrise.

166

THE GUIDE BOOK

From this point on, the focus is less on the characters
and more on the management of the game. The guide’s
side of the table. And an important thing for the guide
to remember is that in most of the cases, Them Deeper

Bones is a game played amongst friends. And that the
topmost priority everyone should have at the table is that
everyone at the table is enjoying the experience.

The Guide’s Creeds
•

No gotchas

•

Respect the dice

•

Reward being clever

•

Err on the side of the players

•

Apply pressure through procedure

•

Be consistent and telegraph change

•

Serve each player according to their needs
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No gotchas

1.

More than a mere creed, the first rule of the guide is:
No gotchas.
The guide needs to keep the players able to make informed,
meaningful choices that have an impact in the game. To be in
control of their “win state,” at least to the extent possible in a
game where luck plays some role.
A player should, at face of loss or demise, be left with the
feeling that what just happened was because of their own
decisions.

Respect the dice
The guide should not call for rolls when conversation
would be enough and let the bones roll only when it’s uncertain what would happen. As a good rule of thumb —
if in doubt if a dice roll is needed, it’s not.
If the dice are rolled, the guide should respect the results.
A deadly result is a deadly result and a success is a success.
Even when using the dice in a more vague way, such as
with a Fortune Roll, they should have an impact on what
happens in play, even if they don’t provide a hard yes/no
result.

2.
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Reward being clever
The guide’s job is to enable and encourage creative
problem solving when presenting challenges. This means
that if the players Gordian Knot through the elaborate puzzle planned for them, more power to the players!

3.

Communication is key to a successful role-playing game
and as they are the only true window to the game world,
it is the guide’s job to paint the picture in as clear a way as
possible. That way the players have more ways to interact
with their environment.

4.

Err on the side of the players
When there is a miscommunication or misunderstanding of
what the situation in the game is, the guide, as the authoritative voice, must be the one who backs down. If a player
says “oh, that’s not at all what I meant my character does,”
the guide’s task is to ask for clarification and gauge how the
player had meant for their actions to go down and then let
the situation play out as the player intended.
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Apply pressure through procedure

5.

As informed decision-making is at the core of the game,
there needs to be a dynamic element to it to keep the decision-making from becoming stale. A reason why the players
cannot spend an infinite amount of time just coming up with
the perfect solution to every problem.
The gameplay frames and procedures provide an easy solution. There is a chance of an encounter every two actions
during a delve, and if the characters spend 10 minutes discussing things, that’s one of their actions depleted (remember, delve frame equals real time). In the tactical frame the
information when making decisions is incomplete, so no
plan survives contact with the initiative roll intact. And in exploration and downtime, things are abstracted so discussing
minutiae is meaningless.

Be consistent and telegraph change
The guide needs to be consistent. They should decide what
sort of game they are running and stick to their decision.
Players come to assume the guide’s behaviour based on
past events, so a good through-line needs to be maintained.
Telegraphing any change in established consistency is
important. If it is not done, the players eventually adopt
a paranoid stance where they cannot trust established
truths, that just bogs the game down unnecessarily.

6.
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Serve each player according to their needs
The game has a strong challenge element that’s directed
at the player. And as enjoyment is one of the goals, the
guide’s task is to tune the experience to the players in a

7.

way it challenges them “just right.” More generous descriptions and clarifying questions help a first timer get
to the right mode, while expecting an experienced player
being able to do with a bit more of a challenge.
The guide needs to keep a tension at the table, being aware
of the players’ skill levels and match their increasing talent
at the game with more challenges suitable for their levels.
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GAMEPLAY PROCEDURES

Quick Delve Design
One way to quickly generate a setting for a delve is for
the guide to grab a sudoku from a newspaper or from the
internet. The harder the sudoku, usually the easier the
dungeon.
The guide then generates a nine area map from the numbers on the puzzle’s 9 segments, and connects these in a
pattern they find most interesting. If the guide wants a
little less eventful delve, they can remove the top rows of
each segment. In general, the sudoku should serve as an
oracle and the guide should not feel too constrained by
what is given.
The numbers on the puzzle correspond to the following
features in the delve:
1: Open entrance to the Delve
2: Terrain feature (water, elevation) that requires
alternate type of movement
3: Hazardous or otherwise interesting terrain
4: Blocked, hidden or locked path.
5: Location of historical relevance
6: Treasure
7: Puzzle
8: Passive danger (trap)
9: Active danger (enemy)
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Quick Delve Design example
For example this wikipedia example sudoku

It contains the following features:
NW: Historically relevant location that has
hazardous terrain, treasure, a trap and an enemy
N: Historically relevant location with an open
entrance, puzzle and an enemy
NE: Treasure
W: Hidden path, trap and a puzzle
M: Treasure, Trap, hazardous terrain and some
form of alternate movement
E: Entrace with interesting terrain and tresure
SW: Treasure
S: An entrance with a hidden path, enemy and a
trap
SE: Terrain requiring alternate movement, historically relevant location, puzzle, trap and an
enemy
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These, after some tweaking, become the following ruined temple infested with goblins and its basement that
contains a religious artifact.
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OPPONENTS

Opponents, characters or creatures played by the guide,
who end up in conflict with the characters, follow these
basic rules in combat:
They can reroll any of their rolls if the d20 on that roll
equals their Hit Dice or less, but must keep the result of
the rerolled dice. Opponents with unusual Hit Dice that’s
smaller than a single d8 don’t get this reroll.
Opponents roll their Attack Rolls with the bonus they get
to Physique Saving Throws, and their Initiative Checks
with the bonus they get to their Reflex Saving Throws.
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Sentience
Opponents are crudely divided to five categories according to their sentience in combat situations:
Non-sentient opponents are constructs, non-thinking
undead and such. They are single-minded and predictable in their actions and cannot be reasoned with.
Instinctual opponents are wild animals and other beings
that react to situations on a case by case basis without
any consideration to the bigger picture. Even when they
work in a group, each individual acts as a reaction to the
opportunities that are presented to it.
Reasoning opponents have an understanding of the current situation on a tactical level and can position themselves in a way that might benefit others in the group
instead of just themselves. They are capable of advanced
teamwork and coordination, but lack strategic, long term
view for situations.
Sapient opponents are fully self-aware and work on a
human level of tactics, strategy and coordination.
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Alien opponents do not follow conventional logic in the
way they operate. They might seem cold and callous, or
completely random. They have high intelligence, but it’s
not something we can necessarily comprehend. To represent this, opponents with Alien level sentience declare
their actions only after the players do.
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Combat Encounters
As with other aspects of the game, opponents and potential combat encounters should first and foremost be
a challenge for the players to solve and the dice should
only come second.
Coming up with a balanced encounter for a game like
this is a fever dream that’s never going to come true, as
the point where swords are drawn is already beyond
careful control and construction. This means the guide
should instead follow the creeds, especially the no gotchas one when it comes to potential combats and the
actual combats.
The players need to know what they’re getting into, or
at least make informed decisions if they want to push
forward or not. The presence of a flesh eating monster
needs to be shown beforehand by bones of their slain
prey, upcoming ambushes telegraphed by the birds suddenly going silent around them, and the deadly venom
of the spider clearly oozing off their fangs in the descriptions. Especially when dealing with players inexperienced wit the playstyle.
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Informed decisions mean that before the situation moves
to Tactical Frame, running away is usually a possibility
(up to a point). Hiding can be an interesting option. Simply saying “nope” and closing the door is a valid choice
when faced with a room that screams bigger challenge
than they feel the characters can tackle. As is bracing
your shield at the ready, casting your defensive spells and
being prepared before the fight is upon you (which, depending on the guide and the situation could for example
give the characters Advantage on their initiative rolls)
And remember that it is also very unlikely that the opposition will be instantly hostile. If there is no strong reason for instant combat, the first steps of any encounter
should be role-played in the Delve Frame.
The actual combat situation itself can be thought of as
an elaborate, building Saving Throw with more dice and
more player autonomy than usual, that allows the characters to save themselves from a situation and perhaps
come out on top. It is not a minigame to twindle down
resources reliably, that can be repeated N times each day
before the characters need to rest a while so they can do
it again the next, but a quick and brutal bout of life and
death. Any character can die from a single blow, and a
guide should remind the players of this fact when speaking of possible combats.
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When the combat actually begins, the game should still
maintain that feeling of trying to “solve” the “puzzle”
rather than just hitting things by rolling the dice and trying to kill them by the power of luck. And this is where
the guide’s skills come to play. They have to act in a way
that presents the tactical situation in a way where the
players feel like they’re making tactical decisions, so the
guide has to provide the players with material for this by
describing the environment before and during the bout
itself.
Luckily, because of the initiative system, the players have
an excellent view of what is going to happen each time
they have to make a decision (unless they’re dealing with
something of Alien Sentience), so they know they can
make risky moves, they can make careful moves and
have quite clear knowledge of what will happen from
that decision.
And when it comes to those decisions, in combat they
have a toolbox of various things they can try and pull off.
There are rules for some of the tricks, but a lot of the fun
of combat comes from coming up with ideas about the
environment and using them to great effect, or expoiting
the weakness of a powerful enemy, or simply working
together in a way that maximises everyone’s potential.
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Boss Fights
The combat system is designed in a way that doesn’t lend
itself to a gradual build-up of enemies that last a long or
short while — combats tend to be fast and intense affairs.
This means building a “boss fight” that lasts a while and
forces a high level of tactical thinking requires some lateral thinking.
Few ideas to make a more powerful “boss” characters.
They can be surrounded by minions that want to protect
them. A boss can be located in an environment that forces the players to think the combat in a tactical way, for
example streams, elevation or such. The boss can have
strengths and weaknesses, for example the Pike Snake’s
breath weapon and the soft underbelly. Or the boss itself
can be an enemy with stages — a creature that has to be
“defeated” multiple times before it is fully gone. Each
time transforming into a different version of itself in the
process. For an example, see the Glass Worm (pg. XX).
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Example opponents
Bandit
Bandits are a common menace in the countryside, but
can be found in the deeper wilderness as well, trying to
evade the vallensmen by heading to parts not allowed.
Typically bandits choose targets that are easy pickings,
but sometimes they get too greedy for their own good. A
larger group of bandits is usually led by a side character
leader with higher HD and a few tricks up their sleeve.
Armour Class:		

12 (Light Armour)

Hit Dice:			1
Movement: 		

10m

Attacks:			1 weapon
Damage Dice:		

d6

Morale:			7
No. appearing:		

d12

Sentience:		 Sapient
Saving Throws:		

+d4 PHY, REF

XP (face):			8
XP (study):		

0
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The Pike Snake
A true dragon, even if slight in form, the Pike Snake is a
15m long, snakelike creature of darkness and nightmare,
varying number of long, spidery legs producing in and
out of its sides as it needs, and a violently trashing head
of a pike instead of anything serpent-like. The Pike Snake
is highly intelligent, although it cannot communicate
with anything else than other true dragons.
Armour Class:		

15 (soft underbelly 12)

Hit Dice:			2d12
Movement: 		

10m

Attacks:			

bite or cold breath

Damage Dice:		

d8 or special

Morale:			8
No. appearing:		

1

Sentience:		 Sapient
Saving Throws:		

+d4 All

XP (face):			55
XP (study):		

75

A pike snake, like all true dragons, is a creature of pure
terror. Anyone seeing it for the first time in a situation
must make a Power Saving Throw with TN of 14, and if
they fail, they must either immediately attack the Pike
Snake, run away from it as fast as they can, or freeze in
place, unable to move. Following the decided behaviour
until something changes in the situation that snaps them
out of it.
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The Pike Snake can exhale a blast of freezing cold shards
at its enemies. If it does so, it has to rear it’s head up high
(revealing the soft underside) and not move during its
action. The blast starts from the Pike Snake’s mouth and
travels foward 30m, expanding to a 5m radius at the end.
Anyone getting caught in the blast area has to make a
Reflex Saving Throw against a TN of 14. If they fail, they
are subjected to a d12 Damage Roll. Even if they succeed,
they take a d4 Damage Roll.
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