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RE-SKINNING 

by Justin Alexander – February 13th, 2021 

 

DISCUSSING 
In the Shadow of the Spire – Session 25A: The Second End of Ghul’s Labyrinth 

They stepped forward into Elestra’s sanctuary. The wall closed behind them, 
transforming itself into a fireplace with a crackling fire already lit. Directly above 
the fire, a mirror was hung. 

“What is this place?” Tee asked. 

“A secret,” Elestra said, looking around with a sense of vague familiarity 
overwhelming her. “I think I’ll be able to open a doorway to this place no matter 
where we might be. We should be safe here. No one can see the entrance from the 
outside.” 

Elestra is an urban druid. 

The seed of this custom class came from an article in Dragon Magazine #317, but although the original 
packet of photocopied pages are still nestled away in the player’s folder, we’ve made any number of 
alterations to it over the years. 

The original impetus was that Elestra’s player was interested in playing a druid, but it didn’t seem like a 
good fit for an all-urban campaign. She proposed playing the urban equivalent of a druid instead and I 
was able to pull the Dragon Magazine article from my archives. 
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Which, I suppose, is the first lesson when you’re looking to customize the game: See if somebody else has 
already done the work for you. 

Actually, as we’ve continued customizing the class — modifying it to reflect both her vision and my 
vision of what an “urban druid” should be — most of what we’ve done is basically the same thing, with 
the only twist being that I’m frequently re-skinning material to achieve the desired effect. 

“Re-skinning” something in an RPG system just means that you’re taking a mechanical element designed 
to model one thing in the game world and instead using it to model something else. For example, in this 
session you can see an example of how we’ve re-skinned a rope trick spell with a flavor conducive to the 
urban druid (i.e., opening the walls of a city and literally crawling inside them). 

I’m a big fan of re-skinning. In fact, the very first RPG article I ever published was about re-skinning 
magical spells. (It appeared in an electronic fanzine distributed through the old Prodigy online service.)  

Until recently I had a vague memory that I’d been introduced to the concept via an entire article 
discussing it in Dragon #162 (which was my first issue of the magazine). But upon going back to verify 
that, I discovered it was actually just one sentence in an article about roleplaying intelligent undead by 
Nigel D. Findley: 

Finally, a lich fascinated with the aesthetics and nuances of magic, rather than its 
eventual outcome, might have eccentric versions of familiar spells: magic 
missiles that look like multicolored sparks, or fireballs that explode accompanied 
by a musical tone, for example. 

I think I may have been conflating memories of the fanzine article that I wrote with Findley’s off-hand 
suggestion, but this is still a great re-skinning technique. And I’ll actually employ it on-the-fly when 
running NPCs: I’ll see that they have some vanilla spell in their spell list, but then describe it with 
radically different special effects in actual play. (In some cases, the players have then made a point of 
seeking out the enemy spellcaster’s spellbook so that they can learn the intriguing variant.) 

The versatility of re-skinning becomes even more apparent when you realize you can also make small 
changes while re-skinning: Grab a goblin stat block and give it +2 armor to model a humanoid ant. Or a 
fly speed and stinger attack to model a humanoid bee. 

At a certain point while doing this sort of work, you’ll probably realize that the difference between re-
skinning and homebrewing something from scratch is much more of a spectrum than it is a sharp 
distinction: Using existing elements of a system as a touchstone for how the new thing you’re designing 
should work is more of a necessity than an option. The nice thing about straight-up reskinning is that it 
essentially lets you homebrew in the middle of a session without missing a beat. 

As a final note, for some reason when I talk about re-skinning mechanics, some people become confused 
and think that this somehow means that the mechanic is dissociated. The argument seems to be that if a 
mechanic can model two different things in the game world, it must mean that it’s not associated with 
either of them. But this is not true: Just because we resolve an attack with a sword and an attack with a 
mace using the same rules for attack rolls, it doesn’t follow that your character doesn’t understand what a 
sword or a mace is. 

I mention this mostly because I think the sword/mace distinction can be useful for grokking re-skinning: 
There are some RPGs in which there may be some slight mechanical distinction between a sword and a 
mace, but even the most detailed RPG is still an incredibly abstract model of the “reality” of the game 
world. One should not be surprised to discover, for example, that a tree, a crumbling wall, and a cliff face 
might all be described as a DC 15 Athletics check to climb. 
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PUTTING THE MYSTERY IN THE MAGIC 
The other thing you might note here is that I use the re-skinning of Elestra’s rope trick to further deepen 
the meta-mystery scenario of the PCs’ amnesia: Her spell creates a place that they both remember and do 
not remember. 

This technique is consistent with Putting the “Magic” in Magic Items, in which I wrote: 

All of this advice can really be boiled down to a simple maxim: Life is in the details. 

The difference between a cold, lifeless stat block and a memorable myth is all about 
the living details that you imbue your game world with. 

If you let something like a rope trick spell exist in your campaign as a purely mechanical construct, then it 
will generally have only the blandest of utilitarian function. But when a spell truly lives in your campaign 
world, it can become an expression of personality, a clue to a deeper mystery, possess any multitude of 
meanings, and form any number of vivid memories. 

And re-skinning can help unlock all of that potential. 
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PTOLUS: RUNNING THE CAMPAIGN 
PLAYER-INITIATED VECTORS 

by Justin Alexander – February 19th, 2021 

 

DISCUSSING 
In the Shadow of the Spire – Session 25B: Blood on the Orrery 

The scene they found was gruesome: Bodies were scattered throughout the first 
two chambers of the bloodwight complex, many in various states of 
dismemberment. Faeliel’s body was spread-eagled across the orrery itself, 
dripping blood down upon the silver spheres. 

Ranthir, coming upon the scene, eased Faeliel’s body to the ground. With tears 
welling in his eyes, he turned back to the others with a crack in his voice. “He 
wouldn’t have wanted the mechanisms damaged… is there anything we can do?” 

The bloody fate of House Erthuo’s research team in this session is a good opportunity to spotlight an 
important part of how I run an RPG campaign, because it’s a fairly unadulterated example of the 
technique. 

Let’s back up a dozen or so sessions: The PCs have discovered and are exploring the Laboratory of the 
Beast, a dungeon which is part of Ghul’s Labyrinth beneath Ptolus. At this point, neither House Erthuo 
nor the Surgeon in the Shadows are involved in this scenario. In fact, not even I — as the Dungeon 
Master — have the slightest inkling that these factions are going to become involved in this scenario. (Let 
alone that it’s going to end up in this horrific massacre.) 

While exploring the dungeon, the PCs discover both a huge, antique orrery (too large for them to move) 
and a number of chaositech artifacts. Later, after leaving the dungeon, they’re intent on liquidating their 
loot. 
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First, they make some inquiries around town and sell some chaositech items. Looking at my campaign 
notes, I know that there’s an organization of chaositech dealers led by the Surgeon in the Shadows who is 
going to be part of an upcoming scenario in the campaign. If the PCs are selling chaositech, it’s likely the 
Surgeon in the Shadows will become aware of it and send an agent to negotiate with the PCs for it. 

Second, during a party at Castle Shard in Session 12, Tee tells some of their contacts about the orrery, 
hoping for a recommendation on someone who might (a) be interested and (b) have the resources to 
remove the orrery from the dungeon. Looking at my notes for the party, I see that Lady Peliope Erthuo is 
attending the party. In her background notes, I’ve copied some descriptive text from the Ptolus 
sourcebook about House Erthuo: “House Erthuo is said to possess one of the finest collections of rare 
books, antiquities, and artifacts of historical significance in this part of the world.” 

At this point I don’t have any particular plans for House Erthuo in the campaign: I’ve included Lady 
Peliope at the party as one of the incidental guests. (Not every single person the PCs meet in the 
campaign needs to be an Important Character™.) But she’s obviously a perfect fit for what Tee is looking 
for and it’s a great vector for prompting the PCs to continue circulating through the event. So Tee’s 
contact points here in that direction and she makes arrangements with Lady Peliope to meet with 
Cordelia Erthuo in order to arrange the sale of the orrery. 

THE VECTORS ESTABLISHED 
At this point, the actions of the PCs have created two vectors in the campaign that did not previously 
exist. 

Now, if you’ve stopped prepping plots and are running situation-based scenarios, you’ll know that this 
sort of thing happens all the time. But this particular example, as I mentioned, is particularly clear-cut 
because it’s not only the vectors which didn’t previously exist in either the campaign or the specific 
scenario of the Laboratory of the Beast, but also the elements of the campaign world which have been 
pushed into motion. 

Moving forward, in Session 14 the PCs met with Cordelia Erthuo and sold her the location of the orrery. 
This vector is now obviously pointed back into the dungeon, with House Erthuo planning to send a 
research team to study the orrery. (I make a note in my campaign status document to this effect.) 

Later, in Session 21, an agent of the Surgeon in the Shadows called Ribok comes to the Ghostly Minstrel 
to negotiate with the PCs. By this point, however, the PCs have learned that chaositech is far more 
dangerous than they had suspected and they have no interest in selling. They turn Ribok away. 

Okay, so what’s the vector from this? Well, the Surgeon isn’t going to take “no” for an answer. They’re 
going to try to figure out where the PCs are getting the chaositech from. How would they do that? Well, 
the PCs filed a claim for the labyrinth access under Greyson House… the one which leads directly to the 
Laboratory of the Beast. It’s possible that the Surgeon will be able to discover that… and a skill check 
indicates that he does. 

So I note this down on my campaign status document, too: On the 12th of Kadal, the Surgeon in the 
Shadows sends a chaositech strike team to Greyson House. 

THE VECTORS INTERSECT 
These two vectors are now pointing at each other. 
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Here’s the key thing: I still don’t know exactly how these events will play out, but if nothing disturbs 
these vectors it’s clear that they’re going to intersect and I have a pretty good idea what will happen 
when they do. So I now have the following entries in my campaign status document: 

09/12/790: Surgeon in the Shadows sends a chaositech strike team to 
Greyson House, they end up killing House Erthuo’s team that’s examining 
the orrery. 

09/13/790: House Erthuo investigates the disappearance of their research 
team and finds their workers dead. Cordelia contacts the PCs. 

09/14/790: The Surgeon’s team leaves the Ghul’s Labyrinth complex with 
the chaositech artifacts from the temple; they also have discovered the 
mind-transference device. 

What would happen next? Well, I have an inkling. (Ribok’s team couldn’t remove the mind-transference 
device, but they’re definitely interested in it. So they’ll be coming back – possibly in greater numbers? – to 
investigate it. Perhaps they’ll even dismantle it and take it back to the Surgeon in Shadows’ laboratory.) 
But I didn’t spend any time prepping this material or writing it down, because it existed beyond the 
event horizon: It was overwhelmingly likely that the PCs will have interacted with these elements of the 
campaign world before that happened (which, in fact, they did), with no way of anticipating how they 
would affect the vectors in play. 

THE VECTORS IN PLAY 
And, of course, we’ve now seen how this worked out in actual play: By pure happenstance, the PCs were 
actually in the dungeon when the Surgeon’s team showed up, creating the fantastic drama of seeing the 
House Erthuo team only a few short minutes before they were killed. 

Could I have forced that outcome? Possibly. (Although I hadn’t actually thought of it until it occurred 
during play.) 

Could I have instead forced the outcome from the undisturbed vectors described above? Certainly. (I 
could have just delayed Ribok’s arrival until after the PCs left the dungeon again.) 

But the point, of course, is that we’re not predetermining the outcome. We’re discovering the outcome 
through play. And there are any number of other outcomes that could have happened that didn’t. (For 
just one example, Ranthir could have become fascinated by the discoveries of the House Erthuo team and 
decided to stay with them while everyone else explored the dungeon. What would have happened if he’d 
been present when Ribok arrived? I have no idea!) 

Looking at just these two vectors in isolation is deceptive anyway: The campaign is actually filled with 
lots of these vectors (and, as we’ve just seen, the PCs can create new vectors at any time). There’s no way 
to know how these vectors will actually develop until it happens at the table. 

Here’s another way of looking at this: If I had been predetermining events, I would never have set up 
these vectors in the first place – they were not, after all, part of my prep for the Laboratory of the Beast – 
and none of this would have happened. 

This is what I mean by active play. When the PCs take an action, I think about how the elements of the 
campaign world are going to react to those actions. Some of those reactions will be direct and immediate 
(their vectors will immediately intersect the PCs). Others form vectors that I sort of let loose in the 
campaign world until they intersect with either another vector or the PCs themselves. 
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(Some of these vectors will end up never intersecting with anything. Or, at least, nothing that is part of the 
campaign. That’s okay. Sometimes you’re done playing with a toy and you don’t need to pick it up 
again.) 

Of course, not all vectors originate from the PCs. When I create an NPC or faction in the campaign world, 
they’ll also have proactive vectors determined by their agendas. 
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