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DESCEND INTO DARKNESS: THE
ULTIMATE UNDERDARK
ADVENTURE GUIDE

Beneath the surface of the known world
lies  a  realm  of  perpetual  twilight,
treacherous terrain, and ancient secrets.
This is the Underdark, a vast network of
caverns, tunnels, and subterranean seas
that has captivated the imaginations of
adventurers and storytellers for decades.
Whether  you  are  a  Dungeon  Master

planning a campaign descent or a player
character  preparing  your  gear  for  the
journey below, this Underdark Adventure
Guide will provide you with the essential
knowledge to survive the depths. From
navigating fungal forests to negotiating
with  drow  cities,  the  journey  into  the
sunless  realm  is  one  of  the  most
rewarding and dangerous experiences in
fantasy roleplaying. Let us illuminate the
shadows  and  prepare  you  for  the
ultimate  underground  odyssey.

WHAT IS THE UNDERDARK?
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UNDERSTANDING THE SUNLESS
REALM

The  Underdark  is  not  merely  a  cave
system; it  is  a complete ecosystem, a
civilization  unto  itself,  and  a  plane  of
existence  that  operates  under  its  own
brutal rules. It is a place where the very
rock seems to breathe, where light is a
weapon, and where silence can be more
deadly  than  a  drawn  blade.  The
environment is characterized by massive
caverns  the  size  of  cities,  slender
passages  that  require  squeezing
through,  treacherous  chasms,  and
underground  rivers  that  flow  with  ice-
cold water. The air is often damp, heavy
with the scent of minerals, fungus, and
decay.  Understanding  the  geography
and ecology of the Underdark is the first

step in any successful adventure.

The Layers of the
Deep
The Underdark is  rarely a single level.
Most lore describes it as having multiple
layers,  or  strata,  each  with  its  own
distinct  characteristics.  The  upper
reaches  might  be  accessible  through
natural  cave  systems  and  abandoned
mines,  home  to  creatures  like  giant
spiders  and  troglodytes.  Descending
further, the environment becomes more
alien.  You  might  find  the  Middledark,
where  fungal  forests  dominate  the
landscape and outposts of surface races
attempt  to  establish  a  foothold.  The
deepest  layers  are  the  most  hostile,
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known as the Deep or  the Lowerdark.
Here, the pressure is immense, the heat
from geothermal vents is constant, and
the  most  powerful  entities,  such  as
aboleths  and  mind  flayers,  make  their
lairs.  Any  comprehensive  Underdark
Adventure  Guide  must  stress  the
importance of knowing which layer you
are  entering,  as  the  challenges  and
denizens change drastically with depth.

PREPARING YOUR CHARACTER
FOR THE UNDERDARK

Venturing  into  the  Underdark  requires
more  than  just  a  sharp  sword  and  a
brave  heart.  It  demands  meticulous
preparation.  A  party  that  enters  the
darkness unprepared is a party that will
not return. This section of the Underdark
Adventure Guide will cover the essential

gear, spells, and skills needed to tip the
odds in your favor.

Essential Gear
and Equipment

Light Sources: This is
paramount. Torches are bulky and
reveal your position for miles in
the dark. Lanterns are better, but
oil is a finite resource. The Light
cantrip and Continual Flame
spells are invaluable. However,
remember that light can attract
predators. A Hooded Lantern is a
solid compromise.
Rations and Water: The
Underdark is not a foraging



4

4 Underdark Adventure Guide 2022-09-04

paradise. Edible fungi and water
must be carefully tested for toxins.
Carry weeks' worth of rations and
multiple waterskins. A Decanter
of Endless Water is a legendary
item for a reason.
Climbing Gear: Pitons, rope (at
least 100 feet), grappling hooks,
and crampons for your boots.
Vertical travel is the norm, not the
exception.
Blunt Weapons: Not every foe
has flesh and blood. Skeletons,
constructs, and crystalline entities
are common. A warhammer, mace,
or even a heavy club can be a
lifesaver when your swords are
ineffective.
Maps and Tools: Chalk, charcoal,
parchment, and a compass. Mark

your path. Get lost, and you will
die lost. A Quaal's Feather
Token (Anchor) or similar magic
item can create an emergency
shelter.

Spells and
Abilities to
Prioritize
A wizard's or cleric's spell selection can
make or break an Underdark expedition.
Some spells become exponentially more
valuable in this environment.

Darkvision: While many races
have it, it is limited. Consider



Underdark Adventure Guide 5

5

spells like Darkvision for party
members without it, or See
Invisibility to spot lurking threats.
Move Earth and Passwall: The
terrain is your greatest enemy and
ally. These spells allow you to
reshape the battlefield or bypass
obstacles entirely.
Water Breathing: Underground
rivers and lakes are often the only
navigable routes. This spell is non-
negotiable for any serious
expedition.
Teleportation Circle and Word
of Recall: Always have an escape
plan. These spells can save the
party from an unwinnable
encounter.
Detect Poison and Disease: You
will eat fungus, drink from

underground streams, and be
bitten by strange creatures. This
spell is preventative medicine.

NAVIGATING THE DANGERS:
FLORA, FAUNA, AND FOES

The Underdark is teeming with life, but
most of it is hostile to surface dwellers. A
good  Underdark  Adventure  Guide
categorizes these threats so you know
what you are up against. The ecosystem
is based on chemosynthesis rather than
photosynthesis,  which  leads  to  bizarre
and terrifying adaptations.

Notable Monsters
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and Denizens
You will  encounter classic threats such
as the Drow,  the dark elves who rule
vast cities with a cruel matriarchy. Their
society is built on treachery and slavery,
and  their  poison-tipped  crossbows  are
legendary. The Mind Flayers  (Illithids)
are  a  psychic  horror,  creatures  that
consume the brains of sentient beings.
Their  lairs  are  psionically  charged and
filled  with  enslaved  thralls.  Beholders
are  insane,  paranoid  tyrants  who  rule
over small domains with their deadly eye
rays.  Other  common  threats  include
Gricks  (silent  ambush  predators),
Cloakers  (which mimic  shadows),  and
Ropers (which look like stalagmites). Do
not  forget  the  Duergar,  the  grim,

psionic  dwarves  of  the  deep,  who are
often slavers and slavers themselves.

Hazards of the
Environment
The  environment  itself  is  a  persistent
antagonist. Poison gas pockets can fill
a chamber without warning. Lava tubes
and  geothermal  vents  can  cause
severe burns. Subterranean rivers can
sweep a party miles away into unknown
territory. Fungal spores from the vast
forests  can  cause  hallucinations,
paralysis, or even parasitic infection. The
lack  of  natural  light  also  impacts
morale.  Characters  may  suffer  from
claustrophobia,  depression,  or  a
condition  known  as  "cave  madness"
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after prolonged exposure to the sunless
realm.

KEY LOCATIONS AND
SETTLEMENTS

The Underdark is not a featureless void.
It  contains  incredible  cities,  ruins,  and
natural  wonders.  Exploring  these
locations  is  the  heart  of  any  great
campaign.  This  Underdark  Adventure
Guide  highlights  a  few  archetypal
locations  that  can  be  adapted  to  any
setting.

The Drow City of

Menzoberranzan
(Archetype)
The quintessential dark elf city. Built in a
massive  cavern,  it  is  a  metropolis  of
soaring stalactite towers, spider-shaped
fortresses, and noble houses constantly
scheming for power. The city is a powder
keg  of  intrigue,  slavery,  and  spider
worship.  Adventures  here  are  more
about  politics  and  stealth  than  direct
combat.  The  marketplace,  the  Bazaar,
offers  exotic  goods  but  is  a  den  of
thieves  and  spies.
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The Silent City of
the Mind Flayers
A  colony  of  illithids.  These  cities  are
unsettlingly  quiet,  filled  with  thralls
performing their duties in eerie silence.
The  architecture  is  alien,  built  with  a
non-Euclidean  geometry  that  can
disorient visitors. The goal here is often
infiltration—to  rescue  captives,  steal  a
psionic artifact,  or  disrupt the colony's
breeding program. Combat here means
facing psychic assault, not just physical
attacks.

The Fungal
Forest of
Neverlight Grove
(Archetype)
A vibrant and bioluminescent ecosystem.
Towering mushrooms the size of trees,
glowing  lichen,  and  sentient  fungus
creatures  like  Myconids  call  this  place
home. The air is thick with spores. This
area is often less hostile than the cities,
but  it  is  filled  with  natural  hazards  and
territorial creatures. The Myconids may
be  peaceful,  but  they  are  fiercely
protective  of  their  groves  and  can  be
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manipulated by darker forces.

The Abyssal
Trench
A massive chasm that descends into the
Lowerdark.  It  is  home  to  aboleths,
kraken-like entities, and other primordial
horrors.  The  trench  is  a  place  of
madness  and  water.  Adventures  here
require  specialized  diving  gear  and
powerful  water  magic.  The  rewards,
however, are ancient lore and primordial
treasures sealed away for eons.

CREATING ENGAGING
ADVENTURES IN THE

UNDERDARK

An  adventure  in  the  dark  is  different
from  a  surface  adventure.  The  core
pillars of exploration, social interaction,
and  combat  are  all  twisted  by  the
environment. Here are some adventure
hooks  and  story  structures  to  inspire
your next campaign.

Adventure Hooks
The Lost Expedition: A famous1.
explorer has vanished into a
known entrance. The party must
retrieve their research notes and
rescue them (or recover their
body).
The Slave Uprising: A drow2.
house is losing control of its
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slaves. The party is hired to help
the slaves escape, or to help the
drow put down the rebellion for a
hefty fee.
The Fungal Plague: A strange,3.
spore-based disease is spreading
from the Underdark to the surface.
The party must find the source in a
fungal forest and destroy it.
The Artifact of Darkness: A4.
powerful magical item, such as a
Ring of Spell Turning or a Staff
of the Magi, has been discovered
in a ruined city below the
mountains. Multiple factions seek
it.
The Rivalry: Two drow houses are5.
at war. The party is hired by a
third party to tip the scales by
assassinating a key leader or

stealing a valuable asset.

Designing
Encounters for
the Underdark
Combat in the Underdark is unique. The
environment should always be a factor.
Use choke points, low visibility, and
verticality.  A  simple  goblin  ambush
becomes terrifying when it happens on a
narrow  ledge  over  a  100-foot  drop.
Introduce  environmental  hazards  like
collapsing  floors  or  toxic  gas  vents.
Remember  that  sound  travels
strangely  in  caves.  A  noise can alert
enemies from a great distance. Stealth is
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not just an option; it is often a survival
strategy. Social  encounters are equally
important. The Underdark is a place of
alliances  and betrayals.  A  party  might
need  to  negotiate  with  a  duergar
merchant,  gain the trust of  a myconid
sovereign,  or  make  a  desperate  deal
with a mind flayer to survive.

SURVIVAL TIPS FOR THE
UNDERDARK EXPLORER

To  conclude  this  Underdark  Adventure
Guide,  here  are  some  final  survival  tips
that  every  adventurer  should  know
before  they  descend.

Never trust the dark. Shadows
hide predators, traps, and
enemies.
Always have a backup light

source. Magic can be dispelled.
Torches can be extinguished.
Mark your trail. Every tunnel
looks the same. Use chalk, string,
or magical markers.
Respect the locals. Not every
creature is an enemy. Some can
be traded with or befriended. But
trust no one fully.
Know when to flee. The
Underdark is unforgiving. Pride
gets you killed. Retreat is a valid
strategy.
Conserve your resources.
Rations, spell slots, and hit points
are all finite. Pace yourself.
Listen to your guide. If you have
a native guide, heed their
warnings. They know the land
better than you.


