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		The world closest to my heart and mind is Oerth, or as many now call it, Greyhawk.

		Greyhawk is my birthplace, and even though I have spent years wandering far and wide across its lands, it still carries an allure of adventure for me, a yearning to unravel more of its mysteries. Greyhawk is raw and real, with an earthiness about it—the castles are not always smooth and finished the way they are in Faerûn, nor are the roads always paved with well-quarried flagstones but are worn into the earth by wagon wheels and bootheels. There’s weather here, both in the skies and in the people, a wildness that you can feel brewing under the surface or just beyond the horizon. Oerth’s magic is cut from the same cloth, and as in most every world, the magic here has its own character, eccentricities, and peculiar ways of flowing. For example, there’s a smoothness to spells on a world like Mystara, where fire flows cool and easy from the fingertips and conjuring anything from a bumblebee to a bear feels like the mathematical unfolding of a flower. But on Greyhawk, fire can burst into being with a bang, snorting and spitting like a horde of bugbears, and conjuring can feel like trying to open a rusty hinged door that squawks and shudders when bringing forth even the smallest creation. But to me, all this feels like home. Perhaps it is why a wizard who perfects magic here can work wonders on any other world. When I created my first extradimensional space, with a spell that would become Mordenkainen’s magnificent mansion, it was as if Greyhawk required me to hew it by hand from the fabric of reality itself, and as I did so, I could hear the iron-wrought voice of my uncle in the back of my head saying, “You’re gonna have to work for what you want, boy; the Yatil Mountains don’t give two hoots of an owlbear about idle hopes and dreams.”

		Wild and Unknown
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		Even though most of Greyhawk has been mapped, what lies beyond the gates of any city or town is largely unknown to most inhabitants within. While having a glass of Bisselian port in Greyhawk’s popular Green Dragon Inn, I’ve seen fledgling adventurers poring over a map as if it had some magic power to protect them. Just because there’s a map that shows an area does not mean that it is known, and most of Greyhawk is simply that—a blank space of uncharted wilderness between the small outposts of civilization marked on a sheet of parchment. Thus, on Greyhawk more than any other world, traveling from one city to another is a serious affair, and one must always be prepared for unexpected trouble on even the briefest of journeys. A map, especially an old map, is unreliable at best and a misleading death trap at worst. Nefarious forces are always at work on Oerth—what was once indicated on a map as a place of rest can change over time, and sometimes overnight, to become a spawning ground for all manner of danger and wickedness. I daresay that bumbling Faerûnian bard, Volothamp Geddarm, would now be a pile of bleached bones on some lonely hilltop if he were to take one of his famously inebriated jaunts in the wilderness of Greyhawk.
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		A Tale of Tsojcanth
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		What manner of treasure could compel a gathering of fortune seekers to risk near-certain death in obtaining it? Most innkeepers know tales of crates of gold lost at sea or fabled dwarven mines long overrun by monsters; tales that keep the adventurers coming to buy an ale and listen to another yarn of a fortune just waiting to be found. However, the promise of riches must always be weighed against the likelihood of surviving to enjoy the spoils of a dungeon delve.

		But then there are treasures that turn the heads of nations.

		Not mere piles of gold and gemstones, but treasures of magic powerful enough to turn the tide of a war. Magic powerful enough to crack through the planes and level entire armies with the utterance of a single arcane word.

		This is what lay within the Lost Caverns of Tsojcanth.
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		Rumor reached me that a witch queen named Iggwilv had been plaguing the Marches of Perrinland. At first, I was not concerned—many witches, wizards, and other such miscreants have plagued Greyhawk with schemes of little consequence in the end, but then I learned that Iggwilv had summoned Graz’zt. The presence of a demon lord cannot be ignored by those of us who know the power of such beings.

		Now, the details are murky about what exactly took place. Almost certainly they had a torrid affair; some say it ended dramatically with a terrible battle in which Iggwilv was mortally wounded, and others say that Graz’zt was defeated and vanished back to the Abyss as demons do when they’re killed on the Material Plane. (This has always fascinated me about demons—they may survive permanent death but they’re still not happy about it. Actually, they’re never happy about anything.)

		Regardless of what happened, Iggwilv took her treasures, namely two objects of immense power—Daoud’s Wondrous Lanthorn and her own grimoire known as the Demonomicon of Iggwilv, a horrid text filled with powerful spells and a treatise on the fiendish creatures of the Lower Planes—along with her minions and her sizable hoard of gold, gems, and other riches. Together they all disappeared deep into a secret lair within the Yatil Mountains—itself a place of great peril.

		How knowledge of Iggwilv’s hoard got out into the world is anyone’s guess, but in her complete, myopic dedication to satisfying her thirst for power, she brought to Greyhawk not one, but two items with the power to divert the path of fate and change the destiny of a nation.
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		And that is what kicked off quite possibly the greatest treasure hunt in the history of Greyhawk.

		Powerful spells can be cast through each face of Daoud’s Wondrous Lanthorn, but it is fueled by only the most rare and brilliant gemstones. In the hands of a wizard wealthy enough to satisfy its insatiable need, the lanthorn would be a potent weapon that could be used to win wars and turn the tide of history. Few who crave its power know that if its fuel is exhausted and the light of the lanthorn goes out, so does the soul of the one who wields it. A small detail that is often overlooked by maniacs.

		Although I am loathe to admit it, the Demonomicon is a testament—albeit a foul one—to how accomplished a witch Iggwilv was. It is said to include the true names of some high-level demons—an epic feat of procurement that has all the hallmarks of Iggwilv’s immense charisma and guile stamped all over it. Together with the spells it contains, it offers those foolish enough to read it the power to control and coerce beings of Chaos and would be disastrous in the wrong hands.

		To my knowledge, Iggwilv’s treasure remains hidden in the lost caverns. Most who entered became lost themselves. Some never made it through the Yatils, which were notorious for avalanches and rockslides that could wipe out an entire party in one devastating rush of earth. Some were turned back by hobgoblin war parties or were crushed by playful stone giants who break their flesh-bound toys like massive toddlers. Even so, some reached Tsojcanth and experienced the labyrinth that Iggwilv had set for any who should find her lair. One party—Ethelrede, Flemin, Dunil, Weslocke, and a few others—returned with wild tales of encounters with monsters never before seen on Greyhawk, narrow escapes from an odd being from another plane, and a bewildering series of traps, tricks, and teleportations—all part of Iggwilv’s eclectic repertoire of witchy madness.

		It was an exciting and perilous time in Greyhawk’s history, another moment when the Balance could have tipped in any number of ways. Should those items of power have fallen into the wrong clutches, it would most certainly have taken Greyhawk on a path laden with corpses and forced the Circle of Eight to unite once again and do battle with the forces of evil.
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		A Dangerous World
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		Now, there are dangers on every world in the multiverse, but Greyhawk is especially perilous because it is home to a high concentration of evildoers capable of irrevocably changing the world if they somehow get the upper hand. It is also still recovering from a magic cataclysm that took place in ancient times—an apocalyptic event of such power that it ended what some considered a golden age and began Greyhawk’s modern era. I believe this event caused cracks in the Material Plane that allowed the aforementioned evil to seep in from various dimensions, triggering a cascade of consequences that echo to this very day.

		Enemies of Oerth
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		The enemies of Greyhawk are many and varied. I know not why they are here in such force save my own speculation about the myopic and outright foolish use of cataclysmic magic in ancient days, magic powerful enough to set the threads of fate weaving a new pattern for the tapestry of Greyhawk. The preponderance of bizarre and otherworldly monsters here speaks to the possibility that the ancient spells also created dimensional crawl spaces that allowed multi-eyed, gibbering creatures from the Far Realm to slip through the cracks and onto our plane.

		Tharizdun

		First, I must talk about the threat of the nihilistic entity known as Tharizdun. This elder evil can rise up anywhere in the multiverse, corrupting thoughts and polluting the land with its alien contamination, but it seems to have a particular obsession with Greyhawk for some inscrutable reason. Minds that are imbalanced gravitate to Tharizdun’s thought-warping ululations, building temples and grottoes dedicated to its foul practices. Even the mind of the demon queen Zuggtmoy has been made subject to Tharizdun’s will. Such is its power.

		Is Tharizdun a single being? A collective? An object? A location? Many have speculated, but all who get too close in their attempts to uncover the secrets of this entity run the grave risk of being corrupted or consumed by its malevolent power.

		I cannot overstate the danger of Tharizdun; my own Circle of Eight has faced this entity and its minions with dire cost. Although I have used everything in my power to know where Tharizdun will strike next, I have not been able to pierce the arcane darkness that surrounds it. It would seem that Tharizdun is cloaked by its unknowable nature, that it one moment exists and the next vanishes from existence leaving only the stain of its shadow on the land. Only the vigilance of heroes who know the telltale signs of its corruption and influence can sound the alarm in time and stop the rot of Tharizdun from spreading.

		Vecna

		Next, I must talk about the scheming and relentless lich known as Vecna, another plague that has escaped the confines of Greyhawk to become a multiplanar menace. The sheer number of epithets that Vecna has collected tells a great deal about his incalculable ego, but suffice to say his main moniker is the Whispered One, for the whispers of Vecna can instill madness in those whose hearts throb with the desire for power. It would seem that this is a pattern for the influence of evil—if there is a seed of evil within us, it will hatch and grow toward a foul being like Vecna, pulling us ever deeper to be nurtured and twisted as we seek more nourishment from evil’s withering rays.

		Like most lich lords, Vecna is a hoarder of secrets. As if to physically embody this trait, he keeps his most contemptible manuscript, the Book of Vile Darkness, tucked within his ribcage, a rather symbolic gesture, his useless and withered heart replaced with the most repulsive contents from his mind.

		Vecna alone has the potential to do so much damage that containing him and his machinations is a constant concern of mine. Although he has the entire multiverse to corrupt, Vecna repeatedly plagues Greyhawk, and I am certain that some of it is simply to irritate me, as I do have a considerable and personal axe to grind with this particular lich. However, his main objective is that of every power-mad egomaniac—to become a god. Were he to discover the source of apocalyptic magic used by the ancient magi of the Suel and Baklunish, or some other source of power, he would be well on his way to achieving that most grotesque of goals, causing me to drop all else and marshal my full force to stop his dangerous quest.
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		Iuz

		Unlike the threats of Tharizdun and Vecna, one sustained source of evil on Greyhawk is bound to the world and seeks only to gain dominion over Oerth—the cambion demigod Iuz. He does not hide in the shadows but stays out in the open, growing in power for all to see. Over time, he has amassed a considerable army and a growing contingent of wild-eyed followers.

		The Empire of Iuz sprawls ominously across the north, and its subjugated peoples feel Iuz’s iron grip throughout his conquered territories. Its land is scarred by the horrors of war, with fortresses and garrisons dotting the landscape as constant reminders of the empire’s oppressive rule. Iuz’s legions of undead, monstrous creatures, and loyal followers enforce his will, spreading fear and suffering among the populace. Resistance to his rule is met with swift and brutal retribution, making the Empire of Iuz a place of constant tension and despair.

		A Tale of Tasha

		But where did this cambion, Iuz, come from? At this part of my tale, I must tell you about Iuz’s mother, Iggwilv the Witch Queen, or as she is more commonly known, Tasha.

		Tasha’s origins are unknown, but she was adopted and raised by the powerful sorceress Baba Yaga, who steeped young Tasha in the art of witchcraft and the dark arts. But I feel certain that Baba Yaga, despite her own reputation for dabbling in fiendish affairs, would have taught Tasha the consequences of interacting with demon lords. But Tasha was young, brash, and impulsive, and drawn toward the fastest road to power like a moth to a flame—and the demonic path promised the power that she sought. Associating with demons almost always leads to some kind of catastrophe no matter how reasonable the demon may appear; it is the nature of Chaos to warp and pervert the ordering principle of the Balance. And that was a price Tasha was all too eager to pay.

		Tasha became enmeshed in a tangled web of mutual seduction with the demon lord Graz’zt and his tantalizing power, and though she may have gathered power and knowledge from him and escaped from their tryst relatively unscathed, the result of their union was Iuz. To this day, innocent people suffer for Tasha’s hunger for power through Iuz’s fiendish march of destruction. If I have learned one thing about maintaining the Balance, it is that every action, small or large, has consequences, and through these actions we all put our own measure of energy onto the scales of the multiverse.

		And as for Tasha? Well, after a long sojourn in the Feywild, no doubt hiding from Graz’zt and a host of other enemies who want either her head or her soul, Tasha has turned over a new leaf, or so I believe. Oddly enough, we have bonded over our shared passion for magic, and we have had many discussions that lasted into the early morning hours. In our many chats, I have grown to understand her, as much as any person can be understood, and I now call her a friend…well, perhaps “friend” is too simple a term. Despite reinventing herself, Tasha has a lot to answer for, not least of which is having brought a global menace such as Iuz into existence. I believe that Tasha’s early misadventures now serve as a powerful cautionary tale for any wizards or warlocks who seek the easy path to power and are tempted to go to demonic lengths to get it.
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		Acererak
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		And what of Acererak, you ask? Is he a threat to the Balance? Fear not, dear reader, I have not forgotten Greyhawk’s most famous cackling miscreant. Much the way a fledgling villain is entertained with pulling the legs off a hapless insect, Acererak seems happiest when tormenting fortune seekers in his Tomb of Horrors. Because of this, Acererak is more of a homicidal jester and trickster than a world-altering evil such as Tharizdun. While any lich of his power and madness is potentially dangerous, one need hear only a single survivor’s tale from a foray into the Tomb of Horrors to know that Acererak, along with being barking mad, is far too busy entertaining himself with his own depraved inventions to tip the scales of the multiverse. A focused and malevolent mind like that of Vecna, or a world-corrupting energy such as Tharizdun, keeps me up late into the night—not the mousetrap machinations of a deranged skeletal ninny.
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		A Tale of the Tomb

		Few are foolish enough to visit places like the Lower Planes, where fiends have eternity to devise dangerous scenarios likely to cause dismemberment or death to all who venture there. Even on the Material Plane, there is one place that has become synonymous with fatality: the fabled Tomb of Horrors. One would think that any creature with a brain capable of comprehending pain and doom would shun such a place, and yet every season, there are always a few stories of deluded but optimistic dunderheads who have gone in, their thoughts swimming with visions of gold and glory, never to return.

		Cursorily examined, one would surmise that it is greed or desperation that drives these scores of hapless fortune hunters to try their luck, but after pondering the matter, I believe the urge to enter the Tomb of Horrors lies solely in the realm of pride…and, all right, a little bit of greed.

		Some have said that Acererak built the tomb to entice the likes of egomaniacs like my dear Robilard or sweet, kind, self-important know-it-alls like Tenser. There’s a certain bravado, a swagger—how shall I put it? An all-encompassing hubris that comes with immense power, and I believe that Acererak has thrown down his deathly gauntlet in the path of such arrogance.

		I believe the Tomb of Horrors is a dare. I think that Acererak is saying to all who have breathed deeply of the perfume of pride and believe themselves borderline demigods, “I am smarter.” Hiding the tomb is just Acererak’s way of playing coy, of taunting the right players, but he has let it be widely known what is in the Tomb—the treasure, the items of power, the bragging rights, the challenge of a lifetime.
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		Acererak has honeyed the pot with treasures, that is for certain. And he has filled his tomb with magic items that would intrigue any archmage worth their salt. But the real treasure is outsmarting the lich and making it out alive. I don’t think Acererak gives two hoots of an owlbear who gets a handful of treasure. His burning questions are can they outsmart him? Can they survive? Will they crack under the pressure? Will they cry in frustration? These are the currencies that the lich lord deals in. Many skeletons of smug adventurers who thought they would be the ones to take the lich’s prize litter the halls of his tomb and Acererak leaves them there on purpose. Why? Because he is like the gardener who lives to witness the magnificent seed of doubt growing in the eyes of the arrogant.
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		I am not a gambling man. I take my risks not for pleasure but for purpose. But the allure of the Tomb of Horrors will always tempt those who love a brazen challenge, who enjoy the thrill of proving the doubters wrong, and who believe that they are, perhaps, exceptional. In that manner, I think Acererak serves the Balance as a force of humility, a boundary to the seemingly limitless inflation of the ego. The Tomb of Horrors serves as a gate, a carefully crafted wall around the mansion of self-importance that some adventurers, every now and then, are so desirous to test.
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			The Confines of Law

			Not all enemies of the Balance come clad in fiendish wings or dragon scales. Some are well-meaning and would define themselves as good, but a seed of fear often lives within them that pushes

			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
			
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
			[image: ]
		

		
		
			[image: ]
		

		
		
			[image: ]
		

		
		
			[image: ]
		

		
		
		
		
			[image: ]
		

		
		
			[image: ]
		

		
		
		
			[image: ]
		

		
		
			[image: ]
		

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
			
			[image: ]
		

		
			
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
		
			[image: ]
		

		
		
		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
			[image: ]
		

		
			
			
			
				[image: ]
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	
		
			Epilogue 
The Art of Worldbuilding

			Worldbuilding is as old as the Big Bang or the Old Testament, depending on how you slice the universal mystery pie. When it’s done right, building a world from scratch, at any scale, is an immense act of creation. A creator or a team of creators has to figure out how everything works, from metaphysics, to monsters, to magic, to the mundane.

			In my own career as a worldbuilder, I have an idea of how hard it is to accomplish a visually coherent and philosophically fun setting like Planescape, or output a tour de force like the Forgotten Realms, or create an evocative game changer of both story and design like the Ravenloft module (I still remember those isometric maps to this day). All these settings from D&D’s epic lineage impacted me as a creator and a lover of fantasy. They showed me what was possible, that it was good to go outside the status quo and create something new and exciting. To embrace the weird and be creatively free.

			I have often reflected throughout my career on the hard work that the creatives who made these worlds had to go through—the collaboration, the coordination, the joys, and the problem-solving that are all part of the emotional roller coaster of creating. Creation is hard, and it is risky. As a creator, you’re exposed and vulnerable when innovating and bringing something new into the world, so I can only feel deep respect for all those creators and the companies, then and now, who have taken the leap of faith in a new idea, invested the money, and worked hard to put their vision out there in the world—warts and all. Their risk is our delight, and our delight is their reward. Whenever I see a book cover that grabs my attention and makes me want to pore over its pages and take a journey into a far-out world, I know that I’m experiencing the power of good worldbuilding.

			So, what is good worldbuilding?

			Building a world is a mysterious alchemy. It’s a collaboration of creative minds all discussing an imaginary place with the intent of bringing it onto the written page with the purpose of exciting the minds and imaginations of others. In his book On Writing, Stephen King says writing is not a form of telepathy, it is telepathy, which is why the collaborative process of worldbuilding is, for me, among the most magical and interesting creative experiences a person can have. It is an incredibly stimulating conversation where you use verbally transmitted telepathy to invent a vision of a world that everyone involved in the creation shares in their imaginations. You get to discuss why the world is the way that it is, why the creatures are the way that they are. You get to make holy mountains and underwater kingdoms, sacred trees and unhallowed grounds. You get to imagine how magic impacts the world and if it consumes those who dabble in its power. You get to create powerful themes and metaphors, aspirational parables, cautionary tales, and all manner of buffooneries. It’s unbridled creation, but the art of worldbuilding is to then bridle it all together and make it feel like a world.

			Worldbuilding is the collaboration of the writer and the artist to create an experience, one that excites the eyes, stimulates the mind, and enriches the spirit. When Gary Gygax and Dave Arneson invented this new way of “role-playing” a tabletop strategy game, they placed it mainly in the world of Greyhawk, the first setting that gave D&D its “milieu”—a weird, wild, and sometimes wacky world rendered in those iconic black-and-white pen illustrations that gave D&D its unique core flavor, its soul, and the keystone of its identity. A style I still love to this day.

			Planescape, Sigil, and Second Edition were quantum leaps in worldbuilding for D&D, and artist/writer teams began to further expand on the worlds of D&D. Artists like Tony DiTerlizzi realized the vision of designer David “Zeb” Cook and concept artist Dana Knutson to give this new world of Sigil and the Outlands a cohesive look-feel done in a single artist’s hand. This tight collaboration between writing and art—the creative team—is the secret sauce to building a truly stunning world that lives long enough to become a classic. It’s something that you can see in movies like Alien, The Fifth Element, The Dark Crystal, Dune, Mad Max: Fury Road, The Matrix, Harry Potter, The Lord of the Rings, Avatar, and many others where the world in which the movies take place is realized down to the cups and saucers.

			When I look at the D&D community now, the amount of creativity that is exploding out there is exciting. The individual touches of independent studios and creators give the game a vibrancy and diversity that harkens back to the early days of D&D where new worlds were inspiring Dungeon Masters and players to tell stories. This variety of settings broadens the horizons of storytelling, making D&D a wellspring of imagination for everyone to participate in. That, beyond the name, the logo, the iconic monsters, and the d20, is what I think the soul of D&D is all about. It’s seeing awesome art on a box or book cover. Opening it up and having your imagination come to life with ideas for adventuring in an exciting world. It’s this real-world magic that gets friends to gather around the table, tell crazy stories, and make each other laugh like crowing hens.

			Each of these D&D worlds that we have all heard about, read about, or have had monthslong campaigns within were made by groups of creative people who loved playing D&D and somehow found themselves making D&D worlds for others to play in. I had the immense privilege of finding myself, by some fortuitous machination of reality, working on D&D to create adventures, monsters, and stories for the game I loved as a kid. While I was there inventing characters, monsters, and adventures, I was well aware that I was standing on the shoulders of those storm giants of creativity that came before me. It was an intensely fun and creative time, and I learned an incredible amount from those years carrying the torch for this strange and wonderful game.

			Worldbuilding is a serious enterprise. There’s lots at stake and many pitfalls. But at its core, especially for a game like D&D, it is about having fun. So whenever I sit down to build a world, even though there are a lot of parameters I’m holding in my head to make this Willy Wonka world work, I’m still just trying to make my friends lose their minds with laughter and get immersed in a fantasy realm where mad wizards hurl fireballs, light-fingered rogues steal an ancient red dragon’s favorite duck, and tiefling warlocks are still trying to look all cool and stuff. In the end, it’s all about building a world you love. And I guess that’s what we’re all here trying to do.

			Adam Lee

			November 16, 2023
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