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Ritual Casting and the Dungeon 
Crawl System 
 
Ritual casting is a greatly underused resource in 
the D&D games I play. This may not be true for 
you, but if you’re playing Living Forgotten 
Realms, it’s almost certainly is true. This leaves 
many of our old-school spells unavailable in 4th 
Edition (practically speaking). Accordingly, I 
decided to create a ritual casting ruleset that 
allows you to use rituals in combat. The fringe 
benefit to this system is that it also has inspired 
creative encounter design on my part, and I 
suspect the more this system develops, the better 
it will get. 
 
How About a Skill Challenge? 
 
At GenCon, Jeremy Crawford of Wizards of the 
Coast was talking about using skill challenges in 
combat to cast rituals. While that might make 
sense logically (i.e., it’s tough to concentrate on 
reading a ritual scroll while ogres are hitting you 
with clubs), it initially rubbed me the wrong way. 
You can fail skill challenges, and, much like 
addressing traps in mixed encounters, that would 
scare away a player from using the mechanic, 
rendering it a meaningless addition to the rules. If 
the encounter’s design required a PC to try 
anyway, you’d often be reintroducing the “save or 
die” mechanic to D&D (practically speaking) with 
a pretty good chance of the “die” part coming 
true. Still, encounters could be balanced so that a 
skill challenge mechanic would actually be 
reasonable, so it’s an option that can exist 
depending on how you craft your encounters. 
This should remain a tool in your DM toolkit, 
though I’m not going to work out the math for 
that system. Hopefully, Jeremy (or someone) will 
work it out and then publish it. 
 
Ritual Combat Casting 
 
While Jeremy was speaking, I was biting my lip. I 
wanted desperately to provide people with 
another tool, but I wasn’t about to let the cat out 
of the bag before I had the chance to write this 
article. I stole this idea fair and square; I wasn’t 
going to let anyone steal it from me. 
 

That’s right. This wasn’t my idea. A member of 
my Thursday night group, John Moquin, came up 
with the idea for his Dark Sun campaign, but we 
never really used it. Still, I liked the idea, and, as 
copyright law tells us, ideas are a dime a dozen; 
doing work is what matters, so I ran with it. (Of 
course, I received Moquin’s permission anyway, 
and he didn’t even want attribution.)  
 
A Slight but Significant Change 
 
Here is a typical ritual stat block: 
 

Water Breathing 

Suddenly, you’ve lost your fear of swimming. 
Level: 8 Component Cost: 135 gp 
Category: Exploration Market Price: 680 gp 
Time: 10 minutes Key Skill: Arcana or Nature 
Duration: Special Crawl: 2 rounds to cast 

 
You and up to eight of your allies can breathe 

water as easily as you breathe air, even being able 
to speak normally underwater, though you can 
still breathe air. It doesn’t confer a swim speed or 
the ability to fight underwater unhindered. It does 
protect your gear from water damage. Your 
Arcana or Nature check determines the effect’s 
duration. 

 
Check Result Duration 
14 or lower 1 hour 
15–19 2 hours 
20-24 4 hours 
25-29 8 hours 
30 or higher 24 hours 
 
Notice that I’ve added a line to the details at the 
top labeled, “Crawl.” This is the number of rounds 
a player must spend a standard action to cast the 
ritual. When doing so, the process dazes the 
character, which essentially means that the caster 
must use the entire turn to cast the ritual. The 
caster may spend an action point to move to a 
safer place, heal a party member, or even attack, 
but spending an action point cannot be used to 
speed up the casting process. If a character is 
attacked, this has no adverse effect on the casting 
unless, of course, the attack dominates or stuns 
the caster, preventing the caster from spending 
the necessary standard action to continue casting. 
To be clear, if the caster is dazed by an attack, this 
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will not interrupt the casting of the ritual, as the 
caster will still be able to use a standard action. If 
casting is interrupted by choice or by a successful 
attack that dominates or stuns, the casting fails, 
and the caster must start from the beginning. If 
the casting is done by ritual scroll, the ritual scroll 
is not expended when casting is interrupted. 
 
Notice that there is no possibility that the casting 
will fail due to low skill checks. As with standard 
ritual casting, the skill check affects the quality of 
the result, but a positive result occurs regardless 
of the skill check. The skill challenge mechanic 
leaves open the possibility that a player will 
waste multiple turns on an effort that will 
eventually fail. That could result in severe 
frustration regardless of whether the encounter 
is balanced. This concern could by countered by 
lowering the skill challenge DCs to a trivial level, 
but then the skill challenge becomes illusory, and 
it essentially becomes the system provided here.  
 
Combat Casting Time 
 
So, how long does it take to cast a ritual in 
combat? This is where the system becomes 
imprecise. A good rule of thumb is to take the 
normal casting time duration in minutes and 
divide it by 5 (rounding up). This gives the 
number of rounds it takes to cast the ritual in 
combat. For example, a 10-minute ordinary 
casting time would require 2 rounds to cast in 
combat, and a 1 hour ordinary casting time would 
require 12 rounds to cast in combat, making it 
rather impractical. As you’ll see below, however, 
this is just a starting point, as these numbers 
should change to fit the campaign. 
 
Which Rituals? 
 
A DM should determine which rituals can be cast 
in combat on a case-by-case, or perhaps, on a 
campaign-by-campaign basis. In either case, 
allowing for this system requires the DM to do his 
or her homework. That is, the DM must know 
exactly what rituals the PCs have, perhaps even 
controlling their availability. Having this 
knowledge, though, can also lead to inspiration, 
making clever encounter design easier. Just as the 
crawl system provides inspiration for the type of 
encounter provided above, the specific rituals 

available help to shape the details of that 
encounter. 
 
Some More Details? 
 
No more details, though I’m sure you’d like some. 
Simply put, there are too many rituals out there 
to test each and every one. Use the formula, 
combat casting time = [standard casting time / 5 
minutes] rounds, and you should have a good 
baseline. This creates a bit of work for a DM if any 
of the characters are ritual casters, but for a party 
without ritual casting, this instead provides a 
means to create puzzles for players to solve, 
where ritual scrolls are the keys to those puzzles. 
 
A Sample Encounter 
 
The reason it’s important to keep both this 
system and Jeremy’s system in your toolkit 
(rather than choose between the two of them) is 
because the systems’ structures and 
consequences can give you ideas on how to craft 
encounters. Here’s an example of an encounter 
that will work with the dungeon crawl system, 
but I suspect wouldn’t work well with a skill 
challenge.  It involves multiple waves of creatures 
attacking the PCs in a space in which they’re 
confined. The PCs have two choices: either bull 
rush their way through the waves to find an 
escape route or use a ritual to make an escape 
route. 
 
This encounter wasn’t the inspiration for this 
alternative ritual system. Instead, the ritual 
system leads to the encounter design. That is, the 
tool itself inspires creativity. The more tools 
available, the more inspiration received, and the 
better able to bring that vision to life. (The 
particular rituals chosen, and the campaign’s 
story, can further inspire encounter design.) 
 
Encounter: Escape from Mentiri 
Appropriate for a party of level 6 
 

You’ve successfully escaped from your cell in 
Dispater’s prison, Mentiri, and you’ve found your 
gear, but now you’ve cornered yourself. The only 
way out of this storage room is the way you came. 
You can handle yourself in a fight, but this is Dis, 
and they are legion. Eventually you’ll be overrun. 
You need to come up with a plan, and quickly! 
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Each round, a wave of eight Legion Devil 

Hellguards will arrive to attack the PCs, giving the 
PCs a few choices. They can try to blast their way 
far enough out of the dead end to provide an 
alternate (and safer) means of escape. Doing so 
will probably result in their facing up to six waves 
of enemies, which could be overwhelming. On the 
other hand, they have scrolls of Planar Portal and 
Passwall available that would require holding off 
only four or two waves respectively. If the party 
can handle simply occupy the waves without the 
help of the ritual caster, they’ll be able to escape 
by either building a tunnel to the lower level or 
taking the party back home to the World. Note: 
You should not give the players these options. If 
they don’t think of these options, they shouldn’t 
have them. 

 
Legion Devil Hellguard Level 11 Minion 
Medium immortal humanoid (devil) XP 150 
HP 1; missed attacks never damage minions 
AC 27; Fortitude 23; Reflex 22; Will 22 
Speed 6, teleport 4 
Resist  fire 

Initiative +16 
Perception +6 

Darkvision 

Traits 
Squad Defense 

The legion devil hellguard gains a +2 bonus to its defenses 
when adjacent to at least one other legion devil. 

Standard Actions 
m Longsword (weapon) • At-Will 

Attack: +16 vs. AC 
Hit: 6 damage. 

R Hellfire Ray (fire) • At-Will 
Attack: Ranged 20; +14 vs. Reflex 
Hit: 7 fire damage, and the target is knocked prone. 

Str 14 (+7) Dex 12 (+6) Wis 12 (+6) 
Con 14 (+7) Int 10 (+5) Cha 12 (+6) 
Alignment evil     Languages Supernal 
Equipment plate armor, heavy shield, longsword 

 
Tactics 

If the PCs shut the door behind them, have the 
first wave start just outside the door as indicated. 
(The Legion Devils are approaching silently by 
way of their teleportation.) In any case, as soon as 
the PCs begin their escape, a new wave of Legion 
Devils appears at the end of the hallway as 
indicated. Their attacks are straightforward, 
using Hellfire Ray as they approach, and then 
attempting to flank their opponents or use Squad 
Defense when in melee. 

 
Features of the Area 

 Shelving: DC 11 to climb at half speed. 
Staying balanced atop them requires a DC 15 
Acrobatics check. Failure causes the PC to 
drop prone or fall 10’. The shelving can 
provide cover. 

 Prison Cells: The cells automatically shut 
when closed. Unlocking them requires a DC 
23 Thievery check. 

 Stairwell: The stairwell is the only apparent 
escape route, 180’ away. 
 

Passwall 

Level: 12 Component Cost: 1,000 gp 
Category: 
Exploration 

Market Price: 2,600 gp 

Time: 10 minutes Key Skill: Arcana 
Duration: 1 minute Crawl: 2 rounds to cast 

 
You create a passage through any solid 

material. You choose the orientation of the 
passage relative to the surface you touch. The 
passage is 1 square wide and tall. The passage can 
be a number of squares deep equal to your Arcana 
check result divided by 5. This ritual does not 
conceal the passage from anyone or bar anyone 
from entering. A creature inside the passage when 
it closes takes 5d10 damage and is ejected to the 
nearest end of the passage. This ritual does not 
affect the structural integrity of a cavern or a wall; 
the passage is a twist in space, not an actual 
shifting of material. 

 
 

Planar Portal 

Level: 18 Component Cost: 5,000 gp 
Category: Travel Market Price: 17,000 gp 
Time: 10 minutes Key Skill: Arcana 
Duration: Special Crawl: 4 rounds to cast 

 
This ritual works the same as Linked Portal, 

except that you can use it to travel to other planes. 
As with Linked Portal, your planar destination 
must have a permanent teleportation circle whose 
sigil sequence you have memorized. 

 
    Your Arcana check determines how long the 

portal remains open. 
 
Published in Player's Handbook, page(s) 311. 
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Check Result Portal Duration 
19 or lower 1 round 
20-39 3 rounds 
40 or higher 5 rounds 
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