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Haunts are a DM’s way to spook the players and create mood for a haunted locale. Haunts 
are not monsters like ghosts or specters, they are more like an ‘echo’ of a lingering tortured 
or very willful individual or group. They’re not traps either, they can’t really be detected un-
til someone triggers it, because then it is dormant and not even really there. It is suggested 
if a character uses an ability to detect the presence of undead, haunts would count as such. 
Whenever one is triggered, it always has an associated visual or audible effect, or both. If 

there’s a visual it can be translucent, possible giving away its nature or as realistic as needed 
for the scene to play out. Anyone disbelieving can use the spell save DC. 

 
When haunts interact with the living, we need some rules to govern them, and for that 

haunts emulate an effect covered by an already existing spell, like sleep, mage hand or sugges-
tion. There’s no casting involved, there’s no verbal, somatic or material components. You 
could say the haunt is the spell and vice versa. The key to using haunts is to never let the 

characters know it’s a spell. Just describe the effects and any saving throw they may need to 
try and let their own imagination fill in the rest. 

 
As an example of a haunted area, reference the house in the movie Poltergeist. When it 

moved things around, that was mage hand. When the researcher imagined he was clawing his 
own face off, that was phantasmal killer. When the tree came to life and attacked the boy that 
was animate object, and when the Freelings were getting overcome with mosquitoes talking 

to the neighbor that was insect plague. 
 

When designing your own haunts, reskin destructive spells to keep PC’s off balance. An evil 
clown’s thrown balls are magic missiles, a fiery lance could be scorching ray, etc. 

By Jeff & Dawn Ibach 
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WHATEVER ARE HAUNTS? 

 

Party 

Level 

Spell Save 

DC 

Wisdom Save /  

Initiative Modifier 

Level which 

spell is ‘cast’ 

1-4 12 +2 Level 

5-8 14 +3 Level +1 

9-12 16 +4 Level +2 

13-16 18 +5 Level +3 

17-20 19 +6 Level +4 
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Q: Can spellcasters use counterspell to dis-

rupt haunts effects? 
A: It’s not recommended because remember 

these effects aren’t spells, they duplicate the 

effects of spells for ease of use only. The ef-

fects are supernatural, and should always be 

described as such, never as the spell might say. 

 

Q: Aren’t these a little unfair? The PCs have 

no way to avoid the haunt! 
A: Sure they do. The goal is not to toss random 

spell effects at players, the idea it to unsettle 

them with spooky scenes. Remember the librar-

ian in Ghostbusters? All she did was raise her 

finger to her lips and say “shhhhh.” It wasn’t 

until the murderhobos, err, Ghostbusters 

charged her that it unleashed fear! There’s also 

a few examples her where the haunt is actually 

helpful to the party. 

 

Also don’t forget Channel Energy to Turn Un-

dead. If the cleric in the party wins initiative 

and they’re experienced with haunts it could 

end before it even begins! 

Q: I don’t get it, if the spell effect it dupli-

cates says it effects one target, does it target 

everyone or just one, or what? 
A: Always treat it like the spell. If it says one 

target, pick one PC you think would get the 

most out of the encounter or the one that makes 

the most sense. 

 

Q: Could the haunt use spell effects multiple 

times?  
A: It could at your discretion. Does the situa-

tion warrant it? Is the haunts’ attitude tenacious 

or forgiving? 

 

Q: Do I roleplay the haunt? 

A: That’s the idea. Again, the point of these is 

to add spooky encounters and mood that just 

don’t rely on combat. They can evoke the feel-

ings of the area, ask questions of the characters 

or just play out their actions without necessar-

ily targeting the PCs at all until they interfere. 

It the haunt chooses to appear completely real, 

the party might not even know they are dealing 

with a haunt at all. 
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