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Forbidden Knowledge
There exist Things-Man-Was-Not-Meant-to-Know. Secular schol-

ars might argue that knowledge, in and of itself, is neutral, but 
those who have delved the darker mysteries know better. Certain 
manuscripts contain knowledge so corrosive, that it is toxic to the 
humanoid mind. From implications of cosmic insignificance to 
knowledge that such insignificance may be the only thing saving us 
from eldritch malevolence that simply hasn’t noticed us, the further 
one delves into such grimly esoteric lore, the more such knowledge 
weighs on the mind. It frays the reader’s capacity to interact with 
their neighbors and slowly transforms them, drawing them inexora-
bly into madness, damnation, or both.

Whenever a reader encounters a book of forbidden lore, the play-
er must declare how detailed an interaction the PC will undertake 
with the book. Each level of interaction takes a different amount of 
time, grants a different amount of information, and carries with it a 
different risk of corruption. A Will save against corruption must be 
made each time the book is interacted with, regardless of the level 
of interaction. 

Survey (15 minutes) – This level of interaction involves reading 
the title, any chapter or heading names, and making note of any 
illustrations or magical script. Surveying a forbidden tome allows 
an Appraise check to determine its value, identifies any Knowl-
edge checks it may be applicable to (but not the bonus to those 
checks), and the presence or absence of magic spells within the 
text, as well as the general themes of the text. 

Corruption saves when surveying a forbidden tome are made with a 
+5 bonus to the save.

Examine (1 hour per 100 pages) – This level of interaction involves 
spending time examining the text, as well as possibly making 
some minor notes about significant themes, references to other 
texts, and subject matter. Reading a forbidden tome grants all of 
the information gained in a survey, but also reveals the level of 
bonus the book grants to any skill checks as well as the actual 
themes of the text. If the reader has access to read magic, they 
may also identify any spells available in the book. 

Corruption saves are made with no bonus or penalty to the save 
when examining a forbidden tome.

Read (8 hours per 50 pages) – This level of interaction involves 
spending time exploring the text. Referenced persons, places, 
and things may be researched in other available tomes; extensive 
notes may be made about the subject matter; and full translations 
of passages in foreign languages may be produced. Studying a 
forbidden tome grants all of the information gained from read-
ing, but also grants any circumstance bonus to any Knowledge 
or similar skill to the reader for 24 hours after completing study. 
Additionally, any spells discovered in the forbidden tome may 
be copied into other spellbooks (using the standard rules for 
copying a spell from one spellbook to another). If the book is 
a spellbook in its own right, with a preparation ritual, the book 
must be studied before the preparation ritual may be accessed. 
In addition, after the first time reading any forbidden tome, you 
gain the otherworldly insight ability (see below).

Corruption saves when reading a forbidden tome are made with a 
-5 penalty.

Study (24 hours per 25 pages) – This level of interaction involves 
spending as much time as needed with a book to fully absorb its 
knowledge. The reader cross-references when needed, translates 
the text fully, and adds their own annotations (either in the origi-
nal text or separately, reader’s choice). In addition to the benefits 
of studying a text, the reader can also consult the book and their 
notes at any time in the future to gain any circumstance bonuses 
granted by the text to Knowledge or similar skills. After studying 
a forbidden tome for the first time, increase your otherworldly 
insight bonus by the amount set by the book.

Corruption saves when studying a forbidden tome are made with a 
-10 penalty.

Corruption
It is important to understand that, in metaphysical terms, 

concepts like Good, Evil, Law, and Chaos are not just ideas - they 
have presence. They exist in the same way as animals, minerals, and 
vegetables. In most people, places, and things, they are so diffuse 
(or mingled together) that their presence is barely noted. In other 
cases, beings can be composed of the stuff of pure Good, pure 
Evil, pure Law, and pure Chaos, forming the outsiders like angels, 
demons, devils, and the like.

For the otherworldly, cosmic horrors of reality, their Evil can 
act like a cancer in a living being or a toxic miasma in a location. 
The resulting effect becomes hazardous for those who come into 
contact with it.

Certain actions, events, or even places can trigger a Corruption 
Save. A Corruption Save is a Will save against a DC determined by 
the gamemasters, based on the extant circumstances. In the case 
of forbidden lore and the tomes that contain it, each book has its 
own save DC, determined by the amount of forbidden lore and the 
power of that lore. Creative gamemasters can feel free to use similar 
Corruption Saves for everything from having haunted dreams 
fueled by slumbering gods, to the mere presence of the Great Old 
Ones and their scions. Studying a tome fully increases your oth-
erworldly insight bonus by the listed amount, regardless of if you 
succeed or fail the save for studying it. Example tomes of cosmic 
horror are included below.

Forbidden Tome
Corruption 

DC
Insight 
Bonus

Necronomicon 40 +5

The King in Yellow 30 +3

Unaussprechliche Kulte 35 +4

If a character passes their Corruption Save, there is no effect. If a 
character fails a Corruption Save, they gain one additional Corrup-
tion Point and increase their Corruption Score by one. Corruption 
Points can be treated several ways, based around the idea that the 
dark forces the character has permitted into their soul are now 
actively working to increase the character’s corruption and, eventu-
ally, transform them into a minion of the cosmic horrors. 
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Corruption Scores and Using Corruption 
Points

A number of game mechanic systems exist that can be integrated 
with Corruption with three examples explained below. Regardless 
of which system is used, the following rules always apply. When a 
creature’s total Corruption Score is equal to or greater than their 
character level + Wisdom modifier, they have been “corrupted”. 

In-game changes in mechanics will vary from gamemaster to game-
master, but player characters should be turned over into NPCs and 
many creatures should change their type to native outsider (evil) 
or aberration, etc. Creatures so corrupted can rarely survive in our 
reality and take on one negative level every 24 hours until they 
are either killed or find a Great Old One to bolster their corrupted 
essence. 

A creature’s Corruption Score is never reduced by spending a 
Corruption Point. The only way to gain more Corruption Points 
is an increase to the Corruption Score. Additionally, every time 
a creature taps into their corrupted power, regardless of system 
used, they must make a Will save DC 20 + their current Corruption 
Score. If the save is successful, their score remains the same. If they 
fail the save, increase their Corruption Score by one point. 

It is left to gamemaster’s discretion to determine if any methods 
exist to remove or reduce a creatures’ overall Corruption Score.

Corruption as Hero Points
The simplest way to treat corruption points for a minor benefit 

to the corrupted creature is to use them as alternate hero points 
using that system from the Pathfinder Roleplaying Game: Advanced 
Player’s Guide. 

Corruption against Sanity
In games that use some form of Sanity rules, creatures that have 

been corrupted have both had their own sanity eroded and are able 
to destroy the sanity of those they encounter. Reduce the maximum 
sanity points of any corrupted creature by their Corruption Score, 
in addition to other penalties from sources like any otherworldly 
insight bonus they posses. Additionally, as a standard action, a 
corrupted creature can spend up to half their level in Corruption 
Points to alter their appearance or otherwise warp reality for one 
round, inflicting on all witnesses to the action a Sanity check (base 
DC 10 + 2 per point of corruption used). Creatures that fail their 
sanity checks lose one point of sanity per point expended by the 
corrupted creature.  

Corruption as Mythic Power
A more powerful means of treating corruption is as a twisted 

form and source of mythic power, using the rules found in the 
Pathfinder Roleplaying Game: Mythic Adventures. In this case, treat 
corrupted creatures as 1st tier mythic creatures, with their Corrup-
tion Points as their well of mythic power.

Otherworldly Insight (Ex): You have been exposed to 
the cosmic horrors of reality, and while it erodes your sanity, 
it informs all of your thinking as you reinterpret the truth. You 
gain this ability by either having read a tome of forbidden knowl-
edge, or by having first-hand experience of cosmic horrors like 
the Great Old Ones and their lesser scions.

You gain a +1 insight bonus to any Knowledge skill check 
made in relation to the Great Old Ones or other true horrors of 
the cosmos. At the gamemaster’s discretion, this insight bonus 
can be added to other skill checks, like a character’s Sense 
Motive check to understand a creature’s intentions or Craft 
(alchemy) to attempt to identify an otherworldly being’s ichor. 

This insight bonus can increase by two means. Any time you 
are suffering from some form of insanity or madness, you may 
attempt a single Will save (DC = 10 + total of your current 
insight bonus) to gain added insights into the true nature of the 
cosmos and the Great Old Ones.  A successful save increases 
your otherworldly insight bonus by +1. In addition, studying 
various tomes increases your insight bonus, typically by a set 
amount depending upon the nature of the tome of forbidden 
knowledge read.

Unlocking the truth about reality has an unsettling effect on 
your psyche. Your otherworldly insight bonus acts as a penalty 
on all Will saves to resist fear-effects or other mind-affecting 
abilities from an otherworldly source (especially those based 
on insanity and madness, gamemaster’s discretion as to what 
counts as “otherworldly”). If your game uses optional Sanity 
rules, reduce your maximum Sanity score by your otherworldly 
insight bonus. Any magical spells or effects that would reduce or 
remove this penalty concurrently reduce or remove your insight 
bonus, effectively removing the forbidden knowledge gained 
from your mind. You may always voluntarily retain your other-
worldly insights if subject to magic that could normally cure it, 
choosing to revel in your own madness.

Paranoia - Optional Rule: If a creature’s otherworldly insight 
bonus is equal to their overall Will save bonus, they are treated 
as possessing the shaken fear condition, even if possessing 
magic items or class features that would negate such a condi-
tion. If their otherworldly insight bonus is greater than their 
Will save bonus, they need to succeed at a Will save (DC 10) 
or become frightened when faced with any creature of cosmic 
horror or similar challenge. Note that this means fear causing 
sources will produce heightened effects on those already subject 
to lower grade conditions.
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OPEN GAME LICENSE Version 1.0a

The following text is the property of Wizards of the Coast, Inc. and is Copyright 2000 
Wizards of the Coast, Inc (“Wizards”). All Rights Reserved.

1. Definitions: (a) “Contributors” means the copyright and/or trademark owners who 
have contributed Open Game Content; (b) “Derivative Material” means copyrighted 
material including derivative works and translations (including into other computer 
languages), potation, modification, correction, addition, extension, upgrade, im-
provement, compilation, abridgment or other form in which an existing work may be 
recast, transformed or adapted; (c) “Distribute” means to reproduce, license, rent, 
lease, sell, broadcast, publicly display, transmit or otherwise distribute; (d) “Open 
Game Content” means the game mechanic and includes the methods, procedures, 
processes and routines to the extent such content does not embody the Product 
Identity and is an enhancement over the prior art and any additional content clearly 
identified as Open Game Content by the Contributor, and means any work covered 
by this License, including translations and derivative works under copyright law, 
but specifically excludes Product Identity. (e) “Product Identity” means product and 
product line names, logos and identifying marks including trade dress; artifacts, 
creatures, characters, stories, storylines, plots, thematic elements, dialogue, inci-
dents, language, artwork, symbols, designs, depictions, likenesses, formats, poses, 
concepts, themes and graphic, photographic and other visual or audio representa-
tions; names and descriptions of characters, spells, enchantments, personalities, 
teams, personas, likenesses and special abilities; places, locations, environments, 
creatures, equipment, magical or supernatural abilities or effects, logos, symbols, or 
graphic designs; and any other trademark or registered trademark clearly identified 
as Product identity by the owner of the Product Identity, and which specifically 
excludes the Open Game Content; (f) “Trademark” means the logos, names, mark, 
sign, motto, designs that are used by a Contributor to identify itself or its products or 
the associated products contributed to the Open Game License by the Contributor 
(g) “Use”, “Used” or “Using” means to use, Distribute, copy, edit, format, modify, 
translate and otherwise create Derivative Material of Open Game Content. (h) “You” 
or “Your” means the licensee in terms of this agreement.

2. The License: This License applies to any Open Game Content that contains a 
notice indicating that the Open Game Content may only be Used under and in terms 
of this License. You must affix such a notice to any Open Game Content that you Use. 
No terms may be added to or subtracted from this License except as described by 
the License itself. No other terms or conditions may be applied to any Open Game 
Content distributed using this License.

3. Offer and Acceptance: By Using the Open Game Content You indicate Your accep-
tance of the terms of this License.

4. Grant and Consideration: In consideration for agreeing to use this License, the 
Contributors grant You a perpetual, worldwide, royalty-free, non-exclusive license 
with the exact terms of this License to Use, the Open Game Content.

5. Representation of Authority to Contribute: If You are contributing original material 
as Open Game Content, You represent that Your Contributions are Your original cre-
ation and/or You have sufficient rights to grant the rights conveyed by this License.

6. Notice of License Copyright: You must update the COPYRIGHT NOTICE portion of 
this License to include the exact text of the COPYRIGHT NOTICE of any Open Game 
Content You are copying, modifying or distributing, and You must add the title, the 
copyright date, and the copyright holder’s name to the COPYRIGHT NOTICE of any 
original Open Game Content you Distribute.

7. Use of Product Identity: You agree not to Use any Product Identity, including as an 
indication as to compatibility, except as expressly licensed in another, independent 
Agreement with the owner of each element of that Product Identity. You agree not 
to indicate compatibility or co-adaptability with any Trademark or Registered Trade-
mark in conjunction with a work containing Open Game Content except as expressly 
licensed in another, independent Agreement with the owner of such Trademark or 
Registered Trademark. The use of any Product Identity in Open Game Content does 
not constitute a challenge to the ownership of that Product Identity. The owner 
of any Product Identity used in Open Game Content shall retain all rights, title and 
interest in and to that Product Identity.

 8. Identification: If you distribute Open Game Content You must clearly indicate 
which portions of the work that you are distributing are Open Game Content.

9. Updating the License: Wizards or its designated Agents may publish updated 
versions of this License. You may use any authorized version of this License to copy, 
modify and distribute any Open Game Content originally distributed under any ver-
sion of this License.

 10. Copy of this License: You MUST include a copy of this License with every copy of 
the Open Game Content You distribute.

 11. Use of Contributor Credits: You may not market or advertise the Open Game 

Content using the name of any Contributor unless You have written permission from 
the Contributor to do so.

 12. Inability to Comply: If it is impossible for You to comply with any of the terms of 
this License with respect to some or all of the Open Game Content due to statute, 
judicial order, or governmental regulation then You may not Use any Open Game 
Material so affected.

 13. Termination: This License will terminate automatically if You fail to comply with 
all terms herein and fail to cure such breach within 30 days of becoming aware of 
the breach. All sublicenses shall survive the termination of this License.

 14. Reformation: If any provision of this License is held to be unenforceable, such 
provision shall be reformed only to the extent necessary to make it enforceable.

 15. COPYRIGHT NOTICE

Open Game License v 1.0a Copyright 2000, Wizards of the Coast, Inc.

System Reference Document. Copyright 2000, Wizards of the Coast, Inc.; Authors: 
Jonathan Tweet, Monte Cook, Skip Williams, based on material by E. Gary Gygax and 
Dave Arneson.

Pathfinder Roleplaying Game Reference Document. © 2011, Paizo Publishing, LLC; 
Author: Paizo Publishing, LLC.

Pathfinder Roleplaying Game Core Rulebook. © 2009, Paizo Publishing, LLC; Author: 
Jason Bulmahn, based on material by Jonathan Tweet, Monte Cook, and Skip Wil-
liams.

Call to Arms: Tomes of Power (Revised) © 2015, Fat Goblin Games; Author; Richard 
D. Bennett.

Pathfinder Roleplaying Game Advanced Player’s Guide. © 2010, Paizo Publishing, 
LLC; Author: Jason Bulmahn.

Pathfinder Roleplaying Game GameMastery Guide. © 2010, Paizo Publishing, LLC; 
Author: Cam Banks, Wolfgang Baur, Jason Bulmahn, Jim Butler, Eric Cagle, Graeme 
Davis, Adam Daigle, Joshua J. Frost, James Jacobs, Kenneth Hite, Steven Kenson, 
Robin Laws, Tito Leati, Rob McCreary, Hal Maclean, Colin McComb, Jason Nelson, 
David Noonan, Richard Pett, Rich Redman, Sean K reynolds, F. Wesley Schneider, 
Amber Scott, Doug Seacat, Mike Selinker, Lisa Stevens, James L. Sutter, Russ Taylor, 
Penny Williams, Skip Williams, Teeuwynn Woodruff.

Pathfinder Roleplaying Game Mythic Adventures © 2013, Paizo Publishing, LLC; 
Authors: Jason Bulmahn, Stephen Radney-MacFarland, Sean K Reynolds, Dennis 
Baker, Jesse Benner, Ben Bruck, Jim Groves, Tim Hitchcock, Tracy Hurley, Jonathan 
Keith, Jason Nelson, Tom Phillips, Ryan Macklin, F. Wesley Schneider, Amber Scott, 
Tork Shaw, Russ Taylor, and Ray Vallese.

The Book of Experimental Might. © 2008, Monte J. Cook. All rights reserved.

Tome of Horrors. © 2002, Necromancer Games, Inc.; Authors: Scott Greene, with 
Clark Peterson, Erica Balsley, Kevin Baase, Casey Christofferson, Lance Hawvermale, 
Travis Hawvermale, Patrick Lawinger, and Bill Webb; based on original content from 
TSR.
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