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Alex Raymond’s and Don Moore’s original 
Flash Gordon comic strips frequently 
concluded with “cliffhangers” by necessity. 
Their goal was to tell exciting stories that kept 
readers coming back week after week. The 
cliffhanger had already been around a while, 
but Moore and Raymond truly embraced the 
concept. It served the weekly comics format 
well and played perfectly to the radio and 
motion picture serials that followed.

Cliffhangers in the 1980 feature film with 
Sam J. Jones aren’t quite as obvious, but 
they’re there. For example, Flash appears to 
succumb to poison gas in the execution dome, 
while Dr. Zarkov’s brain is wiped by Klytus 
and General Kala, reducing him to a mindless 
slave. Of course in both cases, it is eventually 
revealed that our heroes managed to avoid 
their fates.

CLIFFHANGERS IN YOUR GAME
Our first attempt at actual rules for cliffhangers 
appeared in our Flash Gordon / Buck Rogers 
homage, Slipstream. For that game, published 
in 2008, we were thinking of the classic strips 
and serials where the cliffhanger happened 
at the end of the episode. That worked okay 
for the Plot Point Campaign we envisioned 
at the time, but over the years we realized it 
often didn’t fit how a session might end for a 
group on any given night. What if you ended 
the session right in the middle of a Savage 
Tale rather than at the end?

Too, our “end of session” cliffhangers had 
no effect in one shot adventures, such as those 
run at conventions or store demos.

We pondered this problem for a while and 
started thinking about some of the other 
issues that plagued the concept (and our 
implementation) as well. How do you capture 
a group of player characters if they don’t want 
to be captured? It makes sense for certain 
character types to fight to the death rather 
than be imprisoned, so you can’t blame them 
for playing their character, and you can’t 

really blame the player for not wanting to go 
along with it if she doesn’t want to.

But it’s also an inherent part of the Flash 
Gordon / pulp sci-fi narrative.

Two ideas came of these questions.
First, why couldn’t a cliffhanger happen in 

the middle of a session rather than just at the 
end? Having it at the end of the night felt like 
it matched the comics, but that assumes one 
night’s game is equal to one strip. Maybe a 
session is actually a series of strips?

Second, and more importantly, there’s an 
easy way to capture defiant player characters—
let them choose to be captured!

Not only did this solve a real issue with 
the very concept of the plot device, it also 
embraced something we truly love about 
Savage Worlds—empowering the players. The 
Game Master still leads the way, but devices 
like this allow the entire group to tell a great 
story that everyone has bought into.

So how to get players to choose such a 
distasteful fate? Simple…give them suitable 
rewards! Each cliffhanger comes with a reward, 
everything from a single Benny, to refilling 
your pool, to the oh-so-critical Conviction 
chip. To get them, your players must 
occasionally doom themselves—in the 1930s 
style of Flash Gordon and company, of course.

So that’s where the idea of the Cliffhanger 
rules came from, how they evolved from our 
first attempt years ago, and why we allow the 
players to choose them rather than the GM.

The rest of this supplement gives you some 
ideas and examples of how to use them—
especially when your wily players spring 
them on you in the middle of an adventure, as 
well as two Savage Tales that can be accessed 
via a few different Cliffhanger cards.

So let loose your imagination and…Oh no! 
What’s that strange beast lurking around the 
corner? It’s the dreaded….!

cliffhangers

Sam
ple 

file



3

 CAPTURED!
“A temporary setback forces the group to 
surrender, but quickly leads to another 
opportunity for adventure! The party is 

captured and imprisoned and must escape a 
deadly dungeon! Or they are forced to fight for 

their lives in a savage arena or death trap!”

One of the most common cliffhangers of 
the comic strips, serials, cartoon, and movie 
is also the most difficult to pull off in a role-
playing game.

Why? Because in all those other non-
interactive media, the characters have no 
choice. They serve at the writers’ whims. If 
the writer wants Flash captured so he can be 
thrown into the electric torture cells of Sky 
City, he just writes it that way. But in a game, 
good luck getting players to agree to getting 
captured—most of the time they’ll choose to 
fight to the death!

Sure, The Savage World of Flash Gordon 
makes actual death pretty difficult, but even 
then it doesn’t feel very heroic (or fair or even 

“pulp realistic”) to keep throwing bad guys at 
the heroes until they fall.

The challenge of capturing heroes is actually 
where the entire idea for these Cliffhangers 
came from. Players don’t like it when the GM 
forces them into imprisonment, but if they 
choose it themselves…that’s a different story.

Of course it has to be worthwhile, both 
narratively and in the very real terms of 

“what do I get for voluntarily being thrown 
in the dungeon?” which is a fair question.

In this case, the Captured! card gives your 
heroes a point of Conviction and lets them 
refill their Bennies. That’s a pretty big deal, 
and one that should hopefully—but only 
occasionally, to keep things appropriately 
dramatic—prove tempting enough to take.

Where Are They Taken?
So your party has decided to let themselves 
be taken prisoner. Suddenly you’re on the 
spot to figure out where they’re taken, what 
takes place there, and how they’ll get out of it.

Here are a number of ideas you can use 
as-is, tailor to your party or campaign, or mix 
and match as you see fit.

THE ARENA OF DEATH
The old standby is the tried-and-true arena. 
The heroes are taken to holding pens 
somewhere nearby, patched up (usually 
healed of one wound each), and then thrown 
into an arena to fight other prisoners or some 
of the terrible monsters of Mongo!

One of the greatest examples takes place 
in the February 3rd, 1935 strip, where Flash 
must fight a mysterious, masked champion 
(who later turns out to be Prince Barin) in 
the “Dance of the Poisoned Daggers!” This 
sequence was a clear inspiration for the 
spiked disc Flash and Barin fight on for the 
amusement of Vultan in the 1980 movie. 
You can use the same idea of a trap-laden or 
deadly arena that pits the player characters 
against each other, a champion of their 
choosing against a fierce rival or terrible 
creature, or even a battle royal.

Winning the fight, of course, should result 
in freedom. Even Ming generally keeps his 
word, especially if his subjects are watching.

LOVE & BETRAYAL
The strips are literally full of princesses 
falling for Flash, princes falling for Dale, and 
the constant drama of love triangles.
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Such amorous entanglements are an 
excellent way to free captives from the 
dungeon. But at what price?

Perhaps the love-struck individual wants 
something in return. It could be a dangerous 
favor, a simple kiss, or eternal servitude! Of 
course nothing is truly eternal—as soon as the 
hero saves his admirer’s life or performs some 
extraordinary feat he’s freed from his debt.

CHANGED IN CAPTIVITY
In the February 11th, 1934 strip, Dale has 
been captured by Ming the Merciless. But 
she isn’t thrown into jail—she’s subjected to 
the “dehumanizing machine” to relieve her 
of the “…human traits of kindness, mercy, or 
pity—we are coldly scientific and ruthless—
you are to be one of us!”

This is a great twist on the standard 
“escape from the dungeon” idea. The char-
acter is changed somehow. Maybe she’s 

“dehumanized” like Dale—she escapes 
(maybe even off-camera) and returns to 
the group cold and aloof until the team can 
find the dehumanizing ray and “reverse 
the polarity.”

DISASTER!
“A terrible explosion, colossal landslide, 
terrific storm, or other massive disaster 
occurs, threatening not only the party 
but the locals as well! The enemy flees! 

The players receive the top reward if they 
manage to save some of the locals, and 
Conviction if they save most of them.”

Occasionally, large-scale disasters present 
seemingly insurmountable threats to the 
protagonists in pulp adventure stories and 
serials. Seaside settlements are threatened 
by approaching tidal waves, sailing ships 
are battered by powerful storms, or primitive 
villages incur the wrath of the mountain gods 
in the form of erupting volcanoes. Disasters 
of this magnitude can also be generated at the 
hands of enemies or even the heroes themselves 
through sabotage or other deliberate actions.

Since catastrophes like this tend to affect 
a lot more than just the heroes, the use of 
the Disaster! card has the potential to wildly 
spin things off into other dramatic directions 
opening doors to rescue missions (with 
rewards of refilled Bennies or Conviction for 
successes) and selfless acts of courage putting 
the safety of the heroes at risk.

Dealing with Disasters
Your heroes find themselves in a tricky 
situation where the sudden influence of 
Mother Mongo can mix things up enough to 
allow them to escape or break up a potential 
conflict. Rules for dealing with a number of 
disasters and other hazards can be found in 
Savage Worlds, the Flash Gordon core rulebook, 
and the Kingdoms of Mongo sourcebook.

Inspired by the original comic strips, here 
are a few ideas for integrating disasters into 
your campaign.

RAGING INFERNO
Whether the result of a sudden lightning 
strike, cinders from a village put to the 
flame by marauders, or a sudden downpour 
of hot hail, an out-of-control wall of fire can 
threaten innocent lives, alter the route of an 
advancing army, or cause a sudden exodus 
of native wildlife (perhaps inspiring a deadly 
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While Flash, Dale, and Zarkov 
have repeatedly been victims of landslides, 
rockfalls, and avalanches in the comic strips, 
their on-screen counterparts also succumbed 
to a terrible avalanche in the 1940 serial, Flash 
Gordon Conquers the Universe.

In all cases, victims of these dramatic events 
can suffer great injuries and find themselves 
buried under debris and requiring aid to 
escape before they run out of air. This could 
be a fun opportunity for the GM to activate 
a real-world timer, putting pressure on the 
heroes to extricate those trapped beneath the 
rubble. Another option is that a landslide 
exposes a hidden cave system allowing 
the heroes to slip away to safety or new 
subterranean dangers.

Of course a landslide or mudslide can 
also be large enough to pose a significant 
threat to settlements or even larger towns 
requiring coordinated evacuations through 
the use of airships.

MAN-MADE EMERGENCY
While forest fires can be started by a 
randomly tossed flare and avalanches can 
be inspired by a single gunshot, sometimes, 
disasters are more elaborately forged using 
powerful weapons of mass destruction, 
aggressive barrages, or internal sabotage. 

stampede (see Kingdoms of Mongo, for ideas 
on how to deal with stampedes).

Beginning in the November 1st, 1936 comic, 
Ming’s rocket fleet deliberately sets the forest 
alight to trap Flash, Dale, and Zarkov after 
their ship is blasted from the sky over Arboria. 
Fleeing the flames, the heroes find themselves 
alongside a stampede of forest creatures and 
eventually submerged in a fire-circled lake.

In one direction lies certain doom within 
the flames. In the other,  all new adventures of 
the GM’s choosing. Either way, the resulting 
clouds of smoke provide cover and escape for 
those equipped to cope with the heat, ash, and 
smoke. And while charging headlong into the 
inferno, the heroes may also find pockets of 
trapped civilians needing rescue (and offering 
opportunities for great reward including 
possible allies for the fight against Ming).

WHEN THE GROUND GIVES WAY
Avalanches and landslides can occur naturally, 
inspired by sudden variations in temperature 
or seismic activity. They can also be created 
by aggressive mining operations, focused 
rocket fire, or sudden loud noises (so best 
think twice about traveling through unstable 
regions in the company of King Vultan!).
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In the October 3, 1937 strip, Ming’s rocket 
fleet rains massive bombs down on Barin’s 
palace, destroying several buildings and 
causing widespread damage. Fortunately, 
these actions were telegraphed and the 
city was evacuated before disaster struck, 
but under cover of darkness, and at the 
hands of stealth ships operating under 
compressor engines, an entire, slumbering 
population center could easily fall 
victim to such orchestrated devastation.

A saboteur loyal to Ming might steal 
away from a state function to plant and 
trigger a massive bomb in the wine cellars 
beneath the ballroom leading to a terrific 
and surprising explosion. The building 
catches fire and innocent victims are 
trapped beneath toppled columns while 
the bomber attempts to flee, potentially 
splitting the party with one half helping 
to save lives and evacuate the crumbling 
hall and the other pursuing the terrorist.

A similar thing happened in the comics 
in “Exposing the Spy” from February 12th, 
1939 where Major Lingan, a spy loyal to Ming, 
rushes through Barin’s palace, setting alight 
curtains and furniture and leaving death and 
destruction in his wake as he is pursued by 
Flash Gordon.

ENVIRONMENTAL HAZARD!
“The building catches fire, noxious gas 

leaks into the rocket, or the ship begins to 
sink! Hazardous effects or a countdown 

to doom begin immediately!”

Whether the result of a simple mistake, a 
navigational error, mechanical or structural 
failure, or villainous intervention, threats that 
initially manifest in small, detectable ways 
lead to inevitable disaster. This could be a 
slow and steady loss of rocket fuel after being 
blasted by the enemy in mid-air, a laboratory 
filling with poisonous gas, or a land vehicle 
finding itself accidentally stuck in the middle 
of a large patch of dreaded quicksand!

Through the use of the Environmental 
Hazard! card, the introduction of Hazardous 
effects or a countdown to doom (abstract or 
literal) can imperil the heroes and introduce 
something that must be overcome before 
the primary course of action may continue. 
For the most part, the introduction of this 
particular Cliffhanger just puts the player 
characters in jeopardy, but it does reward 
the imperiled heroes with two Bennies to 
aid them in dealing with the looming threat.

Countdown to Doom
Timing is everything and at the last minute, 
you’ve opted to introduce a looming hazard. 
Is the enemy doing something to flush the 
heroes out? Is there damage to their vehicle? 
Or has some other potential doom scenario of 
your own devising been introduced?

Below are some possibilities for use in your 
adventures, examples of which have already 
been presented in the comics.

DAMN THE MACHINES!
This is a relatively common occurrence in 
classic adventure stories and an easy one to 
implement. The heroes are flying in an airship, 
driving a vehicle across treacherous terrain, or 
traveling on or even under the water in a boat 
or submarine. At a certain point, they find that 
the engines are no longer responding or that 
they have sprung a fuel leak (their power 
crystal matrix has shattered). To find their way 
out of this sudden and surprising situation, 
timing is everything and resolution comes 
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