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INTRODUCTION

“The shape in the middle of the trail turns out to be the carcass of a dead donkey, with its saddlebags lying open. As you inspect them to see whether anything’s been left behind, a volley of arrows comes whizzing at you from all directions. One of them hits Lennie for 8 damage; another one bounces off his chain mail. One hits Daria for 3. One hits George for 8—he falls down unconscious. You look around in the directions the arrows came from and see several grinning goblins with bows, scuttling through the woods. As you watch, they all scramble behind trees, and you lose sight of them again. Daria, you think you hear one of them to the west, but the forest foliage is too dense for you to see it. Lennie, you don’t hear anything; Áine and Tolmac, you’re too far away. Roll for initiative…. Okay, Daria, you’re up first.”

[pause]

“What do I do?”



Fifth Edition Dungeons & Dragons is a greatly streamlined edition of the classic fantasy role-playing game, built upon the “three pillars” of exploration, social interaction, and combat. Even as it’s shorn away much of the (in my opinion) needless complexity and hyperspecialization of earlier editions, making it a much more accessible entry-level game for players without previous RPG experience, it can still be overwhelming at first. After all, this is a game whose Player’s Handbook is three hundred pages long; even hard-core board gaming enthusiasts are rarely confronted with rules that stretch for more than eight pages.

Role-playing gaming is like improvisational theater, with an audience comprising no one but you and your fellow players. There’s plenty of room for imagination and creativity, heroism and humor, silly clichés and subversions of those clichés. The rules are the scaffolding within which players and Dungeon Masters improvise, setting some boundaries around what player characters—and the non-player characters and monsters they encounter—can and can’t do. But even within these boundaries, the choices available to players are vast. Sometimes bewilderingly so.

Exploration isn’t hard to get a handle on. Usually, there’s a hook, a MacGuffin, some person or object or location to search for, some mysterious event in need of an explanation. And there’s a locale—woods, ruins, caverns, a dungeon, a fortress, a temple, a quasi-medieval village or city—where the search unfolds. You look around, find a clue, proceed to the next one. Most people don’t need to be taught how to do this: Curiosity and intuition are usually enough, and deductive reasoning fills in any gaps.

Social interaction can be trickier, especially for players unaccustomed to improv. Conversations sometimes bog down when players maintain too much distance from their characters, speaking in the third person rather than the first person and pausing after each NPC reply to discuss with their fellow players what to say or ask next. (Sassy DMs sometimes respond to this by saying, in the NPC’s voice, “I’m standing right here!”)

To get past this difficulty, however, requires only an awareness of your character’s voice and motivations and a willingness to immerse yourself in the scenario. Beyond these two things, social interactions in D&D are no different from social interactions in real life: They consist of friendly conversation, compliments, insults, taunts, threats, jokes, banter, pleading, shaming, bluffing, lying, haggling, bartering, wagering, asking for favors, offering food and drink, giving gifts, and so forth.

Combat, however, is legitimately challenging, for several reasons. First, in D&D, combat is far more tightly rule-governed than exploration and social interaction are. Second, few of us—players or DMs—have real-life experience with small-unit armed combat. Third, the media we’ve grown up with don’t offer much insight into the decisions people make when they fight: As far as we can tell, they just run at each other, weapons swinging and clanging against each other, until the “better” fighter lands the telling blow. And fourth, if you screw up, your beloved characters may die, and then you won’t get to play them anymore. The Lord of the Rings would be an awfully dispiriting story if the Ringwraiths killed Frodo on Weathertop and Sam, Merry, Pippin, and Aragorn all had to go on without him, picking up some rando in a tavern in order to get their number back up.

Contrary to stereotype, we Dungeon Masters don’t want to murder our PCs. We want to strike a balance, confronting you with threats just dangerous enough to give you a thrill when you finally prevail. We want to be tough but fair.

But we also want these encounters to be interesting. Dumb monsters are boring. One is no different from another. I wrote The Monsters Know What They’re Doing to help other DMs give their combat encounters flavor and sophistication, discovering monsters’ unique combat personalities through analysis of their stats and features. There’s a pitfall to this, though: Monsters that are too sophisticated may prove unexpectedly deadly to less sophisticated PCs who encounter them.

That’s why I’ve written this guide to combat tactics for players. I’ve unleashed a wave of clever, highly evolved monsters upon the D&D world. It’s only fair that I give you, the player, the tools you need to fight back. And live.

In part 1, I start with the very basics: the six ability scores and what they represent within the game.

From there, I move on to “ability contours,” a concept I developed while writing The Monsters Know What They’re Doing to determine a monster’s fighting style from its ability scores. If you’re a new player, you’re probably already overwhelmed by all the new terminology you have to learn, and I apologize for adding yet another layer on top of it. My goal in doing this is to help you understand what position your character should play, so to speak, when you get into a combat encounter. You might also think of it as your character’s combat Myers-Briggs type, only instead of looking at whether a character is, say, extroverted or introverted, I look at such decisions as whether to fight at close range or long range, whether to be stationary or mobile, whether to rely on weapons or spells, and whether to avoid damage or absorb it.

Next, I look at all the character classes, which ability scores they rely on most, and which combat roles suit them best. If you’ve already got a particular class in mind for your character, you don’t need to read all of these, just the one that applies to you.

I gloss over race for the most part, because a character’s race has little or no bearing on their combat tactics, with the exception of movement speed. But if your DM allows you to choose the “variant human” option (Player’s Handbook, chapter 2), which gives level 1 PCs access to “feats”—abilities representing specialized training or talents—you’ll want to examine the following section, in which I identify feats that work particularly well with various combat roles.

In part 2, I examine the nature of tactics in D&D. As in chess, a tactic is a trick, which can be used reliably, that takes advantage of the rules and how they interact in order to gain some benefit. In D&D, a tactic might give you a better chance to hit, greater damage, the liberty to do more on your turn, or a free swing at a fleeing enemy. Alternatively, it might confer one of these benefits on an allied PC. As we say in my D&D group, teamwork makes the dream work!

Part 3 deals with making choices. If there’s one thing that bogs down a D&D session worse than anything else, it’s “analysis paralysis”—that familiar feeling of having too many choices and worrying that you might make the wrong one. For this reason, it’s important to distinguish between standing decisions and situational decisions. That is, there are some decisions that you can make outside the gaming session and not have to think about anymore unless they’re obviously not working for you, while other decisions have to be made on the spur of the moment.

Standing decisions typically depend on your character’s abilities, class features, and combat role. For instance, if you’re playing a level 2 druid with Wild Shape, you may decide you’ll always take the form of a wolf, and while you’re in that form, you’ll attack enemies adjacent to your party’s fighter in order to take advantage of the wolf’s Pack Tactics trait. Once you’ve made a standing decision, you don’t have to think about it any further when your turn comes around. If you ever want to reevaluate it, you’ll do so between combat encounters, not in the middle of one.

Situational decisions may be decided by such factors as whether you’re wounded, surrounded, on especially favorable or unfavorable terrain, or engaged with intelligent creatures that may be open to negotiation. You can’t make these decisions before a combat encounter, but you can determine criteria for these decisions beforehand. For instance, if you’re playing a wizard with half a dozen spells, you can decide in advance that you’ll cast magic missile whenever you can see at least two opponents in range, or that you’ll cast thunderwave if and only if an enemy approaches within 5 feet of you. This way, you don’t need to weigh every single possibility against every other possibility—just see which of your criteria apply.

Because different character classes have to make different types of decisions in combat, I return to the various classes and look at each one in more depth, with an emphasis on class features. Also, with each cutesy subhead, I try to distill the essence of each class as a guide to decision-making. For instance, each turn, rogue players should ask themselves, “How can I set myself up for a Sneak Attack?” Cleric players should ask, “How can I help whoever needs it most?” Monk players should ask, “How can I use my action economy to the fullest?” As in part 1, you need only read the section that pertains to your own character’s class.

Finally, in part 4, I present four sample scenarios: five level 1 characters fighting wily goblins in a dense forest; five level 5 characters fighting a single strong enemy, a frost giant, with a couple of opportunistic vermin complicating the situation; six level 9 characters fighting a horde of undead creatures without a cleric to banish them; and five level 15 characters hunting down an adult black dragon in its lair, only to discover that it’s not alone.

I want to stress that these characters were not created to be optimal. Some players, when they create D&D characters, like to try to squeeze every obtainable advantage out of every choice they make. We call this “min-maxing”: minimizing every disadvantage and maximizing every advantage. A min-maxing player wouldn’t dream of creating an elf or halfling fighter, for instance, when they could create a mountain dwarf fighter and get +2 racial bonuses to both Strength and Constitution. If that’s how you like to play, I won’t talk you out of it. But that’s not what this guide is about.

Personally, I fall closer to the “real roleplayer” stereotype, drawn to cool concepts and subverted tropes. And sometimes I get a goofy idea in my head (“Micklehast the Wrathful, halfling barbarian—he’s not strong, just really, really angry”) and have to see how far I can take it. But even a loony, high-concept character such as Micklehast—if you’re going to keep playing him for an entire campaign—has to be viable.

Fortunately, to achieve this, you don’t have to optimize his stats—you just have to optimize his behavior. That’s what this guide is all about: getting the most out of whatever character is close to your heart, right now.



[image: Image]

PLAYING THE STARTER SET OR THE ESSENTIALS KIT?

If you’re a brand-new player being introduced to the game through the official D&D Starter Set (The Lost Mine of Phandelver) or Essentials Kit (Dragon of Icespire Peak), you’re probably using a stripped-down ruleset meant to introduce the basic mechanics of fifth-edition D&D to new players without overwhelming them with options. As a result, many of the races, classes, and subclasses described in this book (especially in “Class Tactics” in part 3) will be ones you haven’t encountered yet and may not encounter for some time. Also, your game probably isn’t incorporating feats.

No sweat! You aren’t missing anything if you skip over references to things that aren’t part of the basic rules your group is using. All this information will still be there later, when you acquire the Player’s Handbook (and maybe Xanathar’s Guide to Everything) and start taking advantage of the wider array of options available to you. In the meantime, focus on parts 1 and 2, the first seven sections of part 3, and the level 1 sample encounter in part 4.

If you’re playing the Essentials Kit, you may be using one rule that’s an addition to the rules most players use: Sidekicks. Under this optional rule, your own player character may be accompanied by another character, controlled either by you or by your DM, who helps your PC out. If you’re the one controlling this sidekick character, have a warrior sidekick act as a front-liner (see “Understanding Ability Contours,” part 1) and a spellcaster sidekick act as a spellslinger, even if they’re a healer rather than a mage.

An expert sidekick is tricky, because their traits and actions don’t sync up with their ability scores. Play them as a skirmisher, but one who favors the bow over the sword and throwing the dagger over stabbing with it. At level 1, rather than stand and fight, the expert sidekick should Disengage and run from melee (hand-to-hand fighting, as opposed to throwing or shooting from a distance). From level 2 onward, if engaged in melee, they should use Cunning Action to Disengage at the end of their turn, after attacking.
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PART ONE CHARACTER CREATION AND COMBAT ROLES

UNDERSTANDING ABILITY SCORES

One of the first things you’ll do when creating a Dungeons & Dragons character is determine their ability scores. It helps to have a clear idea of what they all mean and what they’re for.

Strength is, first and foremost, the ability to deal damage in melee (toe-to-toe) combat. Secondarily, it’s the ability to resist being grappled or shoved, either hand-to-hand, by monsters with tentacles, or by magic spells such as entangle, gust of wind, and telekinesis.

Dexterity is the ability to avoid damage and to deal damage with ranged or finesse weapons. It influences combat order (higher-Dexterity characters can get the jump on lower-Dexterity characters), it determines skill in Stealth, and it’s also the ability used for saving throws to dodge magical projectiles and explosive effects.

Constitution is the ability to absorb damage. It contributes to a character’s hit points, and it’s also the ability used for saving throws to resist poisons, diseases, and magic spells that affect a person’s physiology.

Intelligence is important to wizards, because it’s their spellcasting ability: It determines the number of spells they can have prepared, their chances of landing a spell attack, and their opponents’ ability to resist their spells.

Wisdom is the ability used for saving throws to avoid being charmed or otherwise debilitated by magic spells. It’s also the spellcasting ability for clerics, druids, and rangers and determines skill in Perception, which counters Stealth.

Charisma is important to bards, paladins, sorcerers, and warlocks, because it’s their spellcasting ability. It also determines skill in Deception, Intimidation, and Persuasion, social interaction skills that can be used in combat to call for an opponent’s surrender (although neither players nor Dungeon Masters exercise this option much).

Dexterity, Constitution, and Wisdom are sometimes called the “big three,” because the overwhelming majority of spells that require saving throws to resist their effects use one of these three abilities for the roll. If you look at each class’s saving throw proficiencies, you’ll notice that they always comprise one ability from the “big three” and one of the other three. That’s intentional.

The Player’s Handbook allows players creating new characters to choose their ability scores (before applying racial modifiers) in one of three ways:


	Assign the default scores 15, 14, 13, 12, 10, and 8 to the six abilities.

	Choose your own scores to assign by distributing a fixed number of points (14s and 15s cost a little extra; higher scores can’t be bought).

	Roll 4d6 and total the highest three dice rolled, discarding the lowest. Do this six times, then assign the numbers to the six abilities. (I call this the “YOLO method.”) This method has more variance than the other two methods, meaning you may get ability scores higher than 15—and you may also get ability scores lower than 8.



To be effective in combat, every player character has to be able to dish out more damage than they take. Thus, you should decide what your character’s primary offensive ability (Strength, Dexterity, Intelligence, Wisdom, or Charisma) and primary defensive ability (Dexterity or Constitution) will be, then assign the two highest scores to these abilities. (Wisdom could be construed as a defensive ability as well, but it differs from Dexterity and Constitution in that it defends only against social or magical manipulation, not against weapon or spell damage.)

If your character’s primary offensive ability is a mental ability, your character will rely on spellcasting to do the bulk of their damage. If it’s Strength, your character will rely on melee weapons; if it’s Dexterity, your character will rely on ranged or finesse weapons. (Finesse weapons are a subset of melee weapons that allow you to use Dexterity, rather than Strength, to determine your character’s chances of hitting and the damage they deal.)

If your character’s primary defensive ability is Dexterity, you’ll strive to avoid being hit. A high Dexterity will improve your Armor Class if you’re wearing light armor or no armor, but not if you’re wearing heavy armor. In medium armor, you’ll get the full benefit of your Dexterity only if it’s 15 or lower; a higher Dexterity won’t help you any further beyond that. If your character’s primary defensive ability is Constitution, you don’t need to worry as much about being hit, and you can wear all the armor you want, as long as you’re proficient with it.

Pumping points into both Dexterity and Constitution will result in a PC who’s difficult to kill but who must also make Dexterity their primary offensive ability, or the character’s ability to deal damage will be compromised. Skimping on both Dexterity and Constitution will result in a PC with a glass jaw. I advise against it.

In general, if any of your ability scores is lower than 10 (a “dump stat”), you should think hard before assigning it to one of the big three. If you want to do it for roleplaying reasons, mazel tov, but do so with full awareness that you’re creating a character with a serious vulnerability—one who freezes in the face of danger, is the most delicate of hothouse flowers, or is susceptible to even the weakest effort at mental manipulation—and keep this in mind as you make other decisions down the road.

UNDERSTANDING ABILITY CONTOURS

Certain combinations of high scores—what I call “ability contours”—favor certain styles of fighting. You may wish to develop a rough character concept ahead of time, decide on a fighting style, then assign ability scores to fit that style. Or you may wish to assign your character’s ability scores, then decide on a class and fighting style that fit those scores. How you develop the concept and stats of your character doesn’t matter. What does matter is that if your character’s ability scores and their class and fighting style are at odds, your character won’t be as effective in combat.
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THE FRONT LINE: STRENGTH [image: image] CONSTITUTION

The role of front-line characters is to occupy the enemy’s attention by charging them and engaging in melee. (In video games, this kind of character is called a “tank.”) The most important ability for this role is Constitution, because this character has to be able to soak up the damage that would kill other characters. But an offensive ability is also important, because if this character can’t do meaningful damage to an opponent, they can’t hold its attention, and the usual choice of primary offensive ability is Strength. Front-line fighters owe it to themselves to armor up as much as they can.

THE SHOCK ATTACKER: STRENGTH [image: image] DEXTERITY (OR JUST DEXTERITY)

The shock attacker is a character whose role is to identify key enemies and eliminate them quickly by doing large bursts of damage. Shock attackers don’t want to spend time in drawn-out combat. They hit first, hit hard, and get out, because their lack of Constitution makes them less able to absorb damage themselves. As a defensive ability, Dexterity is good for avoiding damage, but the longer combat goes on, the more likely an opponent is to land a lucky hit. Stealth is often important for shock attackers, so they’re best off wearing light or medium armor that doesn’t interfere with this skill. Unarmored Defense gives barbarians and monks the benefit of armor without the burden.

THE SKIRMISHER: DEXTERITY [image: image] CONSTITUTION

Skirmishers are ranged and finesse-weapon melee fighters, durable but also highly mobile, who wear their opponents down by dealing modest but consistent damage over time. Skirmishers are suited to drawn-out combat. Finesse weapons tend to do less damage than other melee weapons, but these characters also have more staying power, thanks to their Constitution, so their damage can add up. This doesn’t mean they should gratuitously expose themselves to more attacks, however. Instead, they should stay on the move, taking their shots when their opponents’ attention is divided. Stealth benefits skirmishers as much as it does shock attackers, so they too should favor light or medium armor that doesn’t impose disadvantage on it.
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THE MARKSMAN: DEXTERITY [image: image] WISDOM

Unless they’re shock attackers wielding finesse weapons, characters without high Strength or high Constitution should stay out of melee and behind cover as much as possible. The idea behind combining Dexterity and Wisdom is to rely on Dexterity for both offense and defense, attacking at range rather than trying to deal amplified damage as a finesse melee fighter, and on Wisdom to spot stealthy opponents who are trying to hide. Marksmen should wear the best armor they’re proficient with—unless they intend to make use of Stealth themselves, in which case they should avoid armor that penalizes it.

THE SUPPORTER: MENTAL ABILITY [image: image] CONSTITUTION

Spellcasters who have the hit points to wade into battle are in a good position to provide healing and cast shorter-range, concentration-required spells that strengthen their allies or weaken their enemies. Since they must often forgo attacking in order to cast these spells, they’re better off positioning themselves behind the front line rather than on it. Supporters should wear the heaviest armor they’re proficient with.

THE SPELLSLINGER: MENTAL ABILITY [image: image] DEXTERITY

Wizards’ and sorcerers’ smaller hit dice and lack of armor proficiency indicate that, like marksmen, they should stay out of melee and behind cover. They typically focus less on controlling the battle and more on dealing direct damage with long-range spells. Choosing Dexterity as their primary defensive ability, rather than Constitution, helps compensate for their poor Armor Class but makes it very important that spellslingers not take hits. This type of character is sometimes referred to as a “glass cannon.”

CLASSES AND ROLES

BARBARIAN

The barbarian is a natural front-line fighter who can also be built and played as a shock attacker. Your primary offensive ability should always be Strength, because the damage bonus conferred by the Rage feature doesn’t apply to finesse or ranged weapons. It’s okay to make Constitution your third-priority ability rather than your second, because the barbarian’s d12 hit die is like getting two free points of Constitution modifier for calculating your hit points, but go ahead and pump it up if you want to make your character nigh-invulnerable.

Barbarians who choose not to wear armor get to add their Constitution modifiers to their Armor Class through the Unarmored Defense feature, but put even a single piece of armor on your strapping torso, and it’s only Dexterity, not Constitution, that matters for your Armor Class. Although the stereotypical barbarian fights nearly naked, you may be able to match or exceed the defensive benefit of going unarmored by wearing studded leather or medium armor.

BARD

Bards’ dependence on Charisma for casting spells and granting Bardic Inspiration, along with their lack of proficiency with medium or heavy armor, leaves them without much aptitude for melee. They can employ finesse weapons and hope to avoid taking hits, or they can wield ranged weapons and attack from a distance. But since they can use musical instruments as spellcasting focuses, their hands will usually be too full for them to wield weapons. They’re better off filling a spellslinger or supporter role, depending on whether they choose Dexterity or Constitution as their primary defensive ability.

CLERIC

Wisdom, the cleric’s spellcasting ability, is the class’s only reasonable choice of primary offensive ability. Constitution, the customary choice of primary defensive ability, makes the cleric a natural supporter. However, clerics of gods in the Trickery domain may choose to adopt Dexterity as their primary defensive ability instead and play the role of spellslinger.

Clerics are rarely marksmen, because the majority of their spells are short-range or touch-required, and because many clerics like to brandish a holy symbol in one hand or emblazon it on a shield as a spellcasting focus, making it hard to wield a bow. But it’s not completely impossible, and it may even be an attractive role for elf War Domain clerics in particular, since they’re proficient with longbows; they just need to wear their holy symbols very prominently.

DRUID

The druid is an unusual class, because it doesn’t get its defining class feature, Wild Shape, until level 2. A druid spends most of level 1 trying to survive long enough to reach level 2. Druids need to choose Wisdom, their spellcasting ability, as their primary offensive ability. Their weapon proficiencies aren’t impressive, so there’s no great incentive to adopt Dexterity for extra offensive power, although it will improve a druid’s Armor Class. Until they gain Wild Shape, druids should act as supporters or spellslingers.

With Wild Shape, a druid gains a reservoir of extra hit points and—as a boar, wolf, or panther—the ability to knock enemies prone, allowing them to take a place on the front line. At that point, the supporter role is preferable to the spellslinger role, because you want to be near the front line in order to join it when the time comes, and Constitution emerges as the more valuable choice of primary defensive ability.

FIGHTER

Fighters may be front-liners, skirmishers, or marksmen, depending on whether they prefer melee weapons (front line, primary offensive ability: Strength), finesse weapons (skirmisher, primary offensive ability: Dexterity), or ranged weapons (skirmisher or marksman, primary offensive ability: Dexterity). Aside from dealing direct damage, it’s the job of front-line and skirmisher fighters to attract and absorb the enemies’ blows so that others don’t have to. They should make Constitution their primary defensive ability, even though their d10 hit dice effectively give them an extra point of Constitution modifier. Marksmen, on the other hand, are all about dealing damage from a distance; they can safely go all in on Dexterity. The difference between a skirmisher fighter and a marksman fighter is largely one of mobility: Skirmishers actively try to advance along the perimeter of the battle and can shift smoothly to melee if they encounter resistance along the way or succeed in outflanking their opponents, whereas marksmen tend to pick a spot in the back and stay there. Those who adopt the Archery fighting style should fight as skirmishers or marksmen; those who adopt the Great Weapon or Protection fighting style should fight as front-liners. Fighters who adopt the Defense, Dueling, or Two-Weapon style can fight either as front-liners or as skirmishers.

MONK

Monks are oddballs, because they’re utterly dependent on Dexterity but limited in their ranged weapon proficiencies to simple weapons (unless they follow the Way of the Kensei, described in Xanathar’s Guide to Everything). They’re engineered chiefly for melee fighting—unarmed and unarmored melee fighting in particular. The way the rules manage this is by allowing monks to use their Dexterity instead of their Strength for unarmed attacks and to boost their Armor Class by their Wisdom modifier when wearing no armor (unlike barbarians, who can wear light or medium armor if they choose, monks have no armor proficiency at all and have disadvantage on all attack rolls, ability checks, and saving throws while wearing it). Also, their Ki training depends on their Wisdom.

The upshot is, monks are all but forced to choose Dexterity as both their primary offensive and primary defensive ability and Wisdom as their second-highest ability. Therefore, monks are nearly always shock attackers, and it’s only their Martial Arts feature, which lets them attack twice per turn (once as an action, once as a bonus action), that enables them to do enough damage to fill this role. But Dexterity plus Wisdom is also a marksman combination, and Kensei monks can play this combat role with deadly aplomb, thanks to their proficiency with longbows.

PALADIN

Paladins are also oddballs, because their dependence on Charisma as their spellcasting ability clashes with their dependence on Strength for melee fighting (paladins do themselves a disservice by using ranged weapons, since their smite spells apply only to melee attacks), forcing them either to give one of these abilities short shrift or to assign their third-highest score to their primary defensive ability. Putting Charisma third imposes a strong bias toward brute-force melee fighting, putting Strength third imposes a bias toward spellcasting and relegates them to a supporter role, and putting the defensive ability third risks premature martyrdom. If you’re going to go the third route, it behooves you to armor up as much as you can and to make Constitution, not Dexterity, your primary defensive ability (Dexterity doesn’t help you when you’re wearing heavy armor), so that you’re protected enough to fight on the front line.

If you’re thinking of creating a paladin, you may want to use the YOLO method of determining ability scores, in order to have a chance of getting three exceptionally high rolls, because if you spend points and buy three high scores, you’re going to be stuck with three dump stats.

RANGER

Rangers depend on Wisdom as their spellcasting ability, but their best 1st-level offensive spells—ensnaring strike, hail of thorns, and hunter’s mark—all depend on successful weapon strikes to activate their effects. Thus, they need a weapon attack ability as well, and Dexterity does double duty as offensive and defensive ability. Fortunately, rangers make awesome marksmen, especially if they adopt the Archery fighting style at level 2. A ranger can also fight as a skirmisher by prioritizing Dexterity and Constitution, or a front-line fighter by prioritizing Strength and Constitution; doing either of these things de-emphasizes spellcasting, but it’s not a disastrous choice. And, again, there’s always the YOLO method of determining ability scores, with which you may be able to roll three high numbers.

ROGUE

Rogues are so dependent on Dexterity for both offense (Sneak Attack requires the use of a finesse or ranged weapon and practically demands the Stealth skill) and defense (they have proficiency in light armor only and need the boost to their Armor Class) that they can go any number of ways with their second-highest ability score. They can choose Constitution and fight effectively as a skirmisher. They can choose Intelligence if they plan to choose the Arcane Trickster archetype and fight as a spellslinger. They can choose Charisma to maximize their con artistry skills in social interaction encounters, relegating themselves to the battlefield role of shock attacker or hidden sniper—either one a good choice for Assassins and Masterminds. (If they follow the sniper path, it behooves them to make Wisdom their third-highest ability.) Charisma also helps Swashbucklers—skirmishers par excellence—with their Rakish Audacity and Panache subclass features. Inquisitives need Wisdom to unlock the shock attack potential of Insightful Fighting, and Thieves will want a high Intelligence to boost their Investigation skill, so that they can find every bit of loot—and every trap protecting it.

SORCERER/WIZARD

Sorcerers and wizards are in the same boat, for the same reasons. Wizards depend on Intelligence as their spellcasting ability, making it their only reasonable primary offensive ability choice, since they have little in the way of weapon proficiencies; the same is true of sorcerers and Charisma. Sorcerers’ and wizards’ d6 hit die is equivalent to getting docked one point of Constitution modifier; making Constitution your character’s primary defensive ability will make up for this somewhat. The fewer hit points you have to begin with, the more your Constitution rather than your Dexterity determines your survivability, and having a higher Constitution also means being more able to maintain concentration on a spell when you take a hit.

On the other hand, sorcerers and wizards have no armor proficiency, and the only way to improve their Armor Class is by putting points in Dexterity. Thus, wizard players often go the “glass cannon” route of choosing Dexterity, rather than Constitution, as their primary defensive ability, making them harder to hit at the cost of probably eating dirt when they do get hit. If you go this route, play the role of spellslinger, stick to cover as much as you can, and when an enemy gets anywhere near you, yell really loud.

Wild Magic and Divine Soul sorcerers must give more thought to Constitution. Wild Magic Surge effects are often better the closer sorcerers are to their enemies—and they need the extra hit points to survive when those surges go bad. Even though they’re spellslingers at heart, Wild Magic sorcerers need to stay close enough to the action to make their surges count. And Divine Soul sorcerers, with their access to the cleric spell list, have an obligation to use this gift, which means staying closer to the front line and providing support.

WARLOCK

Warlocks stand apart from wizards and sorcerers because of the relatively few spells they possess, their d8 hit die, and their proficiency with light armor and all simple weapons. They’re not as fragile as other arcane spellcasters, but their limited spell repertoire, together with the fact that most simple weapons are Strength-based, means they have to rely heavily on cantrips (particularly eldritch blast) for dealing damage. Thus, even though they need to put a lot of points into Charisma, their spellcasting ability, they’re still a little short in the offense department, which gives them a strong incentive to choose Dexterity over Constitution as their primary defensive ability. Warlock supporters aren’t unheard-of, but the warlock spell list is lacking in spells that heal or buff allies; a warlock supporter must focus instead on debuffing and controlling enemies.

If you plan to choose the Pact of the Blade at level 3, your character absolutely needs Dexterity, both for attacking with your pact weapon and to boost your armor class when you close in. (If you’ve chosen the Hexblade as your patron, you’ll almost certainly be choosing the Pact of the Blade. The Tome and Chain pacts simply don’t make sense for you, either mechanically or narratively.) Because pact weapons must be melee weapons, and because Strength doesn’t double as a defensive ability, only a finesse weapon makes sense as your pact weapon—but because the pact gives you proficiency, it can be a martial finesse weapon. You’ll need to fight as a shock attacker if you go this route, so look for ways to maximize your damage. If you’re going to choose the Tome or Chain pact, fight as a spellslinger.

If you manage to roll three high scores using the YOLO method, your options broaden dramatically: front-liner (Strength-Constitution-Charisma), skirmisher (Dexterity-Constitution-Charisma), and even marksman (Dexterity-Wisdom-Charisma) become feasible choices, as does using a non-finesse melee weapon as a shock attacker (Strength-Dexterity-Charisma).

RACE DOESN’T MATTER (MUCH)

Back when God’s grandma was a little girl, players rolled 3d6 for their characters’ Strength, then their Intelligence, and so on, in order, and took what they got. If you rolled a high Strength and a low Intelligence, your character was destined to be a fighter. If you rolled a low Dexterity and a high Wisdom, you were playing a cleric. And so forth. Also, class choice was limited by race: Dwarves and halflings, for example, could be only fighters or thieves. Only humans, half-elves, and half-orcs could be clerics, and only humans could be paladins, rangers, or monks.

In more recent editions, reflecting players’ preference, D&D has been much more generous with character creation. In fifth edition, whatever numbers you roll, buy, or accept by default, you can assign them to your abilities in any order you choose, and a character of any race may be of any class.

Because of these changes, a character’s race doesn’t define their role as much as it might have once upon a time. Mountain dwarves, for instance, get +2 to their Strength and +2 to their Constitution—but players with mountain dwarf characters don’t have to make Strength and Constitution their two highest scores and play them as front-line fighters. If you really want to play a mountain dwarf wizard, you can still assign the character’s two highest ability scores to Intelligence and Dexterity (and even assign the two lowest scores to Strength and Constitution if you want). Since none of the ability score bonuses is greater than +2, and +2 to an ability score translates into only +1 to an ability modifier, these ability score increases are never going to force you into a combat role that isn’t what you want.

That being said, if you do choose a race that aligns with the ability contour and class you’ve got your heart set on, you can eke out a bit of additional advantage—but only a bit, at most amounting to an extra +1 on each of two ability modifiers. You won’t gain greatly by doing it or lose out greatly by not doing it. Choose whatever race you feel like playing, and let your ability score assignments and choice of class determine what tactical role you’ll fill.

There are three exceptions to this rule, however.

The first is the variant human (Player’s Handbook, chapter 2), who gets +1 to only two ability scores—but also gets to choose a feat. Feats tie into combat roles in a big way. Whatever role you choose, using the Variant Human Traits rule can give you a substantial advantage when you’re starting out.

The second involves the racial feats in Xanathar’s Guide to Everything, many of which unlock specific tactical possibilities. If you’re planning to choose one of these at some point, you should take it into account when you first create your character. Alternatively, if you’ve already got a firm character concept in mind and are using it as a blueprint for character creation, it may mean that certain racial feats will be particularly helpful—or unhelpful—down the line. I’ll address these in the next section.

The third—and probably the most important—is speed. Dwarves, halflings, and gnomes have a movement speed of only 25 feet, less than the humanoid-standard 30 feet. This detracts from their ability to perform the shock attacker role, and, to a lesser extent, the skirmisher role. Shock attackers are highly mobility-dependent, needing to get in and out of combat quickly, and being slower than your average opponent impedes that. Skirmishers can endure drawn-out melee fights better than shock attackers can, but their allies depend on them to be able to move from enemy to enemy as needed. This is somewhat ironic, since rogues are highly suited to both of these roles, and halflings are canonically considered highly suited to being rogues. If you’re playing a halfling rogue, be on the lookout for ways you can use Halfling Nimbleness (and, if a lightfoot halfling, Naturally Stealthy) to compensate for your lesser speed, pick up a ranged weapon to supplement your melee weapon(s), and strongly consider taking the Mobile feat when you get a chance.
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IDENTIFYING COMBAT ROLE: EXAMPLES

A group of players have rolled up characters using the YOLO method, because rolling dice is fun.
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Justin has created Aubert des Mains Rouges, a brawny and brainy human fighter, with Strength 19, Dexterity 11, Constitution 18, Intelligence 16, Wisdom 12, and Charisma 11. With those exceptional rolls assigned to Strength and Constitution, there’s no way Aubert is playing any combat role except front-liner.
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Alex has created Gormrin, a felonious mountain dwarf rogue, with Strength 15, Dexterity 15, Constitution 14, Intelligence 12, Wisdom 11, and Charisma 10. She can choose either Strength or Dexterity as Gormrin’s primary offensive ability and either Dexterity or Constitution as his primary defensive ability. If she can improve his speed, he’ll make an excellent shock attacker, since his Dexterity edges out his Constitution as his primary defensive ability (albeit not significantly, since ability scores of 14 and 15 are both associated with a +2 ability modifier), but until then, she’s better off playing him as a skirmisher. Rogues aren’t front-liners.
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Jess has created Aderyn, a taciturn wood elf druid, with Strength 9, Dexterity 11, Constitution 15, Intelligence 13, Wisdom 16, and Charisma 11. Druids’ primary offensive ability is Wisdom, and Aderyn’s primary defensive ability is Constitution. She’ll play a support role, advancing to the front line while in Wild Shape form at later levels.
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Penny has created Inkanyezi, an enigmatic eladrin* elf warlock, with Strength 9, Dexterity 16, Constitution 14, Intelligence 13, Wisdom 11, and Charisma 17. Warlocks’ primary offensive ability is Charisma, and Inkanyezi’s primary defensive ability is Dexterity, placing him in the spellslinger role. However, Penny plans to choose the Pact of the Blade at level 3 and to increase Inkanyezi’s Dexterity at level 4. At that point, Dexterity can also serve as his primary offensive ability, and the shock attacker role will suit him just as well.
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Rían has created Gonçalo Ferandez, a dashing human rogue, with Strength 15, Dexterity 16, Constitution 15, Intelligence 14, Wisdom 11, and Charisma 14. His assignment of this strong set of scores gives him considerable flexibility, because Dexterity can serve as both his primary offensive ability and primary defensive ability. For now, Gonçalo will fight as a shock attacker; at level 4, when he gets an ability score increase, he may add a point or two to his Constitution and adopt the skirmisher role instead. Although he intends to choose the Swashbuckler** archetype at level 3, his ability scores would also allow him to choose the Arcane Trickster archetype, increase his Intelligence to 16, and fall back to a spellslinger position if he wished to.
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Joy has created Gwirian, a mischievous half-elf Trickery cleric, with Strength 11, Dexterity 14, Constitution 10, Intelligence 14, Wisdom 18, and Charisma 15. Clerics’ primary offensive ability is Wisdom, and Gwirian’s primary defensive ability is clearly going to be Dexterity. Support is the classic cleric combat role, but clerics of the Trickery domain are an exception to that—they work better as spellslingers, and that’s the role that Gwirian will fill.
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Courtney has created Noor al-Ilahiya, a wholesome human Divine Soul*** sorcerer, with Strength 10, Dexterity 12, Constitution 16, Intelligence 12, Wisdom 14, and Charisma 16. Sorcerers’ primary offensive ability is Charisma, and Noor’s primary defensive ability will be Constitution. This complements Joy’s choice, because while sorcerers are usually spellslingers, Divine Soul sorcerers’ access to cleric spells biases them toward a support role, and Noor’s Constitution 14 will serve her well in this role.
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Tiago has created Thundor, a mountain dwarf barbarian every bit as complex and layered as his name suggests, with Strength 18, Dexterity 10, Constitution 16, Intelligence 9, Wisdom 14, and Charisma 10. With Strength as his primary offensive ability and Constitution as his primary defensive ability, Thundor hammily embraces his role on the front line.

This group won’t have a marksman: Only Gwirian, the cleric, had the necessary combination of Dexterity and Wisdom.

* Racial subtype from Dungeon Master’s Guide, chapter 9.

** Roguish archetype from Xanathar’s Guide to Everything.

*** Sorcerous origin from Xanathar’s Guide to Everything.
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FEATS AND ROLES

Players with variant human characters, if they’re not choosing their starting feats solely to round out their characters’ personalities (which I wholeheartedly endorse as long as it makes narrative sense, whether it makes tactical sense or not), should consider choosing feats that harmonize with their characters’ combat roles. The same goes for all players as they climb in level and have to choose between improving their ability scores and enjoying the combat and roleplaying enhancements offered by feats.

FRONT LINE

Front-line fighters can enhance their melee attacks with Great Weapon Master, Polearm Master, Savage Attacker, or Shield Master; keep their opponents from escaping with Sentinel; or turn themselves into humanoid tanks with Heavy Armor Master.

The Dragon Fear racial feat is useful for dragonborn front-liners, who will often be ganged up on by multiple enemies, while the Dwarven Fortitude racial feat makes front-liners even tankier.

SHOCK ATTACKER

Shock attackers can get the jump on their enemies with Alert; get in and out of combat rapidly with Mobile; enhance their melee attacks with Great Weapon Master, Savage Attacker, or Shield Master; specialize in magicide with Mage Slayer; use Lucky to make sure their first hits land; or amp up their damage with Charger.

The Orcish Fury racial feat is excellent for shock attackers, who must channel as much damage as possible through a single hit. Elven Accuracy is good for shock attackers wielding finesse weapons. And the Fade Away racial feat is amazing for gnome shock attackers, who can vanish after their first strike and reposition for another one. “Gnome assassin” is about as idiosyncratic a race-class combination as you can get, but if you’re playing that combo, why wouldn’t you pick Fade Away?

SKIRMISHER

Skirmishers can improve their ranged attacks with Sharpshooter; deftly dodge their opponents’ attacks with Defensive Duelist; stay stealthy even in scale mail with Medium Armor Master; attack from the shadows with Skulker; or stay in the fight longer with Tough. The Dwarven Fortitude racial feat allows skirmishers—already more likely than any other combat role to take the Dodge action—to regain hit points as they do so.

MARKSMAN

Marksmen have a feat tailor-made for them in Sharpshooter, although Skulker is a not-too-shabby alternative for marksmen who hunt their foes from concealment. For elves who fall into the latter category, the Elven Accuracy racial feat is phenomenal.

SUPPORTER

Supporters can maintain their concentration on the battlefield with War Caster; armor up a little more (if a bard) with Moderately Armored; or choose Healer to patch up allies on the fly without spending a spell slot.

SPELLSLINGER

Spellslingers can choose Magic Initiate to gain an extra, limited-use 1st-level spell slot; improve their spell attack range and aim with Spell Sniper; gain some extra protection with Lightly Armored or Moderately Armored; or avoid incoming attacks with Lucky.

The Dragon Fear racial feat is useful for dragonborn spellslingers who need to keep charging foes at a respectful distance. Elven spellslingers can choose between Elven Accuracy, if they’re relying heavily on ranged spell attacks, and Fey Teleportation, a good single-use evasive maneuver for avoiding charging melee fighters. The Flames of Phlegethos racial feat is of interest only to tiefling spellslingers who cast spells that deal fire damage, and it’s more useful on defense than on offense.




COMBAT ROLE REFERENCE

	Combat Role

	Ability Contour

	Classes

	Ideal Position

	Useful Feats




	Front Line


	Melee

	Static

	Weapon

	Absorb damage
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	Barbarian

	Druid1

	Fighter

	Paladin



	Directly engaged in melee with bulk of enemy force

	
	Great Weapon Master

	Heavy Armor Master

	Polearm Master

	Savage Attacker

	Sentinel

	Shield Master

	Dragon Fear

	Dwarven Fortitude






	Shock Attacker


	Melee

	Mobile

	Weapon

	Avoid damage
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	Barbarian

	Monk

	Rogue

	Warlock2



	Mobile, engaging with key opponents when able to strike for maximum damage; avoiding prolonged melee engagement

	
	Great Weapon Master

	Heavy Armor Master

	Mage Slayer

	Mobile

	Polearm Master

	Savage Attacker

	Sentinel

	Shield Master

	Dragon Fear

	Dwarven Fortitude






	Skirmisher


	Melee/Midrange

	Mobile

	Weapon

	Absorb damage
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	Fighter3

	Ranger

	Rogue



	Mobile, on perimeter of battle, at a distance from front line of approximately one’s own Speed

	
	Defensive Duelist

	Medium Armor Master

	Mobile

	Sharpshooter

	Skulker

	Tough

	Dwarven Fortitude






	Marksman


	Long range

	Static

	Weapon

	Avoid damage
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	Fighter4

	Ranger

	Rogue



	Far from opponents (between 30 ft and maximum normal range of weapon), with view of as much of battlefield as possible

	
	Sharpshooter

	Skulker

	Elven Accuracy






	Supporter


	Midrange

	Static

	Weapon/Spell

	Absorb damage
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	Bard

	Cleric

	Druid

	Paladin

	Sorcerer5



	Near front line, at a distance of approximately half one’s own Speed

	
	Healer

	Moderately Armored

	War Caster






	Spellslinger


	Long range

	Static

	Spell

	Avoid damage
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	Bard

	Cleric6

	Rogue7

	Sorcerer

	Warlock

	Wizard



	Far from opponents (between 30 ft and maximum range of shortest-range spell), behind as much cover as possible

	
	Lightly Armored

	Lucky

	Magic Initiate

	Moderately Armored

	Spell Sniper

	Dragon Fear

	Elven Accuracy

	Fey Teleportation

	Flames of Phlegethos







1 While in Wild Shape form

2 Pact of the Blade only

3 Wielding finesse and/or ranged weapon

4 Wielding ranged weapon, Archery Fighting Style

5 Divine Soul origin only

6 Primarily Trickery domain

7 Arcane Trickster archetype only



PART TWO TACTICS IN ACTION

UNDERSTANDING TACTICAL COMBINATIONS

Many video games allow players to combine characters’ powers in ways that deal extra damage or produce other side effects. Generally, these combinations consist of a “priming” power, which sets up the combo, and a “detonating” power, which completes it—like a set followed by a spike in volleyball.

Fifth-edition D&D includes these combinations, too. It doesn’t refer to them by this name, nor does it ever inform players that they should be looking to do anything of the kind. But combos do exist, as an emergent property of the rules relating to timing, conditions, and advantage and disadvantage.

The key to executing a combination in fifth edition D&D is to identify a sequence of actions (or actions and bonus actions) that either allows you or one of your allies to deal additional damage, gives you or one of your allies advantage on an attack roll, or gives one or more of your enemies disadvantage on a saving throw against a spell; and ends with you or your ally making the attack or casting the spell. Often, though not always, this sequence has to be completed before the targeted enemy takes its own turn.

Certain spells, such as the ranger spell hail of thorns and the paladin smite spells, exist solely to set up combinations for their casters. These are sustained spells requiring concentration, cast as bonus actions, that contain activating language such as, “The next time you hit a creature with a weapon attack before this spell ends….” If you cast one of them as a bonus action at the start of your turn, then use your action to Attack and roll a hit, you can discharge the spell’s effect immediately. The timing matters. To cast the spell as a bonus action at the end of your turn would be a mistake: You might take damage and lose concentration before you got to make your next attack roll.

To identify combinations for yourself, look through the sections on your character’s class and feats in the Player’s Handbook and keep your eyes open for any mention of advantage, disadvantage, bonus actions, reactions, debilitating conditions, or bonus damage with situational requirements. These should give you some ideas about what stunts you may be able to pull off by yourself or in conjunction with the rest of your party.

UNDERSTANDING ACTION ECONOMY

“Action economy” refers to how you make use of all the things you’re allowed to do in a combat round. It’s like a budget that you can’t go over.

Every PC can do the following on their turn:


	Move up to their Speed.

	Take one action (Attack, Cast a Spell, Dash, Disengage, Dodge, Help, Hide, Ready, Search, Use an Object).

	Use one uncomplicated object (complicated objects require the Use an Object action, as does the use of a second uncomplicated object); this is sometimes referred to as a “free interaction.”



In addition to their action, a PC may take one bonus action, if they have any available. And every PC can take one reaction, triggered by an external event, which may occur during their turn, outside their turn, or outside combat time altogether. (This is akin to what’s referred to in some other games as an “instant” or “interrupt” action.)

That’s your budget. Everybody (except legendary monsters) has the same budget. You may already have realized that since all characters get movement plus one action, but only some characters get a bonus action, bonus actions are valuable. If you have one available, chances are, it’s better to use it than not to use it. And if you have a way to grant one to yourself or to an ally, by all means, do it.

If your character carries more than one weapon, it’s important for you to be clear—and to clearly communicate to your DM—where and how those weapons are carried, because it may affect how you change weapons during combat. A sword in a belt scabbard can be drawn and swung in the same turn. The same isn’t true of a mace that you have stashed in your pack somewhere.* If you have one weapon in your hand and want to switch to a different one, you have two choices: spend your turn stowing one weapon (free interaction) and drawing the other (action), or drop the weapon you’re holding on the ground, at the risk of its being kicked away or swiped, so that you can both draw (free interaction) and use (action) the other.
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You can take your action, bonus action, free interaction, and movement in any order. You can split your movement up, using some of it at the start of your turn, some of it between your action and bonus action, and some of it at the end, if you like. Or you can use it all at the start of your turn, or all at the end.

Combining actions with bonus actions that enhance them will help you get the most out of your action economy. Bonus-action spells that set up extra damage or other effects on a PC’s next successful attack should be cast in combination with, and just before, an Attack action.

Not all actions are created equal. If your PC is a level 5 or higher fighting class, they have Extra Attack. The Attack action is far more valuable to a PC with Extra Attack than it is to a PC without it; it’s also more valuable to that PC than other actions are. Once you’ve got Extra Attack, you’re usually better off Attacking than taking any other action, unless circumstances (such as being almost out of hit points) compel you to do otherwise.

Conversely, if you’re playing a spellcaster who has the power to deny opponents their actions, this denial is most effective against opponents who have Extra Attack (or, in the case of monsters, Multiattack). Pay close attention to how many attack rolls your opponents are making each turn. If you notice that one or more of them are getting multiple attacks on each turn, those are the ones you most want to shut down. (I discuss this more under “Incapacitated” in the section “Understanding Conditions.”)

Spellcasters can’t use both their action and their bonus action to cast leveled spells in the same turn. They can cast a leveled spell as an action and do something else as a bonus action, or they can cast a leveled spell as a bonus action and either cast a cantrip or do something else as an action. For this reason, it’s worth not letting all your cantrips gather dust in a drawer. For instance, a wizard can cast misty step to teleport to another place on the battlefield, then cast a cantrip such as fire bolt or ray of frost from the new location, so that they can still deal some damage that turn without having to feebly whack someone with a staff.

UNDERSTANDING OPPORTUNITY ATTACKS

It’s easy to get into a fight. It’s not so easy to get out of one. Whenever you move out of an enemy’s melee reach (sometimes called “zone of control”), the enemy can use its reaction (if it’s still available—a character or creature gets only one reaction per round) to take one free swing at you, as long as it can see you. If you move out of the reach of multiple enemies simultaneously, each of those enemies gets a free swing. You can execute an orderly retreat, denying your enemies opportunity attacks, by using the Disengage action on your turn; the drawback is that you then can’t use your action on something else (see “ ‘Plan B’: The Dodge, Dash, and Disengage Actions” in part 3 to learn when it’s a good idea to spend your action to Disengage and when it isn’t).

“As long as it can see you” is an important caveat. If you’re invisible, you’re immune to opportunity attacks. If it’s pitch-dark and your enemy lacks darkvision, you’re immune. If your enemy is blinded, or if the entire area is shrouded in thick fog and thus heavily obscured, you’re immune. Take advantage of these situations to slip out of your enemy’s reach; better yet, if you have the means to do so, create them.
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You’re also exempt from opportunity attacks if some force, such as an explosion, propels you out of an enemy’s reach through no effort of your own. However, if something compels you to use your movement, action, or reaction to move out of an enemy’s reach, even if you’re doing so against your will, you’re subject to an opportunity attack. Spells such as command, dissonant whispers, and fear can be used in this way to force enemies engaged in melee to move away from their foes and incur opportunity attacks in the process.

Because of opportunity attacks, when you engage in melee, you have to either commit to winning the fight (by attrition, if you’re a front-line fighter, or by finishing it swiftly, if you’re a shock attacker) or possess some efficient means of slipping away without incurring an opportunity attack, such as the rogue’s Cunning Action feature or the Mobile feat (a huge boon for shock attackers and skirmishers using melee weapons rather than ranged weapons).

UNDERSTANDING ADVANTAGE AND DISADVANTAGE

The most distinctive innovation of fifth edition D&D is the concept of advantage and disadvantage. It’s a simple idea: When you’re making an attack roll, ability check, or saving throw, certain factors may make the task more or less likely to succeed. If you’re rolling with advantage, you roll twice and take the higher roll; if you’re rolling with disadvantage, you roll twice and take the lower roll.

How much are advantage and disadvantage worth? A lot! On average, they’re like adding 4 to your die roll or subtracting 4 from it; by comparison, the rarest and most powerful magic weapons in fifth edition D&D are +3. Even that doesn’t tell the whole story, though, because the real impact of advantage or disadvantage depends on what target number (Armor Class or Difficulty Class) you’re trying to beat. At the extreme low or high end, advantage or disadvantage makes less difference—equivalent to about ±1 or ±2. But for midrange target numbers—ones that you need to roll an 8 to 14 on a d20 to beat, before adding your modifiers—it’s equivalent to about ±5, peaking in value when you need an unmodified die roll of 11 or greater. For a level 1 character with a fairly typical +5 attack bonus, this means the benefit of advantage—or the detriment of disadvantage—is greatest when you’re attacking a foe with AC 16.
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Is it worth it to pass up one chance to attack in order to gain advantage on another? Not mathematically. The average damage you’ll do on a single attack with advantage is always less than the average damage you’ll do on two separate attack rolls with the same weapon, because attacking twice gives you a chance of hitting twice, while attacking once with advantage doesn’t, and the chance of doing no damage at all is the same.

However, probability math only truly reflects what will happen over a large number of instances—more than are likely to occur in a single adventure, let alone in a single encounter. When you’re in a clutch situation, all you care about is what’s going to happen on this roll.

An old wargamers’ rule of thumb establishes a two-thirds probability of success as the dividing line between a good risk and a bad risk. Thus, rather than attack twice, you may consider it worthwhile to forgo one attack in order to gain advantage on another if doing so raises the likelihood of a single hit from less than two-thirds to greater than two-thirds—that is, when the unmodified d20 roll you need is from 8 to 12. In the case of our level 1 PC, this means an attack against AC 13 to 17.

There’s also the possibility that combat hasn’t begun yet, and that you’re at liberty to spend a turn’s action at no other cost to yourself. When the attack roll you’re looking to gain advantage on is your first—for instance, when you’re about to launch a surprise attack—then it’s absolutely worth it to spend a turn priming it. (This, in fact, is the only practical use I can see for the true strike cantrip.)

Generally speaking, though, the best sources of advantage are those you can gain from your movement, from a bonus action or reaction, from a preexisting situation or condition that’s still in force, from a tactical combination that one of your allies has set you up to finish, or from a spell whose effects last more than one turn after it’s cast. Spending your action simply to create an advantage on one attack roll which you can’t exploit on the same turn has too high an opportunity cost—that is, you’re much better off using your action to Attack, or to do something else entirely.

Whether to make two attack rolls with disadvantage or one attack roll without is an altogether different question. With two attacks with disadvantage, you’re rolling four times, and you might get lucky and still hit twice, even though it’s more likely that you won’t hit at all. With a single straight roll, you’ll either miss or hit once; those are your only outcomes. Which way to go depends on your chances of hitting. If they’re better than fifty-fifty, two attack rolls with disadvantage is better. If they’re worse than fifty-fifty, a single straight roll is better.

To gain advantage on a roll—or to overcome disadvantage—you need only one circumstance that grants advantage to you. This may be a class feature, such as the barbarian’s Reckless Attack; a condition you’re under, such as being invisible; or a condition your target is under, such as being blinded. Piling on extra advantages doesn’t give you more advantage, so you don’t need to go chasing after more.

In a similar vein, once you already have disadvantage on a roll, more disadvantages don’t hurt you, and you’re free to take more risks. Suppose Knope the Bold, a rogue, is 60 feet from her target—long range for her hand crossbow—and poisoned, two factors that impose disadvantage on attack rolls. Normally, she’d want to shoot from no more than 30 feet away, the normal range of her weapon, because you can’t Sneak Attack when you have disadvantage. But since Knope is poisoned, she’s still going to have disadvantage even if she moves into normal range before shooting, so there’s nothing wrong with her staying where she is and shooting from 60 feet away—it’s not going to make her chances any worse. However, if she can do even one thing that would grant her advantage on that roll, she should go after it, because just one advantage will cancel out both of her disadvantages, along with any other disadvantage she may incur! Not only that, if she has a non-incapacitated ally within 5 feet of her target, she’ll be able to use Sneak Attack after all, because she won’t have disadvantage anymore! (When advantage and disadvantage cancel out, you’re considered to have neither advantage nor disadvantage, rather than both.)

If an opponent has advantage on an attack against you, or on a saving throw against a spell or other effect of yours, you need only to impose one condition that grants disadvantage on that attack or saving throw to cancel that advantage out. However, imposing more than one disadvantage on an opponent does gain you something: a bit of insurance, so that if your foe manages to eliminate one of them, the other still applies. Just remember, if you’re imposing disadvantage on a target in order to prime a tactical combination (most commonly, before casting a spell that requires a saving throw to resist), to detonate the combo before that disadvantage goes away.

None of this applies to cover. The Armor Class bonus that you (and your opponents) get from half or three-quarters cover is entirely separate from advantage and disadvantage. Regardless of whether your opponent has advantage, disadvantage, or both on an attack roll against you, any cover you have still works to your benefit by increasing your AC, and the same is true for an opponent behind cover when you’re attacking. If you’re not engaging an opponent in direct melee, always take whatever cover you can. There’s no good reason not to.


ADVANTAGE AND DISADVANTAGE REFERENCE

	PERCENT CHANCE OF SUCCESS*




	Unmodified d20 roll required

	unmodified

	with advantage

	with disadvantage

	Equivalent to modifier**




	1***

	100

	100

	100

	—




	2

	95

	100

	90

	±1




	3

	90

	99

	81

	±2




	4

	85

	98

	72

	±3




	5

	80

	96

	64

	±3




	6

	75

	94

	56

	±4




	7

	70

	91

	49

	±4




	8

	65

	88

	42

	±5




	9

	60

	84

	36

	±5




	10

	55

	80

	30

	±5




	11

	50

	75

	25

	±5




	12

	45

	70

	20

	±5




	13

	40

	64

	16

	±5




	14

	35

	58

	12

	±5




	15

	30

	51

	9

	±4




	16

	25

	44

	6

	±4




	17

	20

	36

	4

	±3




	18

	15

	28

	2

	±3




	19

	10

	19

	1

	±2




	20

	5

	10

	0

	±1





* Rounded to nearest whole percentage.

** Rounded to nearest whole number.

*** On attack rolls (but not on ability checks or saving throws), an unmodified 1 is an automatic miss, meaning that even if a 1 is all you need, the probabilities are the same as if you needed a 2.

UNDERSTANDING CONDITIONS

I’m surprised that the Player’s Handbook relegates conditions to an appendix, because these are one of the most important tactical aspects of the game, especially in combat against monsters or spellcasters.

The power of imposing any of the following conditions—and the danger of being subjected to them—lies first and foremost in the advantages and disadvantages they confer. And unlike combo primers in video games, conditions in D&D don’t reset when they’re detonated. As long as a priming condition exists, you can take advantage of it again and again.

BLINDED
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The most common cause of the blinded condition is darkness. This sounds like a joke, but if your character is human, halfling or dragonborn, it’s something you always need to be aware of. If you’re fighting in darkness (and even moonlight counts as darkness, unless the moon is full and the sky is clear) and you don’t have darkvision, all your attack rolls have disadvantage, and your opponents (if they do have darkvision) have advantage on all their attack rolls against you. If you’re adventuring at night or underground, it’s important that you have a light source with you at all times, even if it’s just a burning torch. You can carry a torch or lantern in one hand and still fight with a weapon in the other hand without penalty; it simply means you can’t also use a shield.

Note also that dim light, while it doesn’t penalize attacking, does impose disadvantage on Wisdom (Perception) checks that rely on sight. This is good for characters (or monsters) using Stealth to attack with advantage from hiding, and it’s bad for opponents trying to find them. To a PC with darkvision, darkness is effectively dim light, and dim light is effectively bright light. So even a dwarf, elf, half-elf, half-orc, gnome, or tiefling, despite not being blinded, rolls with disadvantage trying to spot an enemy hiding in the dark. (Depending on terrain, acoustics, and/or distance, your Dungeon Master might rule that hearing, rather than sight, is the sense governing whether someone trying to hide is detected.)

CHARMED
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It’s often a waste to charm an enemy on the battlefield, because the charmed condition has so little effect. Charmed opponents can’t attack the characters who charmed them, but they can attack any of those characters’ allies. At the same time, any of those allies’ attacking them back will usually nullify the charmed condition. Consequently, a character or creature charmed in combat isn’t likely to stay charmed for long, nor to suffer much from it.

The chief benefit of the charmed condition is that it gives advantage on Charisma (Deception, Intimidation, and Persuasion) checks, which are far more applicable to social interaction encounters than they are to combat encounters. Thus, if you have spells that impose the charmed condition, it’s usually their side effects, rather than the condition itself, that will influence the outcome of a fight. Otherwise, you’ll usually cast these spells outside combat. However, if you’re looking to parley—to turn a combat encounter into a social interaction encounter—a well-placed enchantment may help you gain the outcome you’re hoping for.

DEAFENED

This isn’t nearly as debilitating as being blinded is. All it does is cause failure on Wisdom (Perception) checks that rely on hearing. Certain stealthy characters may be able to take advantage of this condition in dim light or darkness, but there are few situations that cause it other than the blindness/deafness spell, and if you’ve got a choice, you’re usually better off causing blindness.

EXHAUSTED

One level of exhaustion isn’t much to worry about, especially if you have other members in your party who can pick up the slack for you if someone has to make an ability check. Two levels of exhaustion halves one’s speed, which can be inconvenient but probably won’t be fatal.

You do not want a third level of exhaustion, though. At that level, you incur disadvantage on all your attack rolls and saving throws, dangerously reducing both your offensive and defensive capacity. Moreover, a long rest takes away only one level of exhaustion, so the next day, you’ll still have two levels of exhaustion to contend with. Once you reach that second level of exhaustion, whatever you’re doing that’s fatiguing you, it’s time to stop doing it.

The fourth, fifth and sixth levels of exhaustion are even more awful to contemplate, but we don’t need to discuss them, because you’re not going to let yourself get to exhaustion level 3, are you? That’s right.

FRIGHTENED

Being frightened gives a character or creature disadvantage on attack rolls and ability checks as long as the source of that fright is within view. The important thing to remember is that this condition imposes disadvantage on all attack rolls, not just attack rolls against whatever the frightened character or creature is frightened of. It’s an ongoing distraction that reduces the affected individual’s offensive effectiveness. (In this respect, it’s like being poisoned, but by something you can see, and only as long as you see it.)

Secondarily, it inhibits movement, which can be useful if you’re trying to control access to a certain place or prevent yourself or another character from being rushed by melee attackers.

GRAPPLED

The grappled condition effectively takes away a character’s or creature’s movement by reducing its speed to 0. It doesn’t impose any disadvantage on rolls upon the grappled, nor does it confer any advantage on rolls upon the grappler. It will keep someone from running away, but it won’t keep them from fighting back. It can, however, cause non-hovering flying creatures to fall out of the sky.

INCAPACITATED

This one is a big deal: It takes away a character’s or creature’s action, along with its ability to take reactions (such as opportunity attacks or the shield spell). Moreover, several other conditions—paralyzed, petrified, stunned, and unconscious—include this condition among their own effects.

As mentioned before, since Extra Attack and Multiattack multiply the offensive value of the Attack action, characters with Extra Attack and monsters with Multiattack are high-priority targets for spells or other effects that incapacitate. So are characters or creatures that get both actions and bonus actions, since if your action is taken away, you can’t take a bonus action either. In other words, the more robust an opponent’s action economy, the more you want to incapacitate that opponent.

INVISIBLE

This is a good condition to be under, because it’s as if everyone else is blinded with respect to you. Your attack rolls have advantage; others’ attack rolls against you have disadvantage. Being invisible doesn’t keep you from being heard, so others may be aware of your presence, but they may not be able to pinpoint your location. (See “Sneaking: The Hide and Search Actions,” page 48.)

PARALYZED
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This is a cascade failure situation for the afflicted character or creature. It can’t take actions or reactions, can’t move, can’t speak, and automatically fails all Strength and Dexterity saving throws. Attacks against a paralyzed character or creature have advantage, and every opponent within 5 feet lands an automatic critical hit with each successful attack. A front-line fighter can make fast work of a paralyzed opponent, thanks to having advantage on attack rolls and the “every hit a crit” effect.

PETRIFIED

A petrified character or creature is helpless, yet this condition is unlikely to result in a fatality. The afflicted character or creature can’t take actions or reactions, can’t move or speak, and automatically fails all Strength and Dexterity saving throws; attack rolls against a petrified character or creature have advantage. On the other hand, that character or creature is resistant to all damage—quite a contrast from the “every hit a crit” effect of being paralyzed—and is immune to poison and disease for as long as the condition lasts. Use spells or magic items that petrify opponents if you want to neutralize them but not kill them… or if you have all the time in the world to finish them off.

POISONED

There’s poison damage, and then there’s the poisoned condition—two separate things. Inflicting poison damage doesn’t automatically impose the poisoned condition; usually, this condition is the result of a failed Constitution save against a poisonous substance or magic spell. A poisoned character or creature has disadvantage on all attack rolls and ability checks, and that’s it. It significantly reduces ability to function, but it has no effect on the poisoned character’s or creature’s defenses, nor does it inflict continuous damage. Counterintuitively, this is another condition to impose if you want to neutralize but not necessarily kill.

PRONE
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This is what you are when you fall down, are knocked down, or are on your hands and knees in the hope of not being seen. A prone character must crawl, increasing the cost of movement, or spend half their movement speed to stand up again. More important, all their attack rolls while prone have disadvantage, and enemies within 5 feet have advantage on attack rolls against them. However, enemies farther away have disadvantage on their attack rolls, because the prone character presents a smaller target. Thus, you want to target a prone opponent with melee attacks, not ranged attacks. And if enemies are attacking you from range and you don’t care to engage with them, it costs no movement to intentionally drop prone, giving them disadvantage on attack rolls against you. You can even stand up on your turn to shoot back, then drop prone again.

RESTRAINED
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Being restrained is more serious than being grappled. In addition to reducing movement speed to 0, it gives the restrained character disadvantage on Dexterity saving throws, imposes disadvantage on their attack rolls, and confers advantage on all attack rolls against them. A restrained target is a sitting duck for melee attacks, spell attacks, and damaging spells that require Dexterity saves to dodge. However, they do still retain the ability to take actions, which they’ll often (but not always) use to try to break free.

STUNNED
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Being stunned is like being paralyzed, minus the “every hit a crit” effect, and minus being completely mute—one can stammer out a one- or two-word answer to a question, but that’s about it. (Casting a spell is out of the question anyway, because being stunned includes being incapacitated.) Stunned opponents are easy targets for weapon and spell attacks and damaging spells that require Strength or Dexterity saves.

UNCONSCIOUS

An unconscious character is effectively paralyzed, and unaware of what’s going on around them as well; plus, if they happen to regain consciousness, they wake up prone. Usually, once an enemy is unconscious, your job is already done.


CONDITIONS AND COMBINATIONS REFERENCE

	Condition (“Primer”)

	Vulnerability (“Detonator”)




	Blinded

	All weapon and spell attacks




	Charmed

	Charisma (Deception, Intimidation or Persuasion) ability checks




	Paralyzed

	All weapon and spell attacks, especially melee attacks (all hits from attackers within 5 ft are critical hits)

Spells that require Strength or Dexterity saving throws




	Prone

	Melee weapon and spell attacks (attacker must be within 5 ft)




	Restrained

	All weapon and spell attacks

Spells that require Dexterity saving throws




	Stunned

	All weapon and spell attacks

Spells that require Strength or Dexterity saving throws





* Back scabbards, incidentally, are ahistorical nonsense, promulgated by clever film editing. You can carry a sword on your back, but you can’t draw it from your back; it has to be unslung first, and that’s not something your opponent will give you room to do in the middle of a fight. Back quivers are usable, although many archers prefer hip quivers.




PART THREE PLAYING YOUR POSITION
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PARTY COMPOSITION AND POSITIONING

It’s possible, but difficult, to win a battle with nothing but front-line fighters; it’s also possible, but even more difficult, to win a battle with no front-line fighter. Without front-line fighters to occupy enemies’ attention, it becomes essential to be able to quickly and reliably damage or debilitate many of them at once. The best class features and spells for this aren’t available at level 1. (Entangle, hail of thorns and sleep are about the most you can hope for when you’re starting out.)

Thus, a well-rounded party of four to seven characters should have at least two front-line fighters and at least one skirmisher, marksman, or spellslinger. Beyond that, there’s a lot of room for flexibility. But you should always have ways of dealing with both out-in-the-open melee fighters and enemies attacking from range, and at least half your party members should have Constitution, rather than Dexterity, as their primary defensive ability.

When combat begins, your party should spread out as much as possible while still remaining within visual and movement range of one another. Even front-line fighters should move apart a little bit, if they can, so that they aren’t as easily targeted by area-effect spells—but not so far apart that enemies can dart between them. If you’re playing on a square or hex grid, having two open spaces between you is ideal (three or four if one or both of you are wielding weapons with the reach property), unless you need to be closer to take advantage of a class feature such as a paladin aura or the Protection Fighting Style.

Front-line fighters should engage the enemy in melee somewhere roughly in the middle of the battleground. Supporters should take position behind them, just close enough to cast spells on either the front line or the enemy, or to reach the front line with a touch-required healing spell. Shock attackers and skirmishers should stay on the move, constantly repositioning themselves to maximize their attack capability, minimize risk to themselves, and (if they’re using Stealth) stay out of view until they’re ready to strike. Skirmishers, in particular, want to try to hit their enemies from the side or from behind, especially if your DM is using the optional Flanking rule (Dungeon Master’s Guide, chapter 8). Marksmen and spellslingers should take up position more than 30 feet away from the fight, if possible, but within the normal range of their weapons or the maximum range of their spells, behind as much cover as is available, and with the broadest possible view of the action.

When fighting in tight quarters, such as emerging from a passageway into a larger chamber, PCs may struggle to get themselves into suitable positions, especially if those in the back have rolled higher initiative than those in the front. Remember, you can move through an ally’s square or hex; it’s difficult terrain, meaning it costs an extra foot of movement for every foot you travel, but it’s not a total obstruction. And halflings, thanks to the Halfling Nimbleness feature, can also move through the square or hex of an enemy.* What you can’t do is end your move in the same square or hex as another character.

When choosing single-file or double-file marching order, players often think about visibility, having a front and rear guard, and keeping more fragile characters in the middle for protection, but neglect to consider what positions they’ll want to be in when they come upon enemies while emerging from a narrow passage into a more open area. This happens especially often in parties with rangers, who are always eager to lead the marching order but are generally skirmishers or marksmen rather than front-line fighters; and in parties that have skimped on light sources when their front-line fighters lack darkvision, instead letting some other character who does have darkvision take the lead.

Wherever most of your party is, the front-liners should be in front. If you want someone to scout ahead, have them scout way ahead—far enough that if they run into danger, the entire party isn’t threatened. A good scout has Stealth, a better scout has Stealth and darkvision, and the best scout has Stealth, darkvision, and a good movement speed—all the better to hightail it back to the rest of the party with.

If you’re moving through a narrow passage, don’t make the mistake of putting a front-line fighter at the back of your marching order, thinking you need them to guard the rear. Give that position to a skirmisher or a supporter. While not unheard-of, it’s unusual that an enemy will sneak around to hit you from behind; more commonly, the only things behind you are locations that your party has already cleared out. Your next combat encounter is much more likely to be ahead of you, and you don’t want one of your front-line fighters stuck all the way in the back, having to elbow their way past the rest of you in order to take part.

Yes, you can gain cover by standing behind an ally: It’s considered half cover, and it temporarily adds +2 to your armor class. Supporters are the ones who’ll most often be in a position to do this, but shock attackers and skirmishers may be able to as well. Spellslingers and marksmen, if they’re positioning themselves properly, will have cover from allies only in tight quarters; the rest of the time, they should be farther back.

To determine whether an ally is giving you cover or not, draw imaginary lines from any one corner of the attacker’s square or hex to every corner of your square or hex. If at least one of those lines passes through your ally, congratulations, you have half cover. (Your DM may rule, however, that any attack that misses you by just 1 or 2 points damages your “meat shield” instead, if the attack roll equals or exceeds their AC. To avoid this, hide behind allies whose AC is at least 2 points better than yours.)

WAIT FOR IT: THE READY ACTION

Players whose turns come up early in the initiative order but aren’t ready to act yet, whether they’re out of position or they’re waiting to see what an ally or enemy does, will often try to say, “I hold my action.” In fifth edition D&D, there’s no waiting to take your turn until the timing seems better. What we get instead is the Ready action.

Some things are always reactions: opportunity attacks, spells such as shield and counterspell, the Battle Master fighter’s Riposte maneuver. The Ready action allows you to perform an ordinary action as a reaction later in the round, upon the occurrence of whatever triggering condition you choose. For instance, you can say, “I Ready an Attack action against the hobgoblin in front of me, for when I have advantage on the attack.” As soon as anything occurs that grants you advantage on that attack roll, you can execute your attack as a reaction.

Readying Attack actions isn’t a great deal for fighting classes with Extra Attack, because Extra Attack grants its additional attack roll(s) only when you take the Attack action on your turn. If you’re Readying an Attack, you’re not taking the Attack action on your turn—you’re taking the Ready action on your turn, and you’re taking the Attack action on someone else’s turn. Thus, you’ll only get to make the one attack roll that round. On the other hand, it’s excellent for rogues, who can only ever attack once per Attack action anyway, and whose Sneak Attack gives them extra damage once per turn without requiring that the attack take place on their turn.
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Readying Cast a Spell actions, triggered by disadvantage on saving throws imposed on targets, can pay off big for spellcasters. But it can also be risky, because if the trigger condition doesn’t arise before the start of the caster’s next turn, the spell fizzles, and the spell slot used to cast it is spent.

Readying the Dodge action is redundant, because taking the Dodge action gives anyone you can see disadvantage on attack rolls against you, and gives you advantage on Dexterity saving throws, until the start of your next turn. You don’t need to wait until someone attacks you or casts a spell your way to trigger that. Either way, you’re spending your action on Dodging—and taking the Ready action means you’ll have to choose between Dodging when the time comes and using your reaction for something else.

Two actions that combine well with the Ready action are Dash and Hide. Readying Dash is excellent if you want to immediately pursue an enemy that may try to run away, and Readying Hide is useful when an enemy is looking your way on your turn but may be distracted by one of your allies later in the round (“I Ready the Hide action—I’m going to hide behind this pillar as soon as Ludovic attacks that bugbear that’s looking at me right now”).

Anytime you take a Readied action, you have to take it where you are. You can Ready movement (effectively, this is the same as Readying the Dash action), but you can’t combine that movement with any other action. Thus, Ready isn’t a good remedy for being stuck in a hallway in an inconvenient marching order. It also doesn’t work to Ready a Disengage action and bait an enemy into charging you, hoping to slip away when it does: Disengage will immunize you from any opportunity attack you might provoke by moving away, but you won’t be able to move away.
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SNEAKING: THE HIDE AND SEARCH ACTIONS

Stealth is useful for everyone, but shock attackers and skirmishers should pay particular attention to the stealth rules, because they depend on them the most heavily.

There are three approaches you can take with respect to stealth: not even trying to be sneaky; trying to be sneaky; and careful, deliberate stalking. There are four degrees of concealment: You may be seen clearly, seen, unseen, or unseen and unheard (“hidden”). Finally, there are three main benefits you can gain from stealth: surprise, “unseen attacker” advantage on an attack roll, and disadvantage on attack rolls against you.

If you’re not even trying to be sneaky, then enemies are going to know you’re there, they’re going to know where you are, and they can attack you without penalty (except from whatever physical cover you have). If you’re trying to be sneaky, there’s a chance that they may not know you’re there—or, if they do, that they won’t be sure where you are. This uncertainty may allow you to postpone the onset of a combat encounter, giving you a chance to reconnoiter, devise a diplomatic solution, or position yourself for an ambush or Sneak Attack. If you’re carefully and deliberately sneaking up on an enemy, chances are, you’re preparing to ambush your enemy, and you’re hoping to gain surprise and/or advantage.

Being sneaky is where the Hide action comes into play: It’s the action you take to try to approach or slip past other characters or creatures without their seeing or hearing you. Hiding involves making a Dexterity (Stealth) check, the result of which sets the bar for how difficult it will be to notice you. If an enemy’s passive Wisdom (Perception) is greater than your Stealth roll, its senses are too keen (or you’re too clumsy) for you to go unnoticed. If it’s less than your roll, you can move about undetected—unless your enemy starts actively Searching for you. And if it’s equal? Well, that depends.

When approaching unfamiliar situations, entire adventuring parties will often go into “stealth mode.” In this instance, the party makes a group Stealth check (see “Group Checks,” Player’s Handbook, chapter 7), which is contested by the passive Perception of whatever the PCs are trying to sneak past. Thus, even if one or two party members roll miserably, as long as at least half of them roll well enough, whatever blunders those who roll poorly commit are made up for by the adroitness of those who roll well. (Pass without trace is a popular spell whose primary purpose is to enhance these group ability checks.)

Any attempt to Hide has to take place out of clear view of your enemy. Early printings of the Player’s Handbook erroneously stated, “You can’t hide from a creature that can see you”; this rule has been corrected to state, “You can’t hide from a creature that can see you clearly” (emphasis mine), which is open to DM interpretation. Chapter 8 of the Dungeon Master’s Guide includes rules for adjudicating cover and line of sight on a gridded battle map, but these offer no help in determining what “clearly” means. My take is that you can Hide from an observer as long as either conditions of heavy obscurity (thick fog, dense foliage, a crowd of people, etc.) exist between you, or you’re taking cover behind something larger than you are. This doesn’t mean that you’re out of line of sight for attacking purposes, only that you’re obscured well enough to try to disappear from view. Certain features, such as Mask of the Wild and Naturally Stealthy, allow you to Hide under other conditions. Being invisible allows you to Hide anywhere, even right under an enemy’s nose.

If your Stealth overcomes your enemy’s Perception, you’re hidden from that enemy—that is, unseen and unheard—and can move about freely without being noticed, as long as you don’t step out into the open, make a conspicuous noise, or attack. (The verbal components of magic spells are conspicuous.) If you make noise or attack, your enemy will know that you’re there and where you are, but it may still be unable to see you. If you step out into the open, you’re spotted.

In fifth edition D&D, there’s no such thing as a “surprise round.” Rather, as soon as the intention to initiate combat is declared, everyone rolls initiative, and the DM determines which combatants, if any, are surprised. Combatants who perceive no threat at the start of the round are surprised, which means they can’t move or take actions on their first turn and can’t take reactions until that turn is ended. If their initiative rolls are high enough, this turn may occur before the first attack does. Combatants who do perceive a threat aren’t surprised; they take their turns normally and can take reactions beforehand. If their initiative rolls are high enough, they may see the surprise attack about to occur and be able to preempt it.

Surprise doesn’t confer advantage on attack rolls, but being unseen does. You gain advantage on your attack roll if your target can’t see you—a crucial rule for rogues, who should always be looking for sources of advantage with which to trigger Sneak Attack and who can Hide as a bonus action starting at level 2. You don’t have to be hidden from your target to gain advantage, just unseen.

Once you make that attack, you give your position away. However, even though your target knows where you are, it may still be unable to see you, depending on where you are and what’s going on around you—for instance, if you’re obscured by pitch darkness, pea-soup fog, or a greater invisibility spell. Unless one of these special situations applies, if your target has line of sight on you, it sees you.

It’s easy to gain unseen-attacker advantage if you’re making ranged weapon or spell attacks. But what if you’re hidden behind a bush and your target is 20 feet away from you? Can you dart out from your hiding place and make a melee attack with unseen-attacker advantage?

The answer is usually no. However, according to chapter 7 of the Player’s Handbook, “under certain circumstances, the Dungeon Master might allow you to stay hidden as you approach a creature that is distracted, allowing you to gain advantage on an attack before you are seen” (emphasis mine).

If you only have to move a short distance and your target is actively engaged in melee with one of your allies, you can probably obtain unseen-attacker advantage despite crossing open terrain; if the area is heavily obscured, you gain it automatically (although it may be canceled out by your being blinded). If your target’s attention is merely occupied by something else, or if the area is lightly obscured, your DM might ask you to make one more Stealth check, contested by your target’s passive Perception, to determine whether you can cover the distance quickly and quietly enough to avoid drawing notice. If you’re crossing an open plaza in broad daylight to waylay a guard on sentry duty, forget it. Use common sense, and don’t antagonize your DM with silly rationalizations for foolhardy stunts. And remember, you can only gain advantage this way when you start your maneuver hidden. If you’re merely unseen, you lose your edge as soon as you emerge from cover.

At other times, you may Hide defensively, taking cover from an enemy that’s coming after you. As long as your foe can’t see you, it has disadvantage on attack rolls against you. As long as you’re hidden—that is, as long as your opponent can’t see or hear you—it may or may not know exactly where you are, or even whether you’re still in the vicinity, and it may aim an attack someplace you’re not. However, neither being unseen nor being hidden spares you from area effects; you still have to make saving throws normally against those.

If you’re unseen but not hidden, careful observers can track your movement by listening for your footfalls, watching the ground for footprints, noticing things being jostled, and so forth. If you want to be certain your movements won’t be noted, you’ll need to take the Hide action again. (Pass without trace dampens all these signs—as long as you’re within range of the caster.) Also, note that lightly and heavily obscured conditions penalize only Perception checks that rely on sight. When you try to Hide in these conditions, an observer’s passive Perception or active Perception check may be enough to allow it to hear you even though it can’t see you.

What if you know an enemy is somewhere nearby but you can’t see where? The Search action gives you the opportunity to make an active Perception check to locate your enemy rather than have to rely on your passive Perception. And since you can shout, whisper, or nonverbally signal to your companions on your turn at no action economy cost, you can alert them to your target’s location at the same time. (Maybe don’t shout if you’re hiding.)

Because sneaking is a contest between the sneaker’s Stealth check and the sneakee’s passive Perception or active Perception check, a tie always maintains the status quo. In other words, if you roll a 12 on your Stealth check, and your enemy’s passive Perception is 12, whether that enemy detects you depends on whether or not it already knows you’re there. If you’re hidden when you enter its range of sight and hearing, you stay hidden. However, if you’re diving for cover after it’s already spotted you, it doesn’t lose sight of you.
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“PLAN B”: THE DODGE, DASH, AND DISENGAGE ACTIONS

Because of the turn-based nature of D&D, a combatant who wants to retreat from melee with an opponent of equal speed is confronted with a difficult and unpleasant choice: If the combatant uses their action to Disengage, then uses their full movement speed to retreat, the opponent can use its full movement speed to close the distance again, then use its action to Attack. But if the combatant uses their action to Dash, they risk getting struck by an opportunity attack upon leaving the opponent’s zone of control.

It seems unfair, but retreating from combat is difficult in reality, too. Even when executing an orderly retreat, real-life combatants have to hope that their opponents won’t pursue them. Pursuit can often mean death for those assigned to run interference.

Fifth edition D&D provides three ways of getting out of a combat situation: Dodge, Dash, and Disengage.

The Dodge action imposes disadvantage on all incoming attacks from visible opponents (and also grants advantage on Dexterity saving throws). After Dodging, you have your full movement speed available; if you move out of your opponent’s reach, however, you’re subject to an opportunity attack. Dodge is a good idea for combatants with high Armor Class and a bad idea for combatants with low Armor Class.

The Dash action effectively allows you to double your speed by granting you your full movement as an action, then granting it again as your movement. If you move out of your opponent’s reach, you’re subject to an opportunity attack. Dash offers the best chance of escape, regardless of speed or Armor Class, but at the cost of up to one attack’s worth of combat damage per opponent.

The Disengage action lets you move out of your opponent’s reach in a calculated fashion that denies opportunity attacks. After Disengaging, you have your full movement speed available. Disengage won’t reduce damage from a stubborn pursuer, but it does offer a faster combatant a chance to get away from a slower opponent completely damage-free.

If you have allies in the area, these actions open up more options. If your AC is high, Dodging can waste your opponent’s time while your allies bombard it with missile weapons or spells—a good option for skirmishers. Dashing past an ally means that any would-be pursuer will have to pass through their zone of control to get at you—a good trick for shock attackers who’ve already done the most damage they’re going to do. And Disengaging always makes sense if there’s a less injured or more durable ally willing to step in and serve as your rearguard.

Conversely, if your opponent has allies, and you’re engaged in melee with more than one of them, Dodging or Dashing away may subject you to multiple opportunity attacks, making Disengaging more attractive. Front-liners, who are most likely to find themselves surrounded, should keep this in mind.

Whether your opponent has Extra Attack or Multiattack matters, too. An opportunity attack is a reaction, so even enemies with Extra Attack or Multiattack get only one swipe at you as you leave their reach. But if you Dodge and they catch up to you, they get all their attacks against you, albeit with disadvantage. In this instance, you’re better off Dashing. It’s worth it to risk one attack in order to avoid a second, third, or fourth.


RETREAT ACTIONS REFERENCE

	Action

	When to Use It

	When Not to Use It




	Dodge

	
	High AC

	Stalling while allies attack



	
	Low AC

	Engaged in melee with more than one opponent

	Invisible opponent(s)






	Dash

	
	Urgent need to escape; can still afford to take one hit from melee opponent

	Opponent has Extra Attack/Multiattack

	Invisible, or area heavily obscured



	
	Engaged in melee with more than one opponent

	Can’t afford to take even a single hit from melee opponent






	Disengage

	
	Engaged in melee with more than one opponent

	Faster than opponent(s)

	Allies available to engage pursuer(s)



	
	Opponent(s) very likely to give chase







Poor visibility conditions complicate combat, and one of the ways they do so is by making it easier for the losing side to retreat. An enemy that can’t see you can’t make an opportunity attack against you, so conditions that heavily obscure visibility, such as fog, make it possible to Dash away risk-free. This assumes, however, that everyone is under the same visibility condition. Invisibility is a huge advantage for an evacuee and a pursuer alike; so are darkvision, blindsight, and truesight when light sources have been extinguished. If you can’t see your enemy, Dodging does nothing for you.

If you truly want more than anything else to get away, and you’re engaged with no more than one melee opponent, Dash. You may take a hit on the way out, but only one—and if your opponent can’t see you, you won’t suffer even that much.

If you have backup, a high movement speed and/or a good measure of confidence that your opponent won’t pursue, or you’re engaged with more than one opponent, Disengage.

If you’re especially hard to hit, because of armor, Dexterity, or both, and you want to give your allies time to land additional hits, Dodge. But be wary of Dodging when you have multiple opponents attacking you, when a single opponent has Extra Attack or Multiattack, or when one or more of your opponents is invisible to you.

MANAGING RESOURCES BETWEEN RESTS

Many of your most useful class tactics are limited resources, replenished either with a short rest (lunch break) or a long rest (good night’s sleep), which means you need to develop a sense for how quickly you can burn through your uses of them.

The “standard” adventuring day, in fifth edition D&D, includes six combat encounters between long rests. Yet in a survey of players and DMs, the game’s designers learned that the average number of combat encounters between long rests is… one! How could there be such an incredible discrepancy between vision and reality?

To borrow a couple of concepts from Blake Snyder’s screenwriting primer Save the Cat!, D&D adventures tend to fall into one of two categories: “Golden Fleece” and “Monster in the House.” Golden Fleece stories are quests in which the journey is as important as the destination. They stretch out unhurriedly over miles and weeks. Monster in the House stories are claustrophobic, intense, action-packed. They compress their story into a confined space, and as each threat is conquered, a new one looms.

Subterranean dungeon-delving is a Monster in the House kind of adventure—and the first thing many people, probably including the game’s designers themselves, think of when they hear “Dungeons & Dragons.” Since each day’s journey takes you deeper and deeper, retreating to the surface becomes less and less feasible. Taking a short rest after each encounter—let alone a long rest—eventually becomes ridiculous, because the battles are coming so hard and fast. You’re invaders, basically, and you’re trespassing on the turf of creatures that don’t want you there. They’re not going to give you a moment’s peace if they can help it. These are your six-encounter days.

But Golden Fleece adventures in which PCs must often travel from one location to another are common, especially when DMs write their own material. When you’re spending a couple of weeks on the road, if you had to struggle through half a dozen conflicts each day, it would rapidly become unbearable. Instead, DMs will condense a two-week journey to include, say, just two or three combat encounters along the way. Since every day of travel naturally ends with a long rest, these are your one-encounter days.

How you pace your consumption of Rage, Bardic Inspiration, Channel Divinity, Wild Shape, Combat Superiority, Ki, Lay On Hands, and Font of Magic—and, of course, your hit dice and spell slots—depends a great deal on whether you’re in a Golden Fleece situation or a Monster in the House situation.

Are you on a multiple-day journey on the road or through the wilderness, stopping to camp at the end of each day? Is this trip one chapter of your story, with the next chapter still physically far off? Will you get there when you get there? In this case, you’re most likely in a Golden Fleece situation, and you can use every feature at your disposal with relative confidence that a second encounter isn’t going to follow too closely on the heels of the first (if it does, you’ve just learned something about your DM that you’ll want to remember in the future).

In a Monster in the House situation, though, you may need to be stingier. Are you exploring a single location comprising many distinct spaces, most or all of which are likely to be inhabited by hostile creatures? Once you’re inside, is it difficult or inconvenient to go back outside to rest, then enter again? Are you racing against the clock? All these conditions point to a Monster in the House situation, and you should take them as a signal to exercise certain powers parsimoniously.

Rage, for instance, replenishes with a long rest. If you have two uses of Rage available, you need to save at least one use for what you believe is going to be the toughest battle of the day. The same is true of Bardic Inspiration (through level 4), Lay On Hands, and Font of Magic.

Wild Shape, on the other hand, replenishes with just a short rest. If you have two uses of Wild Shape available, even in a six-encounter day, you have the option to use it in every battle if it seems likely to help—and if not, you can bank it for a noncombat use, such as reconnaissance. The same is true of Bardic Inspiration (starting at level 5), Channel Divinity, Combat Superiority, and Ki.

Then there are spell slots. Wizards and Circle of the Land druids can gain a few of their slots back with a short rest, and Warlocks regain all their 1st- through 5th-level slots with a short rest (although they also have considerably fewer of them), but for everyone else, spell slots require a long rest to replenish. Especially at low levels, this makes leveled spells a scarce resource, to be pulled out at key moments in battle: the beginning, the end, or the moment when you realize a battle is starting to swing in your opponents’ favor. The hairier things get, the more you should fall back on cantrips at other times, since they cost nothing to cast but an action (and maybe a cheap material component).

In general, think of abilities that replenish with a long rest as “n-per-day” abilities, and abilities that replenish with a short or long rest as “n-per-encounter” abilities—and keep in mind that when you’re in a Monster in the House kind of adventure, “n-per-encounter” is really more like “n-per-two-encounters.”


CLASS RESOURCE REFERENCE

	Class

	Long Rest

(Budget by Day)

	Short or Long Rest

(Budget by Encounter)




	Barbarian

	
	Rage



	




	Bard

	
	Bardic Inspiration (level 1–4)

	Spellcasting



	
	Bardic Inspiration (level 5+)






	Cleric

	
	Spellcasting

	Eyes of the Grave1

	Sentinel at Death’s Door1

	Warding Flare2

	Wrath of the Storm3

	War Priest4



	
	Channel Divinity






	Druid

	
	Spellcasting

	Balm of the Summer Court5

	Hidden Paths5



	
	Wild Shape






	Fighter

	
	Spellcasting6

	Unwavering Mark7

	Warding Maneuver7

	Fighting Spirit8



	
	Action Surge

	Second Wind

	Combat Superiority9

	Arcane Shot10






	Monk

	

	
	Ki






	Paladin

	
	Divine Sense

	Lay On Hands

	Spellcasting

	Cleansing Touch



	
	Channel Divinity






	Ranger

	
	Spellcasting

	Hunter’s Sense11



	




	Rogue

	
	Spellcasting12

	Unerring Eye13



	




	Sorcerer

	
	Font of Magic

	Spellcasting



	




	Warlock

	
	Mystic Arcanum



	
	Pact Magic






	Wizard

	
	Spellcasting



	





1 Grave domain only

2 Light domain only

3 Tempest domain only

4 War domain only

5 Circle of Dreams only

6 Eldritch Knight archetype only

7 Cavalier archetype only

8 Samurai archetype only

9 Battle Master archetype only

10 Arcane Archer archetype only

11 Monster Slayer archetype only

12 Arcane Trickster archetype only

13 Mastermind archetype only

SPELLS AND SPELL SLOTS

Spellcasters are constantly confronted with the dilemma of what spell to cast and what level spell slot to use to cast it, and waiting to consider your options until it’s your turn is one of the most common sources of action lag in combat. If you have many spells in your repertoire, you owe it to yourself and your fellow players to make standing decisions about when and how you’ll cast each one.

Each time you acquire a spell, make a little note in the margin of your character sheet (or in a notebook—your own “spellbook”) that you can refer to later, including such information as:


	Is it a spell attack, a spell that requires a saving throw to resist, or neither?

	What’s the range?

	What’s the area of effect?

	Does it impose a debilitating condition—in particular, blinded, charmed, paralyzed, prone, restrained, or stunned?

	Can its power be increased by spending a higher-level spell slot to cast it? (Because of how Pact Magic works, warlocks do this all the time—and, in fact, have no choice in the matter—so they can ignore this question.)

	When should I cast this spell?



Spell attacks work just like weapon attacks: You make an attack roll with a d20 and either hit or miss. You can have advantage or disadvantage on the roll. Armor and cover matter. The burden of success is on the attacker. Spells that require saving throws, on the other hand, place the burden of resistance on the defender. They can have advantage or disadvantage on a saving throw to resist it. Any advantage or disadvantage you may have doesn’t matter, nor does armor; cover matters only on Dexterity saves.

The same variables—proficiency and spellcasting ability modifier—are used to calculate spell attack modifier and spell save DC, so there’s no such thing as a spellcaster who’s better at spell attacks than at saving-throw spells, nor vice versa. Every caster is equally good at both. (Wild Magic sorcerers have an extra incentive to make spell attacks, however, because Tides of Chaos grants advantage on d20 rolls.)

There’s a useful table in chapter 8 of the Dungeon Master’s Guide, “Targets in Area of Effect,” whose intended purpose is to determine how many targets are affected by an area-effect spell in “theater of the mind” combat. I like to use it another way as well: as a rough guide to the minimum number of targets you should be able to affect with a spell for it to be worth spending the spell slot to cast. The rule of thumb is one target per 30 feet of length for a linear-effect spell, such as lightning bolt; one target per 10 feet of size for a spell with a conical area of effect, such as burning hands; one target per 5 feet of radius for a circular, spherical, or cylindrical area of effect, such as spike growth, sleep, or moonbeam; and one target per 5 feet of size for a square or cubical area of effect, such as entangle or faerie fire. (Round fractions up.)

Thus, to use sleep as an example, its 20-foot radius means it’s reasonable to expect to be able to affect four targets with it. If you can cast it on more than four at a time, it’s a no-brainer; if you can only get two or three, it’s not worth spending the spell slot on unless you have another good reason to cast it. A very compelling reason, such as “Nothing else will work” or “I’m about to die,” is needed to cast an area-effect spell against a single target.

Spells that impose the blinded, paralyzed, prone, restrained, or stunned condition are useful as combo primers. Move these spells higher up your priority list when one of your allies has an ability that can detonate the combo before your target(s) can recover.

I generally refer to using a higher-level spell slot to cast the spell as “boosting” it; another common term is “upcasting.” Sleep, for example, can be boosted by casting it with a 2nd- or higher-level spell slot: Each slot level above 1st gives you an extra two dice to roll when determining its effect. In a sense, it’s no longer a 1st-level spell, but rather a 2nd- or higher-level spell with the same effect as the 1st-level version, only stronger. But only in a sense, because spells of a higher base level always add a certain something that spells of a lower base level lack.

When should you use a higher-level spell slot to boost a spell? This decision is primarily a function of opportunity cost: what you lose the ability to do as a result of your choice. In the case of spell slots, that has a lot to do with their scarcity.

Once you acquire 2nd-level spells, your 1st-level spell slots will always be the most abundant—fully refreshed, you’ll have four. Your top-level spell slots will always be the scarcest, except for one little pocket that falls at level 6 for full casters, levels 11 and 12 for “half-casters” (paladins and rangers), and levels 16 through 18 for “one-third-casters” (Eldritch Knight fighters and Arcane Trickster rogues), where you’ll have an equal number of 2nd- and 3rd-level slots.

Thus, one way to approach deciding whether to boost a spell is to divide your spells up by tier, according to the number of slots you have at each level. A level 1 wizard has only one spell tier; a level 6 wizard has two tiers, 1st-level and 2nd-/3rd-level; a level 9 wizard has three tiers, 1st-level, 2nd-/3rd-/4th-level, and 5th-level; and so on. Then, as a general rule, use spell slots to cast spells of levels within the same tier, but not to cast spells of a level from another tier.

Your 1st-level slots can only be used to cast 1st-level spells. These are typically basic utility spells, even the ones that deal damage; it’s rare that a 1st-level spell boosted to nth level is anywhere as good as an actual nth-level spell (cure wounds being the clearest exception to the rule). Therefore, you may as well stick to using your 1st-level slots to cast them. At the other end of the scale, your top-level spells can only be cast using your top-level slots. Therefore, you should save your top-level slots for these spells, unless you’re certain that you won’t need to cast them before you can replenish your spell slots. In any tier that spans more than one spell level, your spell slots are more interchangeable, and you can feel freer to use higher-level slots to boost lower-level spells.

Is it better to use a 3rd-level slot to boost scorching ray or to cast fireball, an actual 3rd-level spell? It depends. Scorching ray is a spell attack; fireball requires a saving throw to resist. Scorching ray tops out at a fixed number of dice worth of damage; fireball’s total damage depends on how many targets are caught in it. Conceivably, if they were packed together tightly enough, a fireball could broil more than fifty opponents—but if they’re spread across a large area, it may be impossible to target more than one or two at a time. With scorching ray, on the other hand, if you have only one target in range, you can aim every ray at that target.

These considerations are why it’s important to make standing decisions regarding what situations call for which spells: Rather than have to weigh your options mid-turn, you can simply compare the facts on the ground with criteria that you’ve established in advance. For instance, you may decide that you’ll cast fireball when four or more opponents are clustered within a 20-foot radius of a given point, or when two or three are within such a circle and also paralyzed, restrained, or stunned; and scorching ray when you have advantage on attack rolls against a number of opponents less than or equal to the number of rays, or when they’re scattered widely across the battlefield, or when you have allies intermingled with them. Now that you’ve made this decision, when the choice comes down to one or the other in the middle of combat, knowing which one to cast is a snap.

CLASS TACTICS

Unless you want your combat encounters to bog down badly, you’ll need to develop skill at making decisions on the fly. The key to doing this without getting stuck, confused, or overwhelmed is to distinguish between standing decisions and situational decisions. Standing decisions are choices that you, as a player, have decided make sense for your character most or all of the time, so that they come to define your play style. The more of these decisions you can make ahead of time, the less they’ll clutter your thinking mid-game, freeing you up to think only about the situational decisions you have to make. And if you can decide beforehand on criteria for resolving these situational decisions, they’ll also consume less of your cognitive candlepower.

Most of the standing and situational decisions you’ll need to make will relate to your character’s combat role and class, and they’ll evolve as your character advances in level.

BARBARIAN: RISK VS. REWARD


[image: Image]

The barbarian is a high-risk, high-reward class, especially at low levels. As your character goes up in level, the risks diminish, and the rewards increase, but you still have to make decisions about when and how to take these risks.

Take Rage, the barbarian’s defining feature. This feature grants resistance to physical damage, advantage on Strength checks and Strength saving throws, and extra damage on melee weapon attacks. It’s what makes the barbarian effective as a shock attacker. The downside? Limited usage. At level 1, you can use it only twice per long rest. You absolutely want to have this feature available during your toughest battle of the day, and you don’t necessarily know when that’s going to occur. (You do, at least, get one chance to guess wrong.)

Rage grants you advantage on Strength checks and reduces the bludgeoning, piercing, and slashing damage you take by half. Because of this, while Raging, you can grapple an opponent with advantage on the attack roll, then take them with you as you fall from a great height. The fall hurts both of you, but it hurts you only half as much, because you’re Raging!

The level 2 feature Reckless Attack is risk vs. reward distilled to its purest essence. You get advantage on all your Strength-based melee weapon attack rolls for one turn; in exchange, your opponents get advantage on all their attack rolls against you. If you need to drop an enemy quickly, Reckless Attack may be worth the risk. Also, if you want to draw enemies’ attention to yourself, as opposed to, say, a badly injured companion, this will give them an incentive to attack you instead. On the other hand, if you’re surrounded, giving advantage on attack rolls to multiple enemies is a terrible idea. Once you reach level 5 and get Extra Attack, Reckless Attack becomes more powerful; against enemies who have Extra Attack or Multiattack themselves, it’s riskier. As a general rule, you should use Reckless Attack if and only if you’ll get to make at least as many attacks in your turn as all the opponents attacking you will get to make on theirs, combined.

On the Path of the Berserker, the Frenzy feature gives you an additional melee attack as a bonus action, starting on your second turn of Rage. The cost is one level of exhaustion. Frenzying once per long rest is safe, twice is pushing it, and three times is a dangerously bad idea, even for a barbarian. Use this feature when you’re certain that the current combat encounter is going to be your toughest fight of the day.

If you follow the Path of the Totem Warrior, you’ll have to choose a totem spirit. The Bear totem spirit makes you an even more formidable front-line fighter, as it gives you resistance to every type of damage except psychic while you’re Raging. If you choose this totem spirit, it falls to you to take down enemies who wield magic weapons or deal elemental damage. The Eagle totem spirit, while you’re Raging, gives enemies disadvantage on opportunity attacks against you and lets you Dash as a bonus action, making you a superior shock attacker, since you can worry less about leaving the zone of control of one opponent in order to strike another. The Wolf totem spirit is good for barbarians in a party with other front-line fighters, since it gives your allies advantage on melee attacks against enemies adjacent to you. The more front-line allies, the better.

At level 14, these totem spirits grant additional benefits: Bear spirit barbarians monopolize their enemies’ attention in a manner similar to the paladin’s compelled duel spell (another front-line enhancement), Eagle spirit barbarians can fly short distances, and Wolf spirit barbarians can spend a bonus action to knock an enemy prone (enhancing their shock attack power).

The Path of the Ancestral Guardian turns you into a sort of barbarian paladin, laying upon you the responsibility of focusing your attacks on those enemies that are likely to attack your weaker companions. This is because of the level 3 Ancestral Protectors feature, which imposes disadvantage and reduced damage on an enemy who’s attacking (or who’s likely to attack) someone other than you. That makes this path less ideal for barbarians built as front-line fighters and much more suitable for those built as shock attackers, because you have to be ready and willing to chase those enemies down wherever they may be. You also have to be mobile to use your level 6 Spirit Shield feature to best effect.

The Storm Herald and Zealot path features are uncomplicated and generally only give you incentives to do what you were going to do anyway. They don’t require much in the way of decision-making.

BARD: THE CONDUCTOR
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In terms of battlefield positioning, bards are usually spellslingers, sometimes supporters. But in terms of their function, it might be more accurate to describe them as controllers, because so many of their spells are enchantments or illusions that can manipulate the behavior of others. A bard can and should use these spells to dictate the course and tempo of combat, not least by setting up tactical combinations for their allies to finish.

Bardic Inspiration is a bonus action, which you can use a number of times equal to your Charisma modifier per long rest. You can inspire only one ally per use, so you need to decide whether to spread these uses over multiple encounters, use them preemptively when you believe a big battle is imminent (the effects last 10 minutes), or devote more than one turn’s bonus actions to this purpose. The last option poses a conflict only if you have other bonus actions you may want to take instead, such as casting healing word, or if the party needs to hit the ground running.

Bards of the College of Lore can use the Cutting Words feature and spend their Bardic Inspiration as a reaction to undermine enemies’ attack and damage rolls. You need to be alert and announce your use of Cutting Words before your DM announces the result of a roll. Because Bardic Inspiration is your stock-in-trade, you don’t want to blow it all on Cutting Words, but this is a useful addition to your action economy that you can pull out at a key moment to help an ally who’s in danger. Mathematically, it’s almost as good as imposing disadvantage on your enemy’s attack roll, but at low levels, it’s smarter to apply it to a damage roll than to an attack roll. If you apply it to an attack roll, your chances of turning a hit into a miss are low, and if the attack hits, it will do all the damage it normally would. But if you apply it to a damage roll, a reduction in damage is guaranteed.

Bards of the College of Valor can use the Combat Inspiration feature and allow an inspired ally to add a Bardic Inspiration die to their own damage, or use it to defend themself in the same manner as the College of Lore bard’s use of Cutting Words. The difference is that the ally gets to see the incoming attack roll before deciding whether to spend the die, so there’s a much greater degree of control.

The level 14 feature Battle Magic enhances a College of Valor bard’s action economy, but the bard has to somehow be able to cast a spell and wield a weapon at the same time. This means the bard will have to forgo the use of a musical instrument as a spellcasting focus and use material components for the spell instead.

College of Valor bards gain proficiency with medium armor, which gives them more of the durability they’ll need if they’re going to function as supporters rather than spellslingers.

The College of Glamour level 3 feature Mantle of Inspiration is decent in general, but it really shines when your party includes shock attackers and skirmishers, because these mobile fighters are going to get the best use out of the ability to move as a reaction, without incurring opportunity attacks. But Mantle of Inspiration is also good as a means of rescuing spellslingers and marksmen who are coming under attack by melee fighters. Spellslingers, in particular, will be grateful for that handful of temporary hit points.

Bards of the College of Swords, rather than always hide behind the front line, are equipped to dive right into the fray—at least for a round. Their most important situational decision is which option to choose when they use their level 3 Blade Flourish feature and land a hit. All three options deal extra damage, but each one has an additional side effect. Defensive Flourish boosts your Armor Class, which you’ll want if you’re taking on the role of a tanky front-liner or a distracting skirmisher. Slashing Flourish lets you do a bit of damage to a second target of your choice, which is handy when you’re fending off a bunch of weaker enemies. Mobile Flourish, uniquely, allows you to move an enemy in any direction you please, which may be the ultimate expression of the bard’s essence as controller of battles.

The College of Whispers is a tricky one. Its one specifically combat-oriented feature, Psychic Blades, requires a successful weapon attack to take effect. But in general, bards of the College of Whispers, like bards of the College of Lore, have no great aptitude for combat with weapons. It’s probably wise to keep this feature in reserve as a trick to pull from your sleeve in self-defense, and otherwise stick to spellcasting.

CLERIC: HOW MAY I HELP YOU?
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Not only are clerics found more often in a supporter role than in any other, they’re the quintessential support class. How they support their allies—aside from healing, clerics’ stock-in-trade—is determined to a great extent by their divine domains, the names of which are self-explanatory.

Clerics can draw on the favor of the deities they worship; that favor isn’t infinite, though. At levels 1 through 5, they can use their Channel Divinity feature only once per short or long rest; at levels 6 through 17, they can use it twice per rest. Since this works out to one or two uses of Channel Divinity every one or two combat encounters, you’ll need to hone your sense of what is and isn’t the right moment to call on You-Know-Who.

The one Channel Divinity feature available to all clerics is Turn Undead. This doesn’t destroy undead creatures; it only drives them away for one minute if they fail their saving throws, and they’ll head right for you again if they take any damage. Use this feature to stall for time—time enough to heal up a bit, maybe—or if you can drive the undead into a room and lock them in there. Turn Undead becomes significantly more valuable at level 5, when clerics gain Destroy Undead.

Life clerics can Channel Divinity to Preserve Life, which heals a generous number of hit points but can’t raise any character above half their hit point maximum. The time to use this spell is when you have one or more party members who are seriously injured—down to 40 percent of their full hit points or less—too early in the adventuring day for a long rest to be feasible. This boost may mean they don’t have to spend all their hit dice during short rests just to stay ambulatory.

Light clerics have Radiance of the Dawn, which does impressive radiant damage over a decent radius. It’s potent against swarms of weak creatures and weak against small numbers of strong creatures. The 30-foot range, implicitly circular, is broad enough that you shouldn’t waste it on fewer than half a dozen enemies, unless you can get all your enemies with it.

Nature clerics’ Charm Animals and Plants is one instance in which charming enemies in combat may be genuinely useful, because you’re not charming just one at a time—it has the same range as Radiance of the Dawn, above, so you can potentially charm a whole pack of wolves at once, for example. It’s not a sure thing, though, so don’t use it without a plan for what to do when only half the wolves in the pack are charmed.

Other level 2 Channel Divinity features are either self-defense measures (Invoke Duplicity), attack enhancers (Guided Strike, Destructive Wrath, Path to the Grave), or largely irrelevant to combat (Knowledge of the Ages, Artisan’s Blessing), although Knowledge of the Ages does contain one sneaky exploit: If you’re being grappled, you can use it to gain temporary proficiency in Athletics or Acrobatics in order to help you escape.

The level 10 feature Divine Intervention is even more tightly restricted than Channel Divinity: Not only can you use it only once per long rest, if your deity does intervene, you can’t use it again for another seven days. Really, this isn’t an n-per-day feature—it’s a once-per-episode feature. Use it accordingly.

At levels 6 and 8, clerics gain various domain-specific features not subject to the limitations of Channel Divinity. Mostly these are either passive abilities or attack enhancers, but a couple of them are more situation-specific. Life clerics’ Blessed Healer feature encourages them to cast healing spells in the midst of combat, rather than wait till afterward, since these heal the healer as well as the target. Light clerics’ Improved Flare lets them impose disadvantage on attacks against allies, which they should use when the damage an attacker can deal far outstrips its target’s ability to absorb it. Nature clerics can do something similar with Dampen Elements and should do so in the same situation. Also, Trickery clerics get an extra Channel Divinity option in Cloak of Shadows, which they can use to set themselves up to attack with advantage, and War clerics get War God’s Blessing, which lets them confer a +10 attack bonus upon an ally. Shock attackers are especially good candidates for this benediction. Grave clerics’ Sentinel at Death’s Door feature allows them to demote a limited number of critical hits to regular hits—so keep your ears open and be ready to cut in anytime the DM says “natural 20.”

DRUID: BEAST OR BACKUP?
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Wild Shape is the most significant feature that all druids possess (from level 2 onward, anyway) and the one that distinguishes them from all other classes. The fundamental decision they must make is when to use Wild Shape, as opposed to retaining their humanoid form and functioning more or less like a Nature cleric.

Wild Shape gives druids a reservoir of free hit points: If you drop to 0 hp as an animal, you revert to humanoid form with all, or nearly all, of the hit points you had before you transformed. Also, druids’ beast forms possess melee attacks that do more damage than a staff does, and some of them (including boar, panther, and wolf) can knock their opponents prone, giving adjacent allies advantage on melee attacks against them. Druids in humanoid form are supporters or, less often, spellslingers, but druids in beast form become front-line fighters. So part of this decision entails determining which your party needs more at the moment: a healer and controller, or another durable damage-dealer.

Each druid circle imposes a slight bias on this decision. Circle of the Land druids are more effective spellcasters, biasing them toward support. Circle of the Moon druids transform more quickly and into more powerful beasts, biasing them toward Wild Shape and front-line fighting. Circle of the Shepherd druids’ features, especially at middle to high levels, augment the effects of conjuration spells, biasing them toward support; the creatures they conjure will do the front-line fighting for them. Circle of Dreams druids have no bias either toward spellcasting or shapechanging: Aside from Balm of the Summer Court, a level 2 healing feature, all their features are movement enhancers that are most useful during exploration. (The lack of any enhancement to Wild Shape, however, may be a kind of bias toward support spellcasting in and of itself.)

If you’re playing the nature cleric role, and you get engaged by a melee attacker, cast shillelagh (bonus action) so that you can get some value out of that staff that, 90 percent of the time, is just your druidic focus. Otherwise, if you chose Strength as your dump stat, that staff is going to hit like a wet noodle.

FIGHTER: SET ’EM UP, KNOCK ’EM DOWN
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Fighters can go a long way on just a handful of standing decisions, without having to make many situational decisions at all. The two most important of these standing decisions are made, by implication, when you choose your Fighting Style and your Martial Archetype. Two others that all fighters will have to make, regardless of martial archetype, are when to use the Second Wind and Action Surge features.

Once per rest, you can use a bonus action to get your Second Wind and regain some hit points. You don’t want to wait too long, but you’d also rather not regain more hit points than you’ve lost, because any excess points are wasted. My suggestion: At levels 1 and 2, use Second Wind when you’re down to 40 percent of your maximum hit points or fewer. At levels 3 and above, use it when you’re down to 50 percent or fewer. If there’s some other tactically advantageous bonus action available to you, take it at level 3 or above, but at level 1 or 2, forget it—it’s more important that you get your Second Wind.

Action Surge, gained at level 2, lets you take an additional action once per rest. As a front-line fighter—especially one with Extra Attack, once you gain that feature—you’ll usually spend this on another Attack action, and a good time to use it is in the third round of combat, when you’ll want to be wrapping things up. Skirmishers, on the other hand, can get creative with this feature, Attacking, Dashing, Disengaging, Dodging, and/or Hiding in a single turn.

If you’re using Action Surge to take two Attack actions and you have allies close or adjacent to you, you may consider using your first attack to shove your opponent prone, so that both you and they have advantage on your follow-ups (it’s not worth it for yourself alone until you get your second Extra Attack at level 11). This tactic has the most value against heavily armored opponents, who are more likely to be able to withstand your melee attack than to win the contest between your Athletics skill and their Athletics or Acrobatics skill.

As a fighter, when you choose your Fighting Style, you’re deciding what type of weapon you’re going to favor and where on the battlefield you’ll be using it most. If you choose Archery, you’re going to be a skirmisher or a marksman. If you choose Protection, you’re going to be on the front line most of the time, and fighting as if you were even when you’re not. Ditto if you choose Great Weapon Fighting, since there’s no such thing as a versatile or two-handed finesse weapon. Since finesse weapon attack and damage rolls can be made with either Strength or Dexterity, and light martial weapons are also finesse weapons, Two-Weapon fighters can be either front-liners or skirmishers; Defense and Dueling fighters can also go either way.

Your martial archetype, at level 3, is your final decisive style statement. If you’d rather swing than think, go Champion, and you’ll be set for life. If you like the idea of being able to cast spells on the front line but don’t want to commit to full-on multiclassing, you can go Eldritch Knight. If you want to be a relentless tank with a veneer of courtly polish, you can go Samurai. But if you’re reading this book for tactical tips, you should probably choose Arcane Archer, Cavalier, or my favorite martial archetype, Battle Master, which I consider the single best thing D&D has ever done for the fighter class.

The Battle Master’s Maneuvers are where the full tactical glory of the fighter class reveals itself, and they also account for most of the Battle Master’s situational decision-making. The Player’s Handbook explains how each Maneuver works; here, I’ll explain what each one means.

Commander’s Strike. If there’s someone in your party who can do more damage in a single weapon attack than you can, you tell them to take the shot in your stead. Especially good if you’ve got a marksman in your party, because they’ll hardly ever need to reposition before attacking.

Disarming Attack. Divest your foe of that high-damage polearm, magic weapon, or powerful artifact.

Distracting Strike. A combo primer that sets up an ally’s next attack. Pay attention to the initiative order, and make sure your ally takes their turn before your opponent does. Especially good if the next party member to attack your opponent is a shock attacker, marksman, or spellslinger (but in the last case, note that it applies only to ranged spell attacks, not to area-effect spells).

Evasive Footwork. A delaying tactic. Useful when you’re wielding a nonmagical weapon and discover that your enemy is resistant to nonmagical weapons, or if you’re a skirmisher and your enemy is chasing you around instead of vice versa.

Feinting Attack. A combo primer that enhances your action economy and sets up your next attack.

Goading Attack. Takes the heat off allies who can’t absorb hits as well as you can.

Lunging Attack. Primarily useful for skirmishers who want to make a melee weapon attack against an enemy while on the move, without coming close enough to provoke an opportunity attack.

Maneuvering Attack. Like Goading Attack, but instead of specifically drawing the enemy’s attention to you, you’re occupying it just long enough for an ally it’s attacking to get away without provoking an opportunity attack.

Menacing Attack. Overwhelms an opponent with dread and imposes disadvantage on their attack rolls against you or your allies. A valuable way to hobble a high-damage, low-Wisdom enemy.

Parry. A good damage mitigator for skirmishers.

Precision Attack. Turn a near miss into a hit.

Rally. Good for helping out allies who are moderately to seriously wounded. The fewer hit points they had to begin with, the more it helps.

Riposte. Lets you use your reaction to exploit an enemy’s missed attack. It’s like getting an opportunity attack even though your opponent hasn’t done anything to provoke it.

Sweeping Attack. Turns a hit on one opponent into hits on two. Useful if you’re being double-teamed (or worse).

Trip Attack. A combo primer, most useful once you have Extra Attack. Use it when your first attack lands to knock your opponent prone, so that you have advantage on your second.

With all the complexity of Combat Superiority seizing one’s attention, it’s easy to overlook the level 7 Battle Master feature, Know Your Enemy. By conducting a minute’s worth of reconnaissance, you can compare and contrast an enemy’s capabilities with your own, choosing two characteristics from a list. To my mind, the most useful ones to query are Dexterity and Constitution (to estimate their likelihood of making key saving throws), followed by Armor Class (to estimate your likelihood of landing a hit) and current hit points (to estimate how long it will take to bring down). Strength doesn’t tell you much unless you plan to try to grapple or shove it, and class levels are relevant only against humanoid opponents with names.

The Arcane Archer is an intriguing archetype that allows you to perform spectacular tricks with arrows, each of which is associated with a different school of magic, twice per rest. As of this writing, the wording of the text implies that these tricks require pre-enchanted arrows, but the designers have stated on the record that this is an error that they intend to fix in future printings of Xanathar’s. Any old arrow will do.

Here’s how to use the various Arcane Shot options:

Banishing Arrow. This is a very temporary “make it go away” effect, and it’s not going to work on enemies with good Charisma scores. Use it against key enemies to buy yourself a bit of time to regroup, recover, or run.

Beguiling Arrow. Honestly, I find this damage-plus-charm combination baffling, and the only obvious application for it is to compel an enemy to surrender by seriously wounding it and charming it at the same time.

Bursting Arrow. Kaboom! An area effect that’s worth using when at least two other enemies are within 10 feet of your primary target.

Enfeebling Arrow. There’s a bit of an internal contradiction here, in that it’s best used to reduce the damage dealt by hard hitters, but it’s also dependent on a failed Constitution save, and enemy brutes will usually have good Con. Fast-moving shock attackers, however, are likely to depend less on their Constitution and more on their Dexterity, so they’re the best targets for this option.

Grasping Arrow. This option has the potential to do astonishing amounts of damage to an enemy that fails its Strength save. The fact that it both slows movement and punishes it makes it great against enemy shock attackers and skirmishers—but don’t use it against weak minions. Save it for someone important.

Piercing Arrow. Nullifies cover and nails every enemy in a 30-foot straight line, although this is a short enough distance that you can still be happy if you hit only two, or even one behind cover. If you can get three or more, that’s icing on the cake. Targets roll Dexterity saves to resist, so this one’s better against brutes.

Seeking Arrow. Shoot at targets that are invisible, fleeing, behind cover, or in another room altogether.

Shadow Arrow. Doesn’t entirely blind your target, but does reduce its visibility to 5 feet on a failed Wisdom save. Use this option to synergize with allies who wield ranged weapons or polearms: They’ll become unseen attackers and get to make their own attack rolls with advantage.

The Cavalier archetype is optimized for mounted combat, a fighter with the durability of a front-liner and the mobility of a skirmisher. The level 3 feature Unwavering Mark is a mundane variation on compelled duel which lets you consume an enemy’s attention when you smack it. It has disadvantage on attack rolls against anyone else, and in the event that it succeeds anyway, you get to smack it again for its impudence. Obviously, you want to use this feature to draw heat away from allies less hardy than yourself. Warding Maneuver, acquired at level 7, not only lets you protect nearby allies but also helps you foil enemies who think they can get at you by targeting your trusty steed. Hold the Line, at level 10, grants you opportunity attacks against enemies within your reach who move at all, not just away from you. And the level 15 Ferocious Charger feature lets you charge at an enemy and knock it prone. As with the Battle Master’s Trip Attack maneuver, you want to use this feature on your first attack, to grant you—and any nearby ally with a melee weapon—advantage on your follow-up attacks.

The Samurai archetype does have one feature, Rapid Strike, that seems like it ought to require some situational judgment. Gained at level 15, this feature lets you forgo advantage on an attack roll if you have it, once per turn, in order to attack twice rather than once. In fact, it requires no situational judgment at all. Just do it. Every time. All else being equal, two attack rolls without advantage are superior to one attack roll with advantage, because when you roll hits on both dice, you get to use both. Not only that, depending on what your advantage comes from, you may get to make the second attack roll with advantage as well!

Getting the most out of the Eldritch Knight archetype’s Eldritch Strike feature means looking for “one-two-three” combinations: using your weapon hit to impose disadvantage on your target’s saving throw against a spell that’s also a combo primer that gives you advantage on your next attack roll. Good low-level spells to use in this combination are blindness/deafness, hold person, Tasha’s hideous laughter, and web; grab one of these at 3rd or 8th level, when you’re not limited to the abjuration and evocation schools of magic. If your DM allows spells from Xanathar’s Guide to Everything, be sure to pick up earth tremor or snare.

MONK: THE ACTION HERO


[image: Image]

Monks are shock attackers that can only exist and function effectively because their class features bend the heck out of the general rules to allow them to be shock attackers. To maximize the damage you can do, you’ll have to exploit your action economy to the max.

Let’s begin with Martial Arts. This gives you one Attack action and one unarmed strike as a bonus action, and the unarmed strike does 1d4 plus your primary offensive ability modifier. So while a lot of weapons are off-limits to you, including all martial weapons other than shortswords, you make up for it by getting an enhancement to your action economy roughly equivalent to Extra Attack, which fighting classes don’t receive until level 5.

Then, at level 2, you get 2 ki points per rest. Spending a ki point on Flurry of Blows can give you a second unarmed strike in your bonus action; spending it on Patient Defense or Step of the Wind lets you use your bonus action to Dodge, Dash, or Disengage rather than attack.

Early on, ideally, Flurry of Blows should be your finishing move against the toughest enemy on the field. As you gain more ki points to use in each combat encounter, you can apply it to other situations, such as forcing a caster who’s sustaining a spell to make multiple concentration checks. Patient Defense and Step of the Wind are skirmish tactics, which you’ll use mostly against lower-power minions or to extricate yourself if you’ve bitten off more than you can chew. Patient Defense also allows you to make one token attack, then move away, to bait out an opportunity attack that probably won’t hit so that your enemy’s reaction is used up for the round. Step of the Wind allows stunts such as Disengage (bonus action)/move/Hide (action) or Dash (bonus action)/move/Attack to grapple (action). As a shock attacker, however, you shouldn’t use Step of the Wind to Dash into combat if your plan isn’t to grapple or shove, because you’ll get only one weak Attack at the end of that combo. When you hit, you want to hit hard.

At level 5, you get Extra Attack yourself, allowing you three attacks per turn—four with Flurry of Blows. And when you land a hit with a melee weapon attack (which includes an unarmed strike), you can make a Stunning Strike. This costs only a single ki point and is absolutely worth it, because if it succeeds, it shuts down your opponent completely. Every attack that you or any of your allies makes against the opponent has advantage, while it stands there unable to move, act, or react until the end of your next turn. It’s the best ki point you’ll ever spend, unless you blow it on an opponent with too high a Constitution. Actually, scratch that—it’s worth a try anyway, though not a second try if the first one fails.

The Open Hand Technique in the Way of the Open Hand tradition turns Flurry of Blows into a combo primer. To execute this tactic, Attack (action), then Flurry of Blows (bonus action). (The Flurry of Blows bonus action must always follow an Attack action.) If your first unarmed strike hits, try to knock your enemy prone; if you succeed, attack with advantage on your second. If your second unarmed strike hits, try to knock your enemy toward an ally, so that it provokes an opportunity strike if it comes back at you. Or, if there’s no ally close enough, or one is already adjacent to your enemy, deny it reactions, so that you can retreat out of reach without incurring an opportunity strike yourself.

In the Way of Shadow tradition, the Shadow Step feature is a combo primer you can use to set up one of your own attacks, but it does so at the cost of your bonus action. Your Attack action has to be exceptionally good for this cost to be worthwhile. Since this is essentially the ninja archetype, you’re only going to use Shadow Step if you’re attacking with a poisoned weapon, or if you have at least one level in the rogue class and are making a Sneak Attack. The Cloak of Shadows feature is Shadow Step without this drawback; yeah, it costs an action, but the important part is, the next time you take an action, you’ll also have a bonus action available.

The Elemental Disciplines in the Way of the Four Elements tradition all cost both ki points and an action, so many of them can’t be combined with Flurry of Blows, and it’s less than desirable to combine them with Patient Defense or Step of the Wind. Honestly, I’m not certain that any of the ones that duplicate spell effects is worth the ki point cost—in essence, you’re denying everything you are in order to pretend you’re a spellslinger for a round. But there are three Elemental Disciplines that do fit decently well with the monastic modus operandi:

Fangs of the Fire Snake. Make unarmed strikes as your Attack action and your bonus action from a distance of 15 feet. Use it when you’re fighting an enemy that’s vulnerable to fire or that’s already engaged with one or more of your allies, so that it can’t come after you. Probably not worth it to spend a second ki point on Flurry of Blows, unless the enemy is in fact vulnerable to fire, in which case, what the heck—spend a third point on the extra fire damage and try to take your enemy out in one turn.

Fist of Unbroken Air. The cost is steep, but it does respectable damage, lets you push an enemy toward an ally who can then attack it as well, and potentially knocks the enemy prone. Good against enemies you don’t want to get close to.

Water Whip. Like Fist of Unbroken Air, but instead of pushing the target toward an ally, you can yank it toward yourself—although if you do that, you can’t knock it prone. You also don’t get a bonus action from Martial Arts, because you’ve already used your action to do something other than Attack. So why would you want to use this Elemental Discipline? Well, if there’s a pit between your enemy and you… enough said. Or, alternatively, if Fist of Unbroken Air is for dealing with enemies you don’t want to get close to, Water Whip is for dealing with enemies who are already badly wounded and whom you don’t want running away. If you can pull them right up next to you, you’ll get opportunity attacks when they try to run. If you’re worried about taking hits from them, spend another ki point on Patient Defense.

If you decide to follow the Way of the Four Elements, you’re choosing it for the sake of style, not for the sake of effectiveness. Make that choice with your eyes open.

In the Way of the Drunken Master tradition, Drunken Technique—which grants the effect of a Disengage action whenever you use Flurry of Blows—is excellent by itself, letting you move quickly from one enemy to another after dealing your damage without risking an opportunity strike. It’s even better when combined with the Leap to Your Feet option of the Tipsy Sway feature, entirely negating the normal penalty to movement from being knocked prone and letting you slip out of your enemy’s grasp. And it doesn’t even cost any extra ki.

The Way of the Kensei tradition expands your range of available weapons, allowing you to combine a longbow or other, non-heavy martial weapon attack with one or two bonus unarmed strikes. Alternatively, you can use your bonus action to increase the damage of a ranged weapon hit by about the same amount as a single unarmed strike would do. This is a valuable option when your chance to hit is low and you get lucky with your ranged weapon shot—it’s like landing the follow-up attack without the risk of having to roll for it. It also increases in value at level 5, when you pick up the Extra Attack feature. One with the Blade, at level 6, extends the benefits of Ki-Empowered Strikes to your kensei weapon, and it also lets you buy extra damage by spending a ki point—the same cost as Flurry of Blows with about the same benefit, plus, again, not having to roll to see whether you get to do the extra damage.

Sharpen the Blade is a costly feature (up to 3 ki points) that effectively “enchants” your weapon’s attack modifier and damage, although the weapon technically remains nonmagical; the effect lasts for a full minute. It costs a bonus action, and you should spend it at the start of your turn to get the most benefit out of it. It also means you don’t get to make an unarmed strike on your first action. The benefits of this feature are hard to quantify, because they depend a great deal on how good your attack modifier is to begin with: The better your chance to hit, the more this feature will pay off. Generally, you’re just paying for the additional damage, which means the longer you expect combat to drag on, the more it’s worth. The value of the increased chance to hit is minor by comparison. However, I do see two edge cases in which it may make a significant difference. The first is when it can raise your hit probability from less than two-thirds to more than two-thirds. The second is when it turns a merely strong likelihood of success into a guaranteed success—or the nearest thing to it, since a natural 1 is always a miss. Anytime you can use Sharpen the Blade to raise your hit probability from below two-thirds to above it, or from below 95 percent to 95 percent, go for it. Don’t use it if you can’t raise your hit probability above two-thirds. Do use it if your hit probability is already good and you expect combat to last more than three rounds.

More so than other monks, those who follow the Way of the Sun Soul tradition have an incentive to keep a distance from their enemies rather than engage in melee. The basic Radiant Sun Bolt feature confers a special, magical attack: a ranged bolt of radiance that does the same damage as an unarmed strike. If you normally wield a simple weapon—say, a staff or a shortsword—there’s not much reason to use this instead, unless you’re fighting an enemy that’s resistant to damage from nonmagical weapons or vulnerable to radiant damage. That begins to change at level 5, however, when your Martial Arts die increases from a d4 to a d6, making the Radiant Sun Bolt competitive with most simple weapons; at level 11, when the damage die becomes a d8, it will probably become your default “weapon.” The Searing Arc Strike (level 6) can be reasonably expected to strike two opponents simultaneously, and you shouldn’t spend the ki on it to attack only one. Conversely, if you can hit three or more opponents with it, you should always spend the ki. The average damage you can expect to do to each enemy is better than anything you can inflict with your weapons, your fists, or your Radiant Sun Bolt. Finally, at level 11, there’s Searing Sunburst. On the plus side, you don’t have to spend any ki on it, only an action, and it covers a 20-foot-radius sphere, the same as a fireball spell. On the minus side, its damage is fairly low, especially if you don’t spend any ki, and a successful Constitution saving throw nullifies the damage. For these reasons, this attack is most useful against large numbers (at least four, preferably more) of weak creatures that aren’t likely to make their Con saves.

PALADIN: POWER AND PROTECTION
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Paladins are a unique combination of front-line melee fighter and supporter. Their essential decisions revolve around which enemy to close with, where to place themselves in order to protect their allies, and whether anyone needs immediate rescuing. Most of the time, they’ll be in the thick of things, occupying the attention of the most powerful enemy in order to keep that enemy off other party members’ backs.

Paladins’ fighting prowess is supplemented by spellcasting ability. But the unfortunate reality is, paladins, as “half-casters,” don’t have that many spell slots, and they only come back with a long rest. In each encounter, therefore, a paladin player has to have a sense of when the tide needs to be turned, so that they can cast a spell that turns it.

On the other hand, paladins’ Channel Divinity feature is refreshed with a short or long rest, so you can use it every encounter or two. This feature is available to you in addition to your spells. Remember that you have it, and remember to use it, because it’s strong. If you’ve taken the Oath of Devotion, you can use Channel Divinity to temporarily enchant your weapon with an attack bonus equal to your Charisma modifier, or to turn fiends or undead. If you’ve taken the Oath of the Ancients, you can use it to restrain an enemy (a combo primer) or to turn fiends or fey. If you’ve taken the Oath of Vengeance, you can use it either to frighten an enemy or to prime your own attacks against an enemy for what will probably be the entirety of the encounter. If you’ve taken the Oath of Conquest, you can frighten multiple enemies or make a single attack with a +10 bonus to hit. And if you’ve taken the Oath of Redemption, you can retaliate with radiant damage against an enemy who strikes one of your allies.

Paladins have to choose their lists of spells for the day from the entire paladin spell repertoire, which can easily result in supermarket fatigue. This isn’t as momentous a decision as it feels like, though, and to make the decision easier, it’s helpful to divide those spells up by casting time and duration.

All paladin spells that can be cast using just a bonus action also require concentration to sustain, with two exceptions: If you’ve taken the Oath of Devotion or the Oath of Redemption, and you’re level 3 or higher, you always have sanctuary prepared. It’s a bailout spell with a 30-foot range whose effects last for a full minute without any further input from you. Your squishy allies will thank you for it. And if you’ve taken the Oath of the Ancients or the Oath of Vengeance, misty step is invaluable for placing yourself where you need to be when you need to be there. Since oath spells are always prepared, you don’t even have to make this choice—it’s already made for you.

Although they require concentration, most paladin bonus-action spells (including the Oath of the Ancients spell ensnaring strike, the Oath of Vengeance spell hunter’s mark and all the smite spells) end as soon as you land a hit, so you can cast them as a bonus action, then take the Attack action; if you don’t land a hit this turn, you can keep concentrating on the spell and hope to hit next turn.

The smite spells are your stock-in-trade; you should always have at least one prepared. Wrathful smite and thunderous smite are particularly good at low levels: Wrathful smite can frighten a low-Wisdom enemy, giving it disadvantage on attack rolls, while thunderous smite can knock a low-Strength enemy prone, giving adjacent allies advantage on attack rolls against it.

Of the other bonus-action spells, shield of faith is another spell that’s good for coming to an ally’s rescue with, but you do have to concentrate to maintain it. As long as it’s up, you’re not casting any more smite spells. There’s also compelled duel, which makes you the center of an enemy’s attention—the idea being, if it’s focused on you, it’s not hurting anyone else. Although you can’t cast any other sustained spell while concentrating on compelled duel, you can make an educated guess at when your enemy is on its last legs, then release compelled duel on your own turn, cast a smite spell as a bonus action and hope to deliver the coup de grâce with your Attack action.

Next, there are those that take an action to cast and don’t need to be sustained, such as command, cure wounds, aid, and revivify. Favor the ones that either support allies or can be used as combo primers (for example, command can force a target to drop prone or provoke an opportunity attack against itself).

Finally, there are the spells that take an action to cast and require concentration but are so good that you should prepare them anyway. Bless, although it denies you the use of every other concentration spell in your repertoire, significantly enhances both the offense and the defense of up to three individuals—including you, if you wish. It’s hard to weigh the value of this against shield of faith, compelled duel, and your smite repertoire, but the longer a combat encounter goes on, and the more allies you can include in the spell’s effect, the more it’s worth—especially if you have the foresight to cast it just before the encounter begins. If there’s no one else in your party who can cast it, maybe you should. And hold person inflicts paralysis, the demon king of all the debilitating conditions, on a target that fails its Wisdom save. Your smite spells are combo primers for you, but hold person is a combo primer for your whole party.

Starting at level 6, paladins radiate auras that boost saving throws; at level 10, the auras also prevent the frightened condition. The range of these auras is only 10 feet. My opinion is that it’s not the paladins’ responsibility to keep shifting position in order to keep as many allies as possible within 10 feet of them, because they have to fight whomever they have to fight. Rather, it’s the allies’ responsibility to keep themselves within 10 feet of the paladin if they want this protection. Except in tight quarters, this isn’t going to be practical for most skirmishers, marksmen, or spellslingers, but that’s the way it goes. Paladins can protect these allies in other ways, and also, these auras do the most good where they’re most needed: at the likely epicenters of area-effect spells.

A paladin’s choice of Fighting Style is subject to the same considerations as a fighter’s, and since paladins don’t get to choose Archery or Two-Weapon Fighting, they’re strongly biased toward the front-line role. It’s possible to build a Dexterity-first paladin around the Defense or Dueling style, arm them with a finesse weapon, and play them as a skirmisher, but it doesn’t fit comfortably with the paladin’s other responsibility of providing support—unless you’re imagining your paladin as, essentially, the Flash with a first-aid kit (if this is what you have in mind, you’ll want to pick up the Mobile feat sooner rather than later, as well as take the Oath of the Ancients or the Oath of Vengeance for misty step). Nor does it take advantage of the fact that paladins are proficient with heavy armor and get chain mail as part of their starting equipment, which Dexterity won’t improve upon.

RANGER: TERRAIN AND TARGETING
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The most important situational decision rangers have to make is where to position themselves. The most important standing decision they have to make is what kind of enemies to focus on.

Like paladins, rangers are “half-casters” with few spell slots, which are refreshed only after a long rest. Rangers’ prepared spells are even more limited than paladins’, and they only get to change them when they level up. But this is as much a blessing as a curse, because it’s one decision you don’t have to make again every adventuring day. Early on, figure on casting one spell every encounter or two; at intermediate levels, one or two spells per encounter; and more only at higher levels.

Marksman rangers should absolutely choose one (or more) of three bonus-action spells that enhance their attacking power: ensnaring strike, hail of thorns, and hunter’s mark. Ensnaring strike is a combo primer to use against enemies that your front-line allies are also attacking. Hunter’s mark is a damage increaser to use against enemies that you have to take down by yourself. Hail of thorns is better against groups of weak enemy minions, while the other two are better against single, stronger enemies. As you progress in level, you’re going to specialize more and more in one or the other of these, so whichever way you decide to go, keep your bias consistent.

The aforementioned three spells certainly don’t hurt skirmisher rangers to have, but they’ll want to improve their mobility, too. The best first-level spell for this purpose is longstrider (jump is a fiddly distant second); later, you’ll want to snap up pass without trace and freedom of movement.

Because animals don’t shoot missiles, the Beast Master archetype is a better choice for skirmisher rangers than for marksman rangers, unless you plan to send your furry or feathered buddy to do front-line dirty work while you hang back. The Gloom Stalker archetype’s movement-enhancing Dread Ambush feature is extraneous for marksmen but priceless for skirmishers, effectively turning them into shock attackers for the first round of combat. The Hunter, Horizon Walker, and Monster Slayer archetypes are suitable for either combat role. Skirmisher Hunters should take Giant Killer as their Hunter’s Prey option at level 3, Escape the Horde at level 7, Whirlwind Attack at level 11, and Uncanny Dodge at level 15. Marksmen should choose Colossus Slayer at level 3 if they’re specializing in attacking single targets, Horde Breaker at level 3 if they’re specializing in mobs of minions; either way, they should choose Multiattack Defense at level 7, Volley at level 11, and Evasion at level 15. (Gloom Stalkers, Horizon Walkers, and Monster Slayers don’t have equivalent choices to make.)

Marksman rangers should maintain their distance from melee and position themselves where they have the least obstructed view of the entire battle. Since your own ally can give an enemy half cover if they’re standing between you and the enemy, you want to move around the perimeter of the battle to the flank, where you’ll have a clear shot. Even in a battle that’s more of a face-off between two sides, you still want to be as far to one side as you can get, to give you the clearest shots. Your preferred distance from your enemies is between 35 feet and the normal range of your weapon.

Skirmisher rangers wielding ranged weapons should follow the same strategy, though while a marksman might find an optimal sniping position and stop there, a skirmisher should keep moving around the perimeter of the battle, using their Stealth skill to remain hidden if possible. If there’s an enemy in your path, take that enemy out before continuing on your way: You want uncontested ownership of the perimeter. Skirmisher rangers wielding melee weapons should flank around until they’re in a position to hit their preferred targets (either a group of minions or a single, stronger enemy) from behind, approach to a distance equal to their movement speed, then rush and strike. Even after engaging, they should keep moving around the enemy, within its reach, to avoid being double-teamed and so that they can move on to the next enemy when necessary. With an Armor Class of 16 or better, if they’re still in relatively good health, they can risk a single opportunity attack in order to go where they’re needed.

A Beast Master with a boar or panther Ranger’s Companion can order it to Attack from a distance of 20 to 30 feet, allowing it to Charge or Pounce and potentially knock the target down; a wolf companion can knock down a target with a successful attack from any distance. At level 3 or 4, this should only be done to a target that an ally is also engaged with, because you don’t have time to get in there and attack before the target gets back up. But at level 5, when the ranger gets Extra Attack, a skirmisher Beast Master and their companion, working together, can hit a single enemy from opposite sides. If the DM is using the optional Flanking rule, this gives both of them advantage on their attack rolls, but even if not, a successful knockdown from the beast’s attack can still give the ranger advantage on the follow-up roll. And Pack Tactics gives a wolf companion advantage on its attack roll as long as it and the ranger are engaged in melee against the same enemy.

ROGUE: SNEAK ATTACK!
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Whether they fight as skirmishers, shock attackers, or (as Arcane Tricksters) spellslingers, there’s one thing that sets rogues apart from every other class: Sneak Attack. This bonus damage scales up quickly as a rogue increases in level, and more than anything else, it’s what lets them optimize their effectiveness in combat.

Once per turn, Sneak Attack adds bonus damage (1d6 at level 1, increasing by one die every two levels) on a successful hit that meets one of two conditions: Either you have advantage on the attack roll, or one of your allies is engaging the target in melee. (In the latter case, you can’t have disadvantage on your attack roll, and your ally has to be able to take actions.)

I’ve made many mentions so far of combo primers and combo detonators. The rogue is a walking combo detonator, thanks to Sneak Attack. And it’s not just the various debilitating conditions that can give the rogue advantage on an attack roll: Rogues can prime their own combos by attacking from hiding.

As explained on page 48 (“Sneaking: The Hide and Search Actions”), in order to use the Hide action successfully, you have to be out of clear view of anyone and anything you’re hiding from, and you have to be quiet. Hiding requires a Dexterity (Stealth) check, which is opposed by any attempt to spot you, either by actively looking with a Wisdom (Perception) check or just happening to notice you with passive Perception. In lightly obscured conditions such as patchy fog, moderate foliage, or (if your enemy doesn’t have darkvision) dim light, any check to see you has disadvantage, and any passive Perception contest is made at –5. If your target hasn’t spotted you yet when you Attack, you get advantage on the roll—and can therefore apply your Sneak Attack damage.

But you can also Sneak Attack an enemy simply by striking while it’s engaged in melee with one of your allies. In other words, front-line fighters are combo primers for rogues simply by doing their job.

At level 1, you need to be careful whom you tangle with, possibly not even entering a fight until you’re sure your attack will finish it. But at level 2, you gain Cunning Action, the feature that fully empowers you to fight as a shock attacker or skirmisher. A shock attacker can Dash (bonus action)/move/Attack (action) to strike out of nowhere, while a skirmisher can move/Attack (action)/Dash (bonus action) to take down an enemy and subsequently retreat to a safe distance, or Attack (action)/Disengage (bonus action)/move to land one solid blow, then make their getaway. Cunning Action also includes the ability to Hide as a bonus action, allowing a rogue to Dash (action)/move/Hide (bonus action) in order to quickly reach cover, Attack (action)/move/Hide (bonus action) to make a ranged attack and then disappear, or even Hide (bonus action)/move/Attack (action) to stalk and pounce (you’ll have to remain unseen until the moment you Attack if you want to gain advantage on the roll). And since rogues can Disengage and Dash in the same turn, they should never have trouble escaping a fight that’s going south.

As a rogue, you’ll often venture into the midst of melee, but unless you’re a skirmisher with a good Constitution score (and, preferably, the level 5 Uncanny Dodge feature), you shouldn’t stay there for any length of time. Instead, use Cunning Action to get in and out, retreating to places of cover and hiding on the perimeter of the battle between strikes. Keep the perimeter clear of enemies; bushwhack enemy marksmen and spellcasters.

Fast Hands, the level 3 Thief feature, lets you pick someone’s pocket (bonus action) and Dash (action) away in the same turn, or even swipe someone else’s sheathed weapon (bonus action) and Attack (action) them with it. You can also Use an Object with your bonus action, meaning you don’t have to spend an action to pull something out of your pack, stash something in your pack, or operate a nonmagical device, such as a lock. (The Player’s Handbook doesn’t mention it—for some reason, this rule is only in the Dungeon Master’s Guide—but magical devices, along with potions and scrolls, are not covered by the Use an Object action, so you can’t use Use an Object to quaff a potion, for instance. This fact isn’t something you want to learn for the first time mid-combat.)

Assassinate, the level 3 Assassin feature, gives you advantage—and therefore a Sneak Attack—against any enemy that hasn’t taken a combat turn yet, and automatic critical damage on a hit against one who’s surprised. (If you’re choosing this archetype, get the Alert feat posthaste for the +5 bonus to initiative.) Also, since you’ll have proficiency with the poisoner’s kit, know your poisons (Player’s Handbook, chapter 5, and Dungeon Master’s Guide, chapter 8): Most of them merely do direct damage and/or impose the poisoned condition, but carrion crawler mucus paralyzes its target; malice blinds; and drow poison, essence of ether, and oil of taggit knock their victims unconscious. All are very expensive—carrion crawler mucus, at 200 gp, gives you the best bang for the buck—so save them for special occasions.

Insightful Fighting, the level 3 Inquisitive feature, and Rakish Audacity, the level 3 Swashbuckler feature, both give you additional ways to use Sneak Attack. As an Inquisitive, you can use a bonus action (for best results, use it at the start of the turn) to analyze a target’s weaknesses; this doesn’t confer advantage on the attack roll but does allow you to inflict Sneak Attack damage on a hit. As a Swashbuckler, you don’t need an ally to distract an enemy: Your Rakish Audacity is the distraction, and it only works when you and your opponent are in a one-on-one duel.

The level 3 features of the Mastermind and Scout don’t enhance their Sneak Attack abilities. Master of Tactics, the level 3 Mastermind feature, instead allows you to call out suggestions that prime an ally’s attacks (via the Help action). Skirmisher, the level 3 Scout feature, allows you to evade melee by using a reaction to get out of an incoming attacker’s reach without incurring an opportunity attack.

SORCERER: SHOW ’EM HOW TO IMPROVISE
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In so many respects, the sorcerer and the wizard are cut from the same cloth. The key difference between them: Wizards study; sorcerers improvise. This allows sorcerers to customize their spells.

Sorcery points, granted by the level 2 Font of Magic feature, let you either gain additional spell slots or—starting at level 3, with the Metamagic feature—customize your spells. When you receive the Metamagic feature, consider your options very carefully, because this is the second-most important standing decision you have to make. It’s a huge mistake to choose options that don’t harmonize with your existing spell repertoire. If there are a couple of Metamagic options you really want and you have a spell that works with neither of them, consider dumping it and replacing it with one that does, because your repertoire of spells is not large. Conversely, as you pick up new spells in the future, you’ll want to make sure they harmonize with the Metamagic options you’ve chosen.

Here’s what each Metamagic option is for:

Careful Spell. Normally, when you cast an area-effect spell, you have to take care that none of your allies is in the area of effect. This lets you cast such a spell with allies inside the area of effect. Note that automatic saving throw successes usually don’t negate damage, only halve it, so even a Careful fireball spell may displease your allies. This option works much better with spells that have effects other than direct damage—in particular, those that require Wisdom saves. Alternatively, you can use it with a damaging spell to kill a bunch of enemies but leave one alive for questioning.

Distant Spell. Mainly useful for ranged spell attacks, but also works with area-effect spells that you’d like to cast from a very safe distance. Note, though, that range is not the same thing as area of effect: This option lets you double the distance of the point the spell is centered on, not double the area of effect. And it does nothing for spells that affect a conic area, since these are always centered on you.

Empowered Spell. Works with any damaging spell—and can be layered on top of another Metamagic option, which no other option can. But it’s especially good with area-effect spells, because the cost doesn’t increase with the number of targets.

Extended Spell. Okay with concentration spells, if you don’t mind concentrating for all that time, but better with spells that last 1 minute or longer and don’t require concentration.

Heightened Spell. Useful only with spells that require saving throws to resist their effects—and best with spells that permit only one saving throw. These are usually ones with instantaneous effects. It has a high point cost and affects only one target, so use this option to take down bosses.

Quickened Spell. Obviously, not useful with any spell that already takes only a bonus action to cast. Also, you can’t use this option to cast a leveled spell as a bonus action, then another one as an action. But you can use it to cast a spell and either Attack, Dash, Dodge, Disengage, Hide, Search, or Use an Object in the same turn. For instance, if a slippery enemy is eluding you, you can take the Search action, then Cast a Spell at it as a bonus action if you manage to spot it. You can also use it to cast a cantrip in addition to your Quickened leveled spell. It’s a big enhancement to your action economy, and it functions with most of the spells you’ll want to cast.

Subtle Spell. Lets you cast a spell from hiding or while under the effect of a silence spell. Also lets you cast a spell right in front of someone without their noticing (handy for charm spells). This option works with any spell that doesn’t require a material component to cast—and there are many that don’t.

Twinned Spell. Works with any ranged spell that affects only one target. Especially handy for spellslingers. Practically unfair when applied to hold person or haste.

Use these guidelines to make some standing decisions about which Metamagic options you’ll use with which spells, under what circumstances. Then, as you go through your adventuring day, you’ll develop a sense for whether you’re likely to use Metamagic or not. If not—specifically, if you think you’re going to need to cast more spells more than you’re going to need to cast customized spells—then you may as well use those sorcery points you’re not spending on Metamagic to give yourself another spell slot or two. In fact, at level 2, this is the only thing you can use sorcery points for, so don’t even think about it: Get up in the morning, eat breakfast, convert your 2 sorcery points into a fourth 1st-level spell slot.

After level 2, however, many of your situational decisions will revolve around whether to spend sorcery points to gain a spell slot or burn a spell slot to gain sorcery points. Either way, this conversion costs a bonus action, and you’ll usually want to do it at the beginning of your turn.

You lose energy on every conversion between sorcery points and spell slots, so don’t ping-pong back and forth between the two. To conserve this resource, buy a spell slot only when casting a spell with it benefits you more than using Metamagic or any other subclass feature would, and buy sorcery points only when spending them on one of these features benefits you more than any spell would.

The most important standing decision you’ll make is your choice of sorcerous origin, because you have to choose it as soon as you’ve decided to play the sorcerer class, and every style of sorcerous magic is completely different.

The Draconic Bloodline origin is far less grand than the name might imply. It makes you tougher, and it gives you a boost to damage of a particular elemental type, as well as a measure of resistance to that damage type. Also, at level 14, you can fly, and at level 18, you can frighten enemies. None of this (except for whether to spend sorcery points on that damage resistance) requires any situational decision-making. Which is fine, if you want to avoid having to make a lot of tactical decisions. The Storm Sorcery origin is similarly passive and reactive.

At the other end of the spectrum is the tactical havoc of the Wild Magic origin, in which you start off at level 1 with the Tides of Chaos feature: advantage on one attack roll, ability check, or saving throw, whenever you want it. The cost? A Wild Magic Surge the next time you cast a leveled spell—which resets Tides of Chaos, so that you can use it again without taking a long rest first.

Maybe you’re hesitating to use Tides of Chaos because you’re afraid of what your Wild Magic Surge might cause to happen. If so, you should be playing a wizard. The mayhem of the Wild Magic Surge isn’t a bug—it’s a feature. Only three outcomes on the Wild Magic Surge table are really bad for you (and as a DM, I’ve seen a player roll one of those outcomes—turning into a potted plant for a turn—and have it actually save his character). Nearly half of them are helpful, about one in seven spectacularly so. And at level 14, you get to roll twice and choose the effect you want; at that point, there’s no longer any excuse to be timid. The only real drawback to Tides of Chaos is that it’s your Dungeon Master, not you, who decides whether a Wild Magic Surge occurs or not. Let your DM know that you’d like them to occur as often as possible; they’ll probably oblige.

Tides of Chaos is a combo primer that you can detonate instantaneously and that produces additional effects without your having to spend an action or bonus action on them. It’s a profound (albeit unpredictable) enhancement to your action economy. It’s also an incentive to choose spells that require you to make spell attack rolls, rather than require your enemies to make saving throws, because you can use Tides of Chaos only on your own rolls, not on theirs. And while sorcerers are allowed fewer leveled spells than wizards, they can learn more cantrips—and chill touch, fire bolt, ray of frost, and shocking grasp are all spell attacks.

Once you reach level 6, you may want to keep a couple of sorcery points in reserve in case you need the Wild Magic feature Bend Luck to save an ally or take down an especially formidable foe. This is expensive for what you get, though, so use it only in crucial situations. And if you’re on your fifth or sixth encounter of the day, and you really want to spend your points on Metamagic or a spell slot instead, go ahead and do it.

As a general rule, sorcerers are spellslingers, whether they choose Dexterity or Constitution as their primary defensive ability; their d6 hit die more or less mandates that. But after using Tides of Chaos, you need to be ready to charge up to the front the next time you cast a leveled spell, because if a Wild Magic Surge goes off, you want it to go off near as many enemies as possible. If you know you have a cooperative DM, you may even want to bait out an attack from an enemy so that you can cast shield and set off your surge outside your own turn! After your surge, retreat to the backline and take up the spellslinger role again, until the next time you use Tides of Chaos. Expeditious retreat and misty step are two spells that make this crazy maneuvering easier.

Like Wild Magic, the Divine Soul origin encourages you to play a hybrid combat role by unlocking the cleric spell list. You’re still a fragile flower, but you’re a fragile flower who’s more useful closer to the front line, in the supporter position. Starting at level 6, you can use Empowered Healing to boost hit point recovery on an ally you’re adjacent to—even more reason to move further forward in the formation. Otherworldly Wings, at level 14, adds a whole new wrinkle by allowing you to fly. This makes no difference on even ground, but in difficult terrain, your ability to dart from ally to ally to provide aid as needed will be the envy of earthbound clerics.

Shadow Magic offers a tactical combo in Eyes of the Dark, which gives you the ability to cast darkness using 2 sorcery points. This is a bargain: If you’d just used a 2nd-level spell slot, you’d get only the effect of the spell, but for the same number of sorcery points you’d get for burning that slot, you can not only cast the spell but also see into it with your darkvision. Mind you, your allies can’t see through this darkness, so don’t drop it on enemies they need to be able to see. Hound of Ill Omen, at level 6, isn’t cheap, but it’s a potent equalizer when the opposing side has greater numbers, a more robust action economy, or both. Shadow Walk, at level 14, is a deft evasive maneuver for when you get jumped by an enemy flanker.

WARLOCK: USE YOUR GIFTS
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Warlocks aren’t like wizards and sorcerers. They know fewer spells than wizards, know fewer cantrips than either, and have a rather astonishing scarcity of spell slots. At first glance, they seem not to be true spellcasters but rather “half-casters,” whose spells top out at 5th level.

But this is deceiving. First, sorcerers have to take a long rest to replenish their spell slots, and wizards can replenish only a small fraction of theirs with a short rest, but warlocks can replenish all their expended slots with just a short rest. Second, they get their 2nd- and higher-level spells sooner than half-casters do, on the same schedule as full casters. Third, they cast every spell at the highest level available to them. A level 9 wizard has one 5th-level spell slot, three 4th-level slots, three 3rd-level slots, three 2nd-level slots, and four 1st-level slots, and has to make these 14 slots last all day. A level 9 warlock has only two spell slots, but they’re both 5th-level, and the warlock gets them back at lunchtime and dinnertime.

To put it another way: In a day comprising six combat encounters, a warlock can cast a 5th-level spell in each encounter, while across all of them, a wizard can cast a whole bunch of lower-level spells but just one 5th-level spell—most likely saved for the day’s most challenging encounter. This gives warlocks an incentive to build strategies around the use of one hard-hitting spell every encounter or two, plus cantrips, patron powers, and eldritch invocations that in many cases duplicate the effect of spells without costing any spell slots to cast.

And finally, warlocks’ spells don’t top out at 5th level—only their spell slots top out at 5th level. At level 11, they gain the Mystic Arcanum feature, which lets them gain 6th- through 9th-level spells on the regular full-caster schedule. The catch is that they can cast these spells only once per long rest, and they don’t get boosted as warlocks advance further in level.

As a warlock, you start with two cantrips, one of which should be eldritch blast. If not, you’re crippling yourself for no good reason. It’s a cantrip, it deals more damage than any weapon you’re proficient with, it’s ranged damage, and whatever your preferred combat role, there’s an eldritch invocation that can make this spell better for you: Agonizing Blast lets you add your Charisma modifier to its damage; Eldritch Spear lets you strike a target up to 300 feet away, as opposed to just 120 feet (although either range is overkill for most indoor and underground encounters); and Repelling Blast adds up to 10 feet of knockback. There’s no warlock class feature that enhances chill touch or poison spray this way.

Three other eldritch invocations to take a close look at are Armor of Shadows, Devil’s Sight, and Fiendish Vigor. Armor of Shadows is simply a nice gimme. Devil’s Sight grants a form of super-darkvision that has double range, lets you see in darkness as if it were bright light, and penetrates even the magical darkness of a darkness spell, which thwarts ordinary darkvision. This means you can combine this with a darkness spell and run amok among your enemies while they’re all blinded. (Your fellow party members may not appreciate this, so be judicious about when and where you cast it.) And Fiendish Vigor gives you, effectively, an extra hit die for one hour at no expense. Warlocks fighting as shock attackers should snap this up, but it’s not bad for spellslingers, either. At lower levels, the 5 to 8 temporary hit points it gives you are significantly better than the extra three points of Armor Class that Armor of Shadows gives you; later on, as you start fighting enemies that do more damage, you’ll be more interested in avoiding blows than in absorbing them.

Warlocks have access to two unique action economy–enhancing spells: hellish rebuke and hex Hellish rebuke is a reaction to taking damage, which lets you instantly deal a burst of fire damage right back. Hex is a bonus action that boosts the damage of each subsequent attack for as long as you sustain it; since eldritch blast is a cantrip, you can cast hex and eldritch blast in the same turn and benefit immediately, as long as you cast hex first.

When you reach level 3, the pact boon you choose will commit you to either the spellslinger or the shock attacker fighting style. Choose Pact of the Blade if you want to play as a shock attacker; either of the other two pact boons works for a spellslinger.

The pact blade weapon is always a melee weapon, so if your primary defensive ability is Dexterity, as it most likely is, choose a finesse weapon—it doesn’t have to be a weapon you’re proficient in already—and use your Dex as a secondary offensive ability as well. Blade pact warlocks will absolutely want to learn hex, along with hellish rebuke and armor of Agathys, because the latter two spells give you an incentive to take damage. It sounds crazy, but you want opponents to engage you in melee with this pact boon. Get in their faces and bait out their attacks for free damage outside your turn. Choosing the Fiend as your patron gives you access at level 7 to the spell fire shield, which snaps neatly into this strategy. Choosing the Archfey gives you access at level 6 to Misty Escape, which effectively lets you cast a double-range misty step as a reaction to taking damage, without costing a spell slot. Combined with armor of Agathys or fire shield, this allows you to vanish in a puff of ouch. As a bonus, since it turns you invisible, it’s a combo primer for your next attack. The Great Old One’s level 6 Entropic Ward feature is also a combo primer, though not a very reliable one.

The Pact of the Chain lets you conjure an imp, pseudodragon, quasit, or sprite as a familiar. This won’t win you any friends at the local tavern, but if you grant your Attack action to your familiar, a pseudodragon or sprite can poison its target or cause it to fall unconscious, while a quasit can poison or frighten its target. Either way, the target has disadvantage when attacking or trying to use a skill. (An imp’s attacks don’t impose any of these conditions, but they’ll do at least as much damage as yours will.)

WIZARD: SPECIALTY SPELLCASTING
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Players who choose to play wizards are usually keenly aware of what fragile flowers they are. By default, wizards are spellslingers, practicing their craft a generous distance from danger. If they’re smart, they also do so from behind cover—physical cover, visual cover, or “meat cover” (hiding behind an ally for the +2 half-cover bonus to Armor Class).

But that doesn’t mean that wizard combat has to be static, nor does it mean that there aren’t tactical decisions to make. Every Arcane Tradition emphasizes a different kind of magic, and consequently, each adds a slightly different flavor to a wizard’s spellslinging.

Abjurers have the Arcane Ward feature, which increases their durability and makes it feasible for them to position themselves closer to the center of the action as supporters, protecting their allies and boosting their effectiveness. The Projected Ward feature, gained at level 6, gives an abjurer a positive incentive to play the supporter role, since they have to be within 30 feet of an ally to extend the benefit of Arcane Ward to that ally. And Spell Resistance, gained at level 14, gives advantage on all saving throws against spells, so it’s not such a disaster if they get caught alongside their allies in an area-effect spell.

Abjurers also have an incentive to cast abjuration spells often, since these create and replenish the ward. Since shield is an abjuration spell, it’s not so bad if an abjurer takes a hit: If the incoming blow is blocked by the shield spell, the Arcane Ward is beefed up by 2 hp (up to its maximum), and if not, the ward is beefed up anyway, and the damage still goes into the ward first.

Conjurers’ Minor Conjuration feature seems not to have any tactical application… until you use it to conjure a hat, which you put on your head, where it radiates dim light out to 5 feet. If you’re attacked in the dark, at least you’ll be able to see your opponent. It’s better than being blinded. Benign Transportation, gained at level 6, is a handy escape feature for when an enemy gets too close to your position. Unfortunately, it takes an action, so you can’t combine this feature with a Hide action, and you have to be able to see your destination space, so you can’t use it to teleport into cover (unless you teleport to, say, the space just above and behind a wall, then let gravity do the rest). But if your relations with the rest of your party are good, you can agree in advance with a skirmisher ally that the two of you will swap places if you find yourself in a jam.

Diviners’ Portent is a terrific feature that can turn the tide of a battle—and the beautiful thing is, since you make your rolls when you finish a long rest, you’ll know in advance for the rest of the day whether the kind of tide-turning you’ll be doing will be good for you and your allies, bad for your opponents, or a little of both. Expert Divination, gained at level 6, extends your spellcasting juice: Its net effect is to turn a spell slot into a slot one level lower, rather than expend it entirely, anytime you cast a divination spell, making spells from this school near-freebies by comparison with other spells.

Enchanters’ Hypnotic Gaze feature can impose incapacitation, which is huge, but it works only at melee range, where the enchanter doesn’t want to be. And it’s not quite reliable enough to count on as a way of stopping an enemy who’s outflanked your party and reached your position, although it’s worth a try if you have a very good spell save DC (say, 15 or better) and you have no reason to think your opponent possesses exceptional Wisdom. Instinctive Charm, gained at level 6, is useful for self-defense in tight quarters, but in other circumstances, you’re going to have to be mindful of your positioning, since for you to use this feature, your assailant has to be within 30 feet of you (therefore more likely a melee attacker than a ranged attacker) and you have to be close enough to an ally to divert the attack. Also, if you don’t want to be a jerk, you shouldn’t be diverting attacks to allies who are as squishy as you are, but rather to front-line fighters or skirmishers who can take the hits. That means you’ll need to maintain situational awareness and rush to the side of a tougher ally anytime there’s a chance that an enemy may blitz you.

Evokers’ Sculpt Spells feature is what sorcerers’ Careful Spell Metamagic option almost is, but not quite: It lets allies within the area of effect of a damaging spell you cast completely avoid taking damage themselves. Go ahead, cast that fireball at ground zero—as long as you don’t have to protect more than four people, including yourself. And with Potent Cantrip, gained at level 6, acid splash and poison spray aren’t crapshoots anymore, so the latter becomes more of a legitimate self-defense measure, while the former offers cheap damage you can lob from long range when your front line is being mobbed by minions.

Illusionists’ Improved Minor Illusion feature, used creatively, can create a diversion before combat ensues, absorbing your enemies’ attention and giving your party a chance to attack with surprise. Illusory Self, gained at level 10, is a deus ex machina ability to bust out when it’s extra-important that you not take a hit—but be aware that it protects you only from attack rolls, not from effects that you have to make a saving throw to avoid or resist. Illusory Reality, gained at level 14, is a bonus action, and wizards don’t have access to many of those, so you should never stop thinking of creative ways to apply it, either in combat or as a way of covering your escape. You can trap an ogre in a giant birdcage. You can make an anvil appear above the deck of a boat (it can’t smash through the hull, but it can capsize it). You can create a door and go through it. (Just make sure there’s someplace to go on the other side of it.) The bonus action has to be taken after the action in which the illusion spell is cast.

Necromancers’ school features don’t lend themselves to tactical exploitation, but the Grim Harvest feature gives you an incentive, when casting damaging spells, to target enemies that are already badly wounded, so that you’re the one finishing them off. Your allies’ kills don’t help you.

The Transmuter’s Stone feature, gained by Transmuters at level 6, offers a variety of handy options. Choose darkvision if you’ll be sneaking around underground or stalking an enemy at night, the speed increase when you’re adventuring in the great outdoors, elemental resistance when you’re anticipating exposure to a particular type of elemental damage, and Constitution saving throw proficiency the rest of the time, because that’s never bad.

War Magicians, like Abjurers, have features that allow them to operate closer to the action. They begin at level 2 with the Arcane Deflection feature, which improves their ability to dodge damage and at level 14 can volley the force of incoming blows back at their enemies. Their Power Surge feature, gained at level 6, is like a magical capacitor that they can charge up by thwarting the spells of enemy spellcasters, and Durable Magic, gained at level 10, protects not only their bodies but also their concentration. Thus, if need be, they can act as spellslingers while positioning themselves more as a supporter normally would.

Beyond the features of your Arcane Tradition, memorize this list of spells: expeditious retreat, feather fall, shield, magic weapon, misty step, counterspell. Almost all wizard spells require a full action to cast; these are the blessed few that enhance your action economy because they’re cast as bonus actions or reactions. Of these, only expeditious retreat and magic weapon require concentration. The more wide-open the battlefield, the more valuable expeditious retreat is, keeping you far from danger while positioning yourself wherever you need to be to get the most out of your other spells. Despite the word “retreat” in the name, you can use it to charge forward or move laterally if you want. It simply grants you the ability to Dash as a bonus action, so that you can use your action to Cast a Spell, Attack, Dodge, Hide, Dash some more, use a class feature, or whatever else you’d like to do. Use magic weapon when you’re forced into melee against your will: Cast it as a bonus action, then Attack. Shield is your interrupt defense against incoming attacks, including magic missile darts, and counterspell is your interrupt defense against enemy spellcasters casting any spell other than magic missile.

Finally, as you’re choosing spells, keep an eye out for ones that act as combo primers or detonators, that enhance an ally’s action economy, or that interfere with an enemy’s. The most valuable primer spells are those that impose the blinded, paralyzed, prone, restrained, or stunned condition on their targets: These are the ones that give you and your allies advantage on your attack rolls against them. Good detonator spells are those that target the weaknesses created by those debilitating conditions: These include damaging spells that require Dexterity saving throws (e.g., fireball and lightning bolt), along with ranged spell attacks (e.g., chromatic orb and scorching ray). Haste supercharges an ally’s action economy, while slow sabotages the action economy of up to half a dozen opponents. When you choose spells that require concentration to maintain, make sure you pair them with spells that don’t—if too many of the spells in your repertoire are concentration-required, you’ll find yourself tied in knots, casting the fire bolt cantrip again and again because it’s the only other thing you can do while sustaining confusion.

WHAT ABOUT MULTICLASSING?

Choosing to multiclass takes away some of your access to raw power in the form of advanced class features in exchange for the flexibility of having a new set of class features to draw on. Multiclassing isn’t going to change your ideal combat role—that’s determined by your ability scores. You’ll simply be supplementing your existing class features with additional ones, creating new tactical combo possibilities.

Of course, this assumes that your second choice of class is one that fits your combat role as well as your first one did. If you’re a front-line fighter, multiclassing in ranger probably isn’t going to make you any more effective, because rangers rarely fight on the front line; if you’re a skirmisher or marksman fighter, however, multiclassing in ranger offers excellent synergy, especially if your Fighting Style is Archery. Rogue/cleric produces an awkward clash of styles (except in the single, specific case of the rogue’s being an Arcane Trickster who worships a deity in the Trickery Domain—a strong spellslinger combination), but rogue/monk can produce a devastating shock attacker. A paladin can easily multiclass in bard (College of Valor, of course), but for most bards, trying to multiclass in paladin (instead of, say, some full-caster class) would be bonkers. To make it work in that direction, you’d have to have high Strength, Constitution, Wisdom, and Charisma from using the YOLO method of generating ability scores.

Your ability scores constrain your ability to multiclass, so the system already protects you somewhat against producing horribly unworkable combinations. But there are class combinations that kinda-sorta work, and then there are class combinations that multiply your effectiveness.

One way to create a strong class combination is to pick a second class with an early-level feature that not only works well with your combat role but also enhances your action economy. You can gain this benefit directly by multiclassing in fighter for Action Surge, rogue for Cunning Action, or monk for Martial Arts. Looking at 1st-level spells (if you’re multiclassing, you want to earn the boost to your action economy as soon as you can), you might choose paladin or ranger for their damage-enhancing bonus action spells; sorcerer or wizard for expeditious retreat and shield; or bard, cleric, or druid for healing word.

Beyond that, multiclassing is largely a matter of discovering new tactical combos—as always, paying special attention to features that give you advantage on attack rolls directly or that impose the blinded, paralyzed, prone, restrained, or stunned condition on an enemy.

FEATS AND CHOICES

Not every feat impacts combat, but some include tactical options that require you to choose how or when to use them. The decision-making criteria given here aren’t hard-and-fast (except for the calculation of when to take a penalty to hit under Great Weapon Master or Sharpshooter), but they’ll serve until you develop your own criteria and intuition.

ALERT

The bonus to initiative that this feat provides means that you’re going to be moved up a spot or two in the combat order. It also prevents you from being surprised and from being attacked with advantage by unseen attackers. This gives you quite a bit of freedom in the first round of combat; it also means that you may have to spring into action while your allies are still standing around dumbfounded. The question to answer is, are you on offense or defense? If your side is the stronger one, you can use this feat to get your first licks in against a key enemy—excellent for shock attackers and marksmen in particular, but also good for any type of spellcaster. If your foes are stronger, get into position, then use the Dodge or Ready action to prepare for whatever they have in store; if you’re worried about ranged attacks, you can also dive behind cover and/or drop prone.

CHARGER

With this feat, the question is whether to deal damage or shove. Most of the time, you’ll want to deal damage, but shoving is useful for knocking an enemy into an environmental hazard or forcibly disengaging a melee attacker from one of your allies. Since the bonus attack action follows a Dash action, you may still have movement left over after charging, which you can use to close to melee distance with the foe you just shoved; if it wants to pick on your friend again, it will have to get out of your reach first, risking an opportunity attack.

DEFENSIVE DUELIST

Using this feat doesn’t require you to make a choice in the moment. Just know your Armor Class and your AC + proficiency by heart, and whenever you’re on the defensive, listen for attack rolls against you that are either equal to or greater than the former and less than the latter. (Why not on offense? Because then you’ll want to save your reaction for opportunity attacks.)

GRAPPLER

To pin or not to pin? It depends on whether your goal is to gain advantage on your own attacks against your foe (don’t pin) or to impose disadvantage on your foe’s attacks against you or someone else (pin). Pinning to impose disadvantage on Dexterity saving throws is normally a bad bet, since you end up restrained as well, and you’re likely to be in the same area of effect of whatever your opponent will have to make a Dex save against. However, if you’re a barbarian with Danger Sense, say, or you have haste cast on you, your advantage on Dex saves cancels out this disadvantage, and suddenly it’s not a bad bet anymore.

GREAT WEAPON MASTER

When should you take the attack roll penalty in exchange for bonus damage? This question can only be answered with algebra. I’ll save you the trouble: Subtract half the average damage of your heavy weapon from 16 + your attack modifier, and keep the result someplace handy. If you believe your target’s Armor Class is less than this number, feel free to swing for the fences. For instance, Guthrún Björnhjarta’s greatsword attack modifier is +6, and she deals 10 damage with it on average (2d6 + 3). She should take the –5 penalty to her attack roll when her enemy’s AC is less than 17 (16 + 6 – 10 ÷ 2). If you have advantage on your attack roll, the call is simpler: Take the penalty whenever you believe your target’s AC is less than or equal to 14 + your attack modifier. Never take the penalty when you have disadvantage on an attack roll. Also, don’t take the penalty when fighting weak creatures that you can seriously injure or even kill with just a normal weapon hit.

HEALER

When should you use your healer’s kit? It’s as good as or slightly better than casting cure wounds at 1st level, but not at any higher level; it’s also approximately as good as 2 hit dice spent during a short rest. Use it when you don’t have the spell slot to spare or your buddy doesn’t have the hit dice.

LUCKY

Your magic lucky number is 7. That is, anytime you fail a d20 roll that you could have succeeded on by rolling a natural 7, if the outcome matters to you, spend a luck point to reroll that thing. Also spend a luck point when a fight is about to take a turn for the worse—the enemy side has just gained the upper hand, your target is going to get away if you don’t land a hit, or the next hit against you has a good chance of knocking you unconscious. Finally, spend a luck point when you have disadvantage on a clutch roll: It lets you choose your result from all three of the dice you roll, turning disadvantage into super-advantage. Seriously!

Also, remember to budget your luck points by the day. You get only three per long rest.

MAGE SLAYER

Choosing this feat is a standing decision in and of itself. Go get ’em, tiger.

MOBILE

Because this feat grants you the ability to leave an opponent’s zone of control without provoking an opportunity strike, you have the option of Attacking, then moving immediately out of reach, as well as Attacking in the middle of your move as you run past. These are useful techniques to employ against enemies who hit harder than you but are also slower. Also, if you have a feature that lets you Dash as a bonus action, such as Cunning Action or Step of the Wind, using it allows you to ignore all difficult terrain during your turn, an important benefit when trying to reach backline enemies while fighting on rugged ground.

POLEARM MASTER

It seems like there ought to be a question around whether to use your opportunity attack when an enemy enters the reach of your long weapon, but there really is no reason to forgo the free attack. It’s what polearms are for.

SAVAGE ATTACKER

When to reroll damage? Always, if you don’t have Extra Attack. If you do, reroll any attack but your last if you deal less than one-third the maximum of your weapon’s damage die (or dice); reroll the last attack if you deal less than half maximum.

SENTINEL

Because of the last benefit of this feat, it behooves you to maintain position 10 feet from an ally who’s also engaged in melee but doesn’t possess the Sentinel feat. Otherwise, you’re not taking advantage of a potential enhancement to your action economy.

SHARPSHOOTER

The formula under Great Weapon Master applies to you, too; make the calculation using your ranged weapon damage rather than heavy weapon damage.

SHIELD MASTER

When should you use your bonus shove action? Shoving is useful for pinning enemies in corners, pushing them into environmental hazards, forcing them away from weaker allies, making space behind you for allies to maneuver through, and forcing enemies through doors that you can then slam shut as a free interaction. Or you could be conventional and knock them prone so that nearby allies can run up and attack them with advantage. If they’re also grappled, they won’t be able to get back up.

SKULKER

The combination of the first and third benefits of this feat mean you’re most at home in dim light (if you don’t have darkvision) or total darkness (if you do), and in conditions of light obscurity such as mist and moderate foliage. Therefore, you have a leg up when encountering enemies under these conditions; if you can create them, or have an ally who can, so much the better. Hide whenever you can, because if you attack with a ranged weapon from hiding and miss, you’ll remain hidden, meaning you’ll retain advantage on the next attempt.

TAVERN BRAWLER

When to grapple? Note that your grappling bonus action doesn’t restrain your target; it only reduces the target’s speed to 0. Therefore, the time to use this bonus action is when you’re trying to prevent an opponent from getting away.
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MOUNTED COMBAT

A variety of factors conspire to make mounted combat fairly rare in D&D, from the cost of a mount to the fact that so much action takes place indoors and underground. And when you do finally get that warhorse you’ve dreamed of owning, it’s not exactly obvious how to make the mounted combat rules work in your favor.

To begin with, to make mounted combat more than just regular combat on top of a horse, you need space to maneuver—lots of it. More, to be honest, than a 22-by-28-inch grid mat accommodates. You’ll need a jumbo mat, a couple of mats put together, or a DM who runs “theater of the mind” combat. This is because the chief advantage of fighting from horseback is speed. The two most common combat mounts, the riding horse and the warhorse, have movement speeds of 60 feet. Order your horse to take the Dash action, and it can travel 120 feet—24 squares or hexes on your grid—in a single turn. This can carry you straight into your opponents’ back row, a nasty surprise for the archer or spellcaster you’re blitzing.

But before we get into specific tactics, the basics: Your mount has to be at least one size larger than you (i.e., Medium for halflings and gnomes, Large for everyone else). At any given time, it’s either controlled (by you) or independent. It’s not explicitly stated anywhere in the rules, but if you want to control a mount, you should have a bit and bridle, because that’s what bits and bridles are for. (I’d say no bridle is needed if you’re riding your ranger’s companion, the otherworldly mount summoned by find steed, or some other creature that you have a deep psychic bond with.) You should also have at least a riding saddle. A military saddle, which presumably includes stirrups, gives you advantage on saving throws against being knocked off your mount. Again, it’s not in the written rules, but I’d give a PC disadvantage on those saves if they were riding with no saddle at all, or with just a pack saddle (which is hardly more than a thick blanket). Just use common sense, and everyone will be happy.

When your mount is controlled, you’re using it as a mobility enhancer, nothing more. It takes its turn either immediately before or immediately after yours, and all it can do is move and either Dodge, Dash, or Disengage. When your mount is independent, it takes its turn on its own initiative count rather than yours, and you can take advantage of its own attacks and potentially do more damage—but your DM is the one who decides whether it does what you want it to or not. A spooked riding horse, rather than carry you into battle, might try to throw you or might simply flee the field instead. And “intelligent creatures”—which aren’t defined in the rules, but which I’d define as having Intelligence 6 or higher and/or the ability to understand or speak a language—are always independent.

To gain any reliable tactical benefit from riding a mount, you have to be controlling it, or it has to be both well-disciplined and friendly enough to you that your DM will either let you do what you want with it, even when it’s acting independently, or treat it effectively as an allied NPC, eager to help. A warhorse, for instance, is bred and trained specifically for combat. If you have a good relationship with yours, your DM will probably let you declare its actions whether or not you’re controlling it—but you should ask your DM about that before you spend 400 gp on it. If you can’t count on your mount to do what you need it to, you have to plan under the assumption that it won’t.

By the time you can afford a battleworthy mount, you’ll almost certainly have more hit points than it will. A riding horse has just 13 hp; a warhorse, 19 hp. This means that when you ride into battle, your enemies will often aim their attacks first not at you but at your mount, in order to bring you back down to their level.

A riding horse is enough if you want your character to be a horse archer. The basic maneuver is relatively simple: Take your turn first and Ready an Attack action to occur when your controlled mount enters the normal range of your weapon from your target. Then have your mount take either the Dodge or Dash action and move into that range, then back out. It’s a safe and reliable maneuver, but it also squanders the value of Extra Attack, if you have that feature, because you’re Attacking as a reaction. (You can’t take your own turn in the middle of your mount’s turn.) If your opponents’ attacks can’t reach you at your weapon’s normal range, you can be bolder, having your mount take its turn first, staying just inside that range as you ride circles around your enemies or back and forth in front of them, then using all your attacks on your own turn. Order your mount to Dash only when you need the speed; when you don’t, order it to Dodge.

If you’re going to ride into the thick of battle, you’ll want the sturdier warhorse. Is skirmishing your thing? You can order your controlled mount to Dash as you circumnavigate the battlefield (turn order doesn’t matter); Dodge when you’re ready to charge in and cut down an archer, spellcaster, or other isolated opponent (mount takes turn first); and Dodge, Dash, or Disengage when you’re ready to withdraw (mount takes turn second). Or you can order your mount to Disengage and charge directly through your enemy’s ranks, exploiting the fact that Disengaging at the start of a turn confers immunity to opportunity attacks for the entirety of the turn, no matter how many enemies’ reach you move into and out of. Either take your turn first and Ready an Attack action to occur when you pass your desired target, or take your turn after your mount has already brought you where you want to be and enjoy the full use of Extra Attack. (Incidentally, when your mount Disengages, it immunizes you against opportunity attacks as well for as long as you’re mounted, because you’re using its movement, action, or reaction to leave your enemy’s reach, not your own!)

Here’s a sequence you can follow if you want to fight like a realio-trulio medieval knight: Carrying a shield with one hand and wielding a lance in the other, have your steed Dash up to a distance of 10 feet from your foe. Attack with your lance (action), then dismount (using half your movement), drop your lance (no action economy is required to simply let go of something), draw another one-handed weapon (free interaction), and move the last 5 feet to engage directly with your foe. The lance does more damage on average than any one-handed weapon, so if you have Extra Attack, use your entire Attack action on lance attacks. As you fight your foe, a trained warhorse will stay by your side, using its hooves to defend itself from anything that tries to attack it.

The one unfortunate difference between the sequence above and historic heavy cavalry combat is that the mounted combat rules don’t factor momentum into the effect of your hit—in other words, your high-speed lance attack isn’t going to knock your target down. Perversely, the only ways to knock an opponent prone with a cavalry charge on a controlled mount are to make a shoving attack, which deals no damage; to use the Battle Master’s Trip Attack maneuver; or to use the level 15 Cavalier subclass feature, Ferocious Charger.

This is where you need the aid of a cooperative DM who’ll allow your warhorse to independently use its Trampling Charge trait to carry you to your enemy, then attack with its hooves upon arrival (it can’t travel more than 60 feet to do this, since it must use the Hooves action rather than the Dash action). To incorporate your lance attack, you’ll first have to Ready an Attack action to occur when you come within 10 feet of your foe. Again, this means forgoing your Extra Attack, if you have that feature. But you’ll gain two Hooves attacks in exchange, which isn’t too shabby a trade-off. If you also have the Mounted Combatant feat, you can stay on horseback and make further melee attacks with advantage, even against non-prone targets.

What if you’re facing off against a mounted combatant? First, if your opponent is riding an ordinary horse (as opposed to something exotic such as a griffon or pegasus), chances are, the mount has fewer hit points than the rider, so attack the mount first. Alternatively, you can try to unseat the rider. The best tool for this, bar none, is Trip Attack in combination with the Polearm Master feat, the Sentinel feat, or both. Any other ability that knocks an enemy prone, including Charge and Pounce attacks by a ranger’s boar or panther companion, can also do the trick (these may also be aimed at the mount), as can any ability that forcibly displaces the mount, such as a thunderwave spell. A character who lacks all these abilities can try to unseat a mounted rider using a simple shoving attack, but the chances of success aren’t good, and even if it works, the rider will most likely get back on their mount when their turn comes around again. When you’ve unseated a mounted rider, you and your nearby allies need to gang up on them immediately.

* Non-halfling PCs may be able to do this as well, if your DM allows you to take the Overrun or Tumble action (“Action Options,” Dungeon Master’s Guide, chapter 9).




PART FOUR TACTICS IN PRACTICE

In each of the following scenarios, an adventuring party takes on an enemy that would be rated Hard or Deadly according to the “Creating a Combat Encounter” section of the Dungeon Master’s Guide (chapter 3). These are not “min-maxed” characters—that is, characters optimized at the time of creation to squeeze out every possible advantage. Many are characters that “real roleplayers” might create. One high-concept character, Micklehast the Wrathful—a halfling barbarian—is downright loony. Yet with good tactics, their effectiveness can still be optimized.

The compositions of these encounters aren’t tailored to the parties. Sometimes a front-line fighter will be confronted with a battle that has no real front line, or a spellslinger will have no suitable spell for the occasion. These things happen. Even so, by following the general principles appropriate to one’s combat role, a character can still have a positive effect on the battle’s outcome.

There’s a lot of action in these scenarios, so feel free to scribble on the maps as you read the play-by-plays.

Characters’ stat blocks omit some class features not directly relevant to combat. Descriptions of features in stat blocks are paraphrased for brevity and should not be taken as complete or official. When in doubt, consult a rulebook.



A LEVEL 1 PARTY


ÁINE FILIMÉALA

High elf wizard, level 1
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	Armor Class 13 (unarmored, 16 with mage armor)

	Hit Points 6

	Speed 30 ft

	Str 8 (–1), Dex 16 (+3), Con 10 (0), Int 16 (+3), Wis 12 (+1), Cha 13 (+1)

	Saving Throws Int +5, Wis +3

	Skills Arcana +5, History +5, Insight +3, Perception +3

	Senses darkvision (60 ft), passive Perception 13



Fey Ancestry. Advantage on saving throws vs. being charmed; immune to magical sleep.

Spellcasting. Level 1 spellcaster (Int, spell save DC 13, spell attacks +5). Has the following spells prepared:


	Cantrips: light, message, minor illusion, ray of frost

	1st level (2 slots): charm person, mage armor, magic missile, sleep



ATTACKS

Dagger. Melee or Ranged Weapon Attack: +5 to hit, reach 5 ft, range 20/60 ft, one target. Hit: 1d4 + 3 piercing.





DARIA HRAST

Human ranger, level 1
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	Armor Class 13 (leather)

	Hit Points 12

	Speed 30 ft

	Str 10 (0), Dex 14 (+2), Con 14 (+2), Int 12 (+1), Wis 16 (+3), Cha 13 (–1)

	Saving Throws Str +2, Dex +4

	Skills Athletics +2, Nature +3, Perception +5, Stealth +4, Survival +5

	Senses passive Perception 15



Sharpshooter. No disadvantage at long weapon range; ignore half and three-quarters cover; may attack at –5 to hit for +10 damage.

ATTACKS

Longbow. Ranged Weapon Attack: +4 to hit, range 150/600 ft, one target. Hit: 1d8 + 2 piercing.

Handaxe. Melee or Ranged Weapon Attack: +2 to hit, reach 5 ft, range 20/60 ft, one target. Hit: 1d6 slashing.





GEORGE

Human rogue, level 1
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	Armor Class 14 (leather)

	Hit Points 8

	Speed 30 ft

	Str 9 (–1), Dex 16 (+3), Con 11 (0), Int 14 (+2), Wis 13 (+1), Cha 15 (+2)

	Saving Throws Dex +5, Int +4

	Skills Animal Handling +3, Deception +4, Insight +3, Investigation +4, Perception +5, Persuasion +6

	Senses passive Perception 15



Sneak Attack (1/Turn). +1d6 damage when attacking with a finesse or ranged weapon with advantage, or with another non-incapacitated enemy of target within 5 ft of target when not attacking with disadvantage.

ATTACKS

Shortsword. Melee Weapon Attack: +5 to hit, reach 5 ft, one target. Hit: 1d6 + 3 piercing.

Dagger. Melee or Ranged Weapon Attack: +5 to hit, reach 5 ft, range 20/60 ft, one target. Hit: 1d4 + 3 piercing.





LENNIE

Half-orc fighter, level 1
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	Armor Class 17 (chain mail)

	Hit Points 13

	Speed 30 ft

	Str 19 (+4), Dex 8 (–1), Con 17 (+3), Int 7 (–2), Wis 10 (0), Cha 11 (0)

	Saving Throws Str +6, Con +5

	Skills Animal Handling +2, Athletics +6, Intimidation +2

	Senses darkvision (60 ft), passive Perception 10



Fighting Style (Defense). While wearing armor, gains a +1 bonus to AC.

Relentless Endurance (1/Long Rest). When reduced to 0 hp but not killed outright, can drop to 1 hp instead.

Savage Attacks. When he scores a critical hit with a melee weapon attack, can roll one of the weapon’s damage dice one additional time and add it to the damage of the critical hit.

Second Wind (1/Short or Long Rest). Can use a bonus action to regain 1d10 + 1 hp.

ATTACKS

Big Stick (Greatclub). Melee Weapon Attack: +6 to hit, reach 5 ft, one target. Hit: 1d8 + 4 bludgeoning.





TOLMAC YEW

Lightfoot halfling druid, level 1
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	Armor Class 15 (leather, shield)

	Hit Points 10

	Speed 25 ft

	Str 8 (–1), Dex 14 (+2), Con 14 (+2), Int 13 (+1), Wis 15 (+2), Cha 11 (0)

	Saving Throws Int +3, Wis +4

	Skills Medicine +4, Nature +4, Perception +4, Religion +3

	Senses passive Perception 14



Spellcasting. Level 1 spellcaster (Wis, spell save DC 12, spell attacks +4). Has the following spells prepared:


	Cantrips: guidance, shillelagh

	1st level (2 slots): cure wounds, entangle, healing word



ATTACKS

Staff. Melee Weapon Attack: +1 to hit, reach 5 ft, one target. Hit: 1d6 – 1 bludgeoning (+4 to hit, 1d8 + 2 with shillelagh).




These novice adventurers are walking on a trail through a dense, overgrown forest in single file, with Daria, the ranger, in front, followed by Lennie, George, Tolmac, and Áine. (Based on combat roles, Lennie should be in front, but Daria’s Perception is much better than his, and they’re not confined by walls on either side, so there’s room to be flexible.) Except for the trail, the forest is all difficult terrain, with lightly obscured visibility.

About 50 feet ahead of them, they see an indistinct lump lying in the middle of the trail, which could be the body of a person or animal. This has been left there by a group of five goblins, which are hiding among the trees around the trail, waiting to ambush passersby. As a group, the goblins have rolled a 20 (modified) on their Dexterity (Stealth) check, so they’re well hidden; plus, they’re lightly obscured by the foliage. None of the adventurers has a passive Wisdom (Perception) high enough to notice them.

George offers to check out the mystery lump, since he’s proficient in both Investigation and Perception, and suggests that Daria and Lennie should come with him while Áine and Tolmac wait behind. Daria’s Perception is equal to George’s, so she’ll watch for danger while George investigates; Lennie doesn’t have great Perception, but he’s tough and well-armored. Thus, the three of them are standing around the mystery lump (which turns out to be a dead donkey, wearing empty saddlebags) when the goblins launch their attack (figure 1).
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Initiative order: Daria (20), Áine (17), Tolmac (16), George and Lennie (9), goblins (7)

ROUND 1

Daria was keeping an eye out for danger, but her passive Perception of 15 wasn’t enough to spot the hidden goblins, which attack before the surprised adventurers have any inkling of what’s going on. Since the goblins have all been watching the area around the dead donkey, they haven’t spotted Tolmac or Áine yet, so they aim all their shots at Daria, George, and Lennie. Because their targets can’t see them, they roll with advantage.

Goblin 1 shoots at Lennie. It rolls a 17 and hits him for 8 piercing damage, reducing him to 5 hp. Goblin 2 also shoots at Lennie, rolling a 16; his chain mail protects him. Goblins 3 and 4 both have clear shots at Daria. Goblin 3 hits with a 17, for 3 damage, and goblin 4 misses; Daria is now at 9 hp. Goblin 5 shoots at George and rolls a 23, nailing him for 8 points of damage. George is already down!

Unfortunately for our heroes, these goblins weren’t born yesterday: After attacking, they all immediately move to new positions and try to Hide again, which they can do as a bonus action because of their Nimble Escape feature. Their Dexterity (Stealth) rolls are 24, 11, 14, 16, and 14. Daria and Lennie look around in frantic bewilderment, but all they see is thick foliage; the goblins have vanished from sight again.

Wait, wait, wait, wait. Let’s back up.

Immediately walking up the path to check out the mystery lump was a rookie mistake. Daria is at the head of the marching order because of her scouting ability. She should scout. How does this encounter play out differently if we give her a chance to use her skills?

George offers to check out the mystery lump, since he’s proficient in both Investigation and Perception, and suggests that Daria and Lennie should come with him while Áine and Tolmac wait behind—but Daria puts up a hand. “Wait here,” she says. Although she’s not proficient in Investigation, her Perception is equal to George’s; more importantly, she’s also proficient in Stealth. She leaves the trail and crouches low, marching 15 feet through the undergrowth, stopping behind a tree, and Hiding, rolling a 14 on her Dexterity (Stealth) check. Creeping between the trees, she moves another 25 feet closer to the lump, which she can now see is a dead donkey wearing apparently empty saddlebags. Daria makes a Wisdom (Insight) check and rolls a 20 (modified): This is obvious ambush bait.

Searching the forest for any sign of who or what might have laid the trap, with disadvantage, she rolls a 22 on her Wisdom (Perception) check and sees five goblins hiding among the trees. They’ve got the area surrounded.

Daria quickly returns to the group and reports back, sotto voce. She proposes that George, Lennie, and Tolmac get off the trail to the left and move northward, taking out whatever they run into. George and Lennie will try to move together, with Tolmac a short distance behind them. If they can do it silently, great, although with Lennie the half-orc fighter wearing chain mail, it’s a bit of a long shot. Daria, the party’s marksman, will return to the spot where she originally hid, and she’s identified a safe place for Áine to cast spells from, with a good view through the trees (marked A, figure 2). No one argues. The plan set, Daria gets into position, then gives the signal to the rest of the party. The counter-ambush commences.
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With Daria in position and hidden, Áine makes an individual Dexterity (Stealth) check, while George, Lennie, and Tolmac—who will move as a unit—make a group check. Áine rolls a 13, George a 20, Lennie (who rolls with disadvantage) a 4, and Tolmac an 11. The goblins have passive Wisdom (Perception) 9, so despite Lennie’s stumbling, his group is able to move without the goblins’ noticing them.

Because the player characters and the goblins are close enough to one another that combat may break out at any moment, and because it matters what paths the PCs take through these woods, the Dungeon Master has the players declare what paths they’re taking, whether they’re Dashing or moving at normal speed, and if the latter, what other action they’re taking, if any.

Áine breaks away from the rest of the party and Dashes as far as she can go into the forest to the east of the trail, toward Daria, which gets her about halfway to point A. Daria, who’s already in position and doesn’t need to move, covers Áine by Readying an Attack action against any foe that appears to notice her.

George and Lennie advance through the forest to the west of the trail and take position behind a pair of trees, not far from goblin 1, and Tolmac stays on Lennie’s tail, running 10 feet up the path to take advantage of the easier terrain before veering into the undergrowth. George and Lennie Search, hoping to spot a lurking enemy, while Tolmac lays a hand on Lennie’s calf and casts guidance. Normally, a Help action would have a greater effect than guidance, but Daria’s intelligence on the goblins’ positions is already giving the other party members advantage on their ability checks, canceling out the disadvantage of lightly obscured visibility. Another source of advantage wouldn’t provide any further edge, but guidance does. Unfortunately, George’s Wisdom (Perception) check of 17 and Lennie’s 13 aren’t good enough for them to see or hear anything yet. Lennie may not be the sharpest knife in the drawer, but it’s obvious that adding a d4 to that roll isn’t going to accomplish anything, so he saves it.

Next, Áine completes her sprint to her designated position, while Daria covers her the same way as before. Meanwhile, George, Lennie, and Tolmac know there’s a goblin nearby and don’t want to give themselves away before they find it, so they all stay put and Search again. This time, George rolls a 16, Lennie rolls a 2, and Tolmac rolls a 10. Those goblins are well hidden! Once again, there’s no point in Lennie’s using his guidance die.

With everyone in position now, Áine, George, Lennie, and Tolmac Search one more time. Áine’s 15 and Tolmac’s 7 aren’t good enough for them to spot the goblins, but George rolls a 22 and manages to spot goblins 1, 2, 3, and 5 (trees block his view of goblin 4). Lennie, meanwhile, rolls a 19 and decides that this is the moment to use his guidance die. It adds 2 to his ability check, for a total of 21, and he can finally see the goblins—all of them! Daria doesn’t have to Search, because she already knows what to look for and where.

The adventurers exchange a quick series of signals, then Daria draws her bow, takes aim at goblin 3, and… it’s time to roll for initiative. Because the goblins have failed to notice the party, all of them are surprised (figure 3).
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Initiative order: Daria (20), Áine (17), Tolmac (16), George and Lennie (9), goblins (7)

ROUND 1

Daria, the party’s marksman, has set up a good distance from the mystery lump, with many lines of sight through the trees. Her objective is now to try to pick off enemies that threaten her allies or that they can’t see or easily get to. Goblin 3 has half cover, but her Sharpshooter feat allows her to ignore that. (It also lets her trade a penalty to hit for extra damage, but she opts not to, because goblins aren’t tough enough for the extra damage to matter.) Since she’s remained hidden this whole time, she also has advantage on the attack roll. She looses her arrow and rolls a 19—a hit—for 7 damage, bringing the goblin down with one shot.

Áine, a spellslinger, has several offensive spell choices, but since she has only a vague idea of where the goblins are and can’t actually see any of them yet, the only one of those spells that might have any application in this situation is sleep, an area-effect spell whose epicenter she can place anywhere she likes, within range. It doesn’t even have to be someplace she can see! If she guesses correctly, she can take out two of the five goblins, and that’s half the party’s remaining problems—and half the battlefield, the half that Áine is on—taken care of. If she guesses incorrectly, however, she may lose a spell slot for nothing. (Before committing to an action, always take the worst possible outcome into account. If that result isn’t acceptable to you, do something else!) Playing it safe—as well she should, being only level 1 and frailer than her allies—she decides to watch, wait, and cast mage armor on herself for extra protection. That’s one spell slot down; she has only one left.

Tolmac, a supporter, doesn’t have any particular responsibility at the moment except to stay close to Lennie. No one is wounded, and since he too has only a vague idea of where the goblins are, he’s not certain whether an entangle spell would do any good, or where. Spell-wise, this leaves guidance and shillelagh. George and Lennie can both see their foes now, so they’re going to be making attack rolls, not ability checks; guidance is no longer necessary. And Daria said the goblins were wielding bows, so what are the chances that a goblin will come close enough for him to take a whack at it with his staff? Therefore, Tolmac Readies movement, to follow Lennie after he moves.

Since George and Lennie tied on their initiative rolls, the players agree that Lennie will take his turn first (“Initiative,” Player’s Handbook, chapter 9).

Lennie, a front-line fighter, must try to close with any enemy he finds, and he’s just found goblin 1. Using his full movement, he charges out into the open, raises his “big stick” (a crudely carved knobkerrie, using the stats for a greatclub), and brings it down hard on the startled goblin. He rolls a 16 to hit, connecting for 9 damage. The goblin crumples. Meanwhile, as Lennie rushes forward, Tolmac uses his Readied movement to follow. Checking to see whether he’s revealed himself to the goblins, he rolls a Dexterity (Stealth) check and gets a modified 20. He doesn’t need to worry—for now.

A shock attacker, George must find a way to maximize his damage. Fortunately, he’s hidden, which will give him advantage on attack rolls; unfortunately, he doesn’t have a target within range, now that Lennie has KO’d goblin 1. What he does have, however, is a nice spot between closely spaced trees about 25 feet away, which he can reach if he hustles. He Dashes to reach it, making another Dexterity (Stealth) check since he must cross goblin 2’s line of sight. He rolls a 19—he remains hidden, no problem.

Goblins 2, 4, and 5, having been caught flat-footed, don’t get to act (figure 4).
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ROUNDs 2

Daria, seeing the boys preparing to take on goblin 2, turns her attention to goblin 4. Her last attack gave her position away, so she no longer has advantage on her attack roll, but she does still get to ignore the goblin’s cover. She rolls a 10: The goblin ducks out of the arrow’s way.

Áine notes the path of Daria’s arrow, sees two trees in that direction behind which goblins might be hiding, makes an educated guess and a snap decision, and centers a sleep spell on a point 30 feet north-northeast of herself—approximately the southeastern corner of goblin 4’s space. Rolling 5d8, she gets a total of 18. Goblins 4 and 5, both within 20 feet of the point Áine chose, have only 7 hp each, and they go down like sacks of potatoes. Áine is now out of spell slots.

At this point, Tolmac knows that he won’t be able to keep up with Lennie if the half-orc fighter Dashes—but if he merely Readies movement, he’ll fall even farther behind. Lennie has charged off in unexpected directions without warning before, but Tolmac can surmise where this battle is going, so he Dashes as fast as his halfling legs will carry him and takes cover behind a tree 25 feet to the north. He rolls one more Dexterity (Stealth) check to see whether he can make this run without revealing himself: a 9, just barely enough.

Lennie turns his gaze to goblin 2, grins wickedly, and Dashes directly toward it, yelling and brandishing his big stick. George Dashes in roughly the same direction, bearing a little more westward in case Lennie’s charge flushes the goblin that way.

Goblin 2, wide-eyed, bolts away from Lennie, using the Dash action. However, instead of heading west, as George guessed it might, it goes northeast, using its bonus action to Hide as it passes behind a tree. It rolls only a 12 on its Dexterity (Stealth) check, but in this foliage, that’s enough for it to elude the passive Perception of everyone in the adventuring party. If they want to find it, they’ll have to use an action to Search for it (figure 5).
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ROUND 3

Daria can no longer see goblin 2, but there’s nowhere she needs to go and nothing else she needs to do, so she patiently Readies an Attack action against the goblin, to occur whenever it shows itself again.

Áine, having used both her spell slots, has only her cantrips remaining. Since there’s no spell slot to squander if it doesn’t go off, she Readies the ray of frost cantrip—like Daria, she’ll cast it at goblin 2 as soon as she spots it.

Tolmac can’t get to another place of cover without Dashing, but he’s got a good view from where he’s ended up. If he can find goblin 2, he may be able to help Lennie by casting entangle to pin it down. Tolmac Searches—with disadvantage now, because of the foliage that lightly obscures the area, and because the information Daria provided earlier is now outdated—and rolls an 11, not enough to glimpse the goblin.

Lennie runs in the direction of where he last saw goblin 2: due north of himself. He Dashes 30 feet north, stops, and looks around, befuddled. George, with more presence of mind, moves to the east, guessing that the goblin may have continued that way after it vanished, and Searches. He’s proven correct: With a Wisdom (Perception) roll of 18, he spies the goblin behind its tree.

Goblin 2 pops up and takes a shot at Lennie with advantage (Lennie still doesn’t see him, even though George does), rolling a 21 to hit and dealing 5 piercing damage. Lennie is moderately wounded. Although both Áine and Daria have actions Readied for when the goblin revealed its position, neither gets her reaction, because neither of them has line of sight on goblin 2: Their view is blocked by trees. Thus, goblin 2 is able to run north with impunity and Hide again, rolling another 12 on its Dexterity (Stealth) check (figure 6).
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ROUND 4

Despite their current obstructed lines of sight, there’s nothing wrong with where Daria and Áine are positioned, and they could simply stay where they are and do exactly the same things they did last round. Daria does just that, but since there’s another cover-providing tree within easy reach, Áine decides to advance a bit before Readying ray of frost again.

Tolmac sees Lennie take an arrow hit. Is healing him the best way to help him right now? If it were anyone other than Lennie, and if the hit were more serious, there’d be no question. However, the arrow did only moderate damage, not necessarily enough to call for immediate healing. Plus, Tolmac knows that Lennie has reserves of grit that no one else in the party possesses, represented by Second Wind, which provides as much healing, on average, as Tolmac’s cure wounds can provide, and more than healing word. It’s wiser for him to save his healing spells for other members of the party—or in case Lennie burns through all the hit points he regains with Second Wind.

So what is the best way for Tolmac to help? Probably watching like a hawk for goblin 2 to appear again, keeping track of its movement, and casting entangle. But Readying entangle is risky, because of the chance of losing the spell slot if the goblin doesn’t appear. As for advancing, the only good place for Tolmac to take cover is occupied by George. Absent any more compelling choice, Tolmac Readies movement in order to take George’s spot when he vacates it.

“Ow!” cries Lennie. “That hurt!” He doesn’t need to use Second Wind yet, though, since he’s still above 40 percent of his maximum hit points. He saw which way goblin 2 went and heads that way himself, but it’s too well hidden for him to see. What are his choices? He could Ready an Attack action, in case it appears next to him. He could Ready movement in order to go after it if it appears someplace else. He could simply try to guess where it is and attack with disadvantage. Or he could Search, giving him a better chance of spotting it at the cost of being able to react immediately when he does. None of these options stands out significantly ahead of the others, so he opts for the first one, which seems most in-character.

George Dashes to take cover behind another tree farther to the north and must again make a Dexterity (Stealth) check as he crosses goblin 2’s line of sight. The 15 he rolls keeps him hidden. Tolmac takes George’s former place.

Goblin 2 doesn’t like having Lennie so close—not one bit. Since he obviously can’t see it, it creeps around behind the tree next to it, then makes a Dash to another tree to the west of it. This takes it through all the adventurers’ lines of sight, so it must make another Dexterity (Stealth) check to avoid their notice. It rolls a dismal 7. “There you are!” yells Lennie. Daria takes her Readied Attack action first as it passes through a square that she can see but Áine can’t. She rolls a 12 to hit, and the arrow bounces off the goblin’s armor without hurting it. “Tristo kosmatih medvedov,” she grumbles. Áine sees the goblin but deflates: It’s 75 feet away, beyond the range of ray of frost. Since the goblin didn’t need to use its Nimble Escape bonus action to Disengage from Lennie, it now has it available to Hide and rolls yet another Dexterity (Stealth) check—a 9. In the foliage, this is enough to conceal it from Áine and Lennie, but not from Daria, George, or Tolmac (figure 7).
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ROUND 5

Daria no longer has line of sight to goblin 2 because of trees in the way. As she did on her last two turns, she Readies an Attack action. Áine has line of sight, but it’s just a little too well hidden for her to make it out—and it’s still beyond the range of ray of frost. To close the distance would require her to step out into the open, which she doesn’t want to do. Instead, she Dashes north to try to get within range while still remaining behind cover.

Tolmac is lucky he caught a glimpse of the goblin as it was running, because otherwise his passive Perception wouldn’t be enough for him to see it after it tried to Hide again. Since he finally knows where it is, he can do something to help: He casts entangle at its feet. The goblin rolls a 3 on its Strength saving throw and is ensnared by the clutching tendrils of snarled undergrowth.

Lennie moves 15 feet to the west, the direction he saw goblin 2 run, but he’s just not that good at spotting hidden things, so he raises his big stick and Readies an Attack action, as he did before. George, on the other hand, sees exactly where the goblin is—and that it’s tangled up in Tolmac’s enchanted greenery. Since it’s restrained (and also since he’s remained hidden all this time—he never revealed his position once!), he attacks with advantage. He draws a dagger and flings it at the goblin, rolls an 18 to hit—more than enough to overcome its half cover—and sticks it for 4 piercing damage, plus another 5 damage from Sneak Attack, a total of 9. Goblin 2 collapses, unmoving (figure 8).
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Final result: Three goblins slain, two unconscious and helpless. Áine, Daria, George, and Tolmac are at full health. Lennie has 8 of 13 hp remaining. Áine has used up her spell slots; Tolmac has one 1st-level spell slot left.

This encounter—technically Deadly for five level 1 adventurers, according to the encounter difficulty guidelines in chapter 3 of the Dungeon Master’s Guide—would have gone much, much worse for our novice adventurers if they’d gone up together to investigate the bait, because these goblins were prepared to take full advantage of the difficult terrain, the obscured visibility, and their Nimble Escape feature. Many DMs won’t have goblins show such tactical sophistication; nevertheless, this scenario illustrates that good player tactics are more than a match for good monster tactics, even when the monsters seem to hold all the cards.


A LEVEL 5 PARTY


AMI TOROS

Human bard (College of Lore), level 5
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	Armor Class 13 (leather)

	Hit Points 26

	Speed 30 ft

	Str 8 (–1), Dex 14 (+2), Con 10 (0), Int 14 (+2), Wis 12 (+1), Cha 18 (+4)

	Saving Throws Dex +5, Cha +7

	Skills Acrobatics +5, Arcana +5, Insight +7, Performance +10, Persuasion +7, Religion +5

	Senses passive Perception 11



Bardic Inspiration (4/Short or Long Rest). As a bonus action, a creature within 60 ft that can hear her gains an inspiration die (d8). For 10 minutes, the creature can add it to one ability check, attack roll, or saving throw. This can be added after seeing the roll, but before knowing the outcome.

Cutting Words. As a reaction when a creature that’s not immune to being charmed and that she can see within 60 ft makes an attack roll, ability check, or damage roll, can expend one use of Bardic Inspiration, roll the die, and subtract the number from the creature’s roll, after the roll but before knowing the result.

Spellcasting. Level 5 spellcaster (Cha, spell save DC 15, spell attacks +7). Has the following spells prepared:


	Cantrips: light, minor illusion, vicious mockery

	1st level (4 slots): charm person, dissonant whispers, faerie fire, healing word, heroism

	2nd level (3 slots): calm emotions, crown of madness

	3rd level (2 slots): hypnotic pattern



ATTACKS

Rapier. Melee Weapon Attack: +5 to hit, reach 5 ft, one target. Hit: 1d8 + 2 piercing.

Dagger. Melee or Ranged Weapon Attack: +5 to hit, reach 5 ft, range 20/60 ft, one target. Hit: 1d4 + 2 piercing.





CLIFFORD TOROS

Human cleric (Life Domain), level 5
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	Armor Class 18 (chain mail, shield)

	Hit Points 36

	Speed 30 ft

	Str 14 (+2), Dex 11 (0), Con 14 (+2), Int 11 (0), Wis 16 (+3), Cha 13 (+1)

	Saving Throws Wis +6, Cha +4

	Skills Insight +6, Medicine +6, Persuasion +4, Religion +3

	Senses passive Perception 10



Channel Divinity (1/Short or Long Rest). Choose one:


	Turn Undead. As an action, can present holy symbol. Each undead within 30 ft that can see or hear him must make a DC 14 Wisdom saving throw. If the creature fails, it is turned for 1 minute or until it takes damage. A turned creature must spend its turns trying to move as far away from him as it can, can’t willingly move to a space within 30 ft of him, and can’t take reactions. As its action, can only Dash, try to escape from an effect that prevents it from moving, or Dodge (if there’s nowhere to move).

	Preserve Life. As an action, can present holy symbol to restore up to 25 hp, divided among any creatures within 30 ft, up to half a creature’s hit point maximum. Can’t use this feature on an undead or construct.



Destroy Undead. When an undead with CR ½ or lower fails its saving throw against Turn Undead, it is instantly destroyed.

Disciple of Life. Leveled spells to restore hit points provide additional hit points equal to 2 + the spell’s level.

Spellcasting. Level 5 spellcaster (Wis, spell save DC 14, spell attacks +6). Has the following spells prepared:


	Cantrips: guidance, light, resistance, thaumaturgy

	1st level (4 slots): bless, cure wounds, healing word, sanctuary, shield of faith

	2nd level (3 slots): blindness/deafness, hold person, lesser restoration, prayer of healing, spiritual weapon

	3rd level (2 slots): beacon of hope, dispel magic, mass healing word, revivify



ATTACKS

Mace. Melee Weapon Attack: +5 to hit, reach 5 ft, one target. Hit: 1d6 + 2 bludgeoning.





GARREGWEN

Wood elf fighter (Battle Master), level 5
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	Armor Class 16 (chain mail)

	Hit Points 42

	Speed 35 ft

	Str 15 (+2), Dex 14 (+2), Con 14 (+2), Int 10 (0), Wis 12 (+1), Cha 10 (0)

	Saving Throws Str +5, Con +5

	Skills Athletics +5, Intimidation +3, Perception +4, Survival +4

	Senses darkvision (60 ft), passive Perception 14



Action Surge (1/Short or Long Rest). Can take one additional action on her turn.

Combat Superiority (4/Short or Long Rest). Spend 1 superiority die (d8) to use one Maneuver.

Extra Attack. Can attack twice whenever taking the Attack action on her turn.

Fey Ancestry. Advantage on saving throws vs. being charmed, and magic can’t put her to sleep.

Fighting Style (Great Weapon Fighting). When she rolls a 1 or 2 on a damage die for an attack with a melee weapon wielded with two hands, can reroll the die and must use the new roll. The weapon must have the two-handed or versatile property.

Maneuvers. Choose one per attack:


	Commander’s Strike. When taking the Attack action on her turn, can expend one superiority die to forgo one attack and use a bonus action to direct a friendly creature who can see or hear you to strike. That creature can immediately use its reaction to make one weapon attack, adding the superiority die to its damage roll.

	Distracting Strike. When she hits a creature with a weapon attack, can expend one superiority die and add the die to her damage roll. The next attack roll against the target by another attacker has advantage if the attack is made before the start of her next turn.

	Trip Attack. When she hits a creature with a weapon attack, can expend one superiority die and add the die to her damage roll. If the target is Large or smaller, it must make a Strength saving throw. On a failure, it’s knocked prone.



Polearm Master. When taking the Attack action and attacking with her glaive, can use a bonus action to make a melee attack with the opposite end of the weapon, using the same ability modifier as the primary attack. This attack deals 1d4 + 2 bludgeoning damage. While wielding a glaive, gains an opportunity attack against a creature that enters her reach.

Second Wind (1/Short or Long Rest). Can use a bonus action to regain 1d10 + 5 hp.

ATTACKS

Glaive. Melee Weapon Attack: +5 to hit, reach 10 ft, one target. Hit: 1d10 + 2 slashing.

Shortsword. Melee Weapon Attack: +5 to hit, reach 5 ft, one target. Hit: 1d6 + 2 piercing.

Handaxe. Melee or Ranged Weapon Attack: +5 to hit, reach 5 ft, range 20/60 ft, one target. Hit: 1d6 + 2 slashing.





GÚTHRUN BJÖRNHJARTA

Human barbarian (Bear Totem Warrior), level 5
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	Armor Class 15 (chain shirt)

	Hit Points 48

	Speed 40 ft

	Str 16 (+3), Dex 14 (+2), Con 15 (+2), Int 11 (0), Wis 13 (+1), Cha 9 (–1)

	Saving Throws Str +6, Dex +5

	Skills Athletics +6, Perception +4, Survival +4

	Senses passive Perception 14



Danger Sense. Advantage on Dex saves vs. visible effects.

Extra Attack. Attack twice when using Attack action on own turn.

Great Weapon Master. On critical hit or kill with melee weapon, use bonus action to make one melee attack; with Heavy weapon, may attack at –5 to hit for +10 damage.

Rage (3/Long Rest). For 1 min, advantage on Str checks and saves, +2 to Str-based melee damage, resistance to all damage except psychic.

Reckless Attack. On first attack of turn, gain advantage on melee weapon attacks until next turn; incoming attacks also have advantage.

ATTACKS

Greatsword. Melee Weapon Attack: +6 to hit, reach 5 ft, one target. Hit: 2d6 + 3 slashing.

Handaxe. Melee or Ranged Weapon Attack: +6 to hit, reach 5 ft, range 20/60 ft, one target. Hit: 1d6 + 3 slashing.

Javelin. Melee or Ranged Weapon Attack: +6 to hit, reach 5 ft, range 30/120 ft, one target. Hit: 1d6 + 3 piercing.





KETTERLIN FUNKENREGEN

Forest gnome wizard (School of Illusion), level 5
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	Armor Class 16 (unarmored, mage armor)

	Hit Points 25

	Speed 25 ft

	Str 8 (–1), Dex 16 (+3), Con 13 (+1), Int 18 (+4), Wis 10 (0), Cha 13 (+1)

	Saving Throws Int +7, Wis +3

	Skills Arcana +7, Investigation +7

	Senses darkvision (60 ft), passive Perception 10



Arcane Recovery (1/Day). After short rest, recover 3 spell slot levels.

Gnome Cunning. Advantage on Int, Wis and Cha saving throws vs. magic.

Spellcasting. Level 5 spellcaster (Int, spell save DC 15, spell attacks +7). Has the following spells prepared:


	Cantrips: dancing lights, mending, minor illusion, prestidigitation, shocking grasp

	1st level (4 slots): chromatic orb, color spray, detect magic, mage armor

	2nd level (3 slots): invisibility, mirror image, misty step

	3rd level (2 slots): hypnotic pattern, major image



ATTACKS

Dagger. Melee or Ranged Weapon Attack: +5 to hit, reach 5 ft, range 20/60 ft, one target. Hit: 1d4 + 2 piercing.




These mid-level adventurers have invaded the ice fortress of a frost giant and its henchmen to put an end to their marauding. So far, they’ve had to fight their way through a dozen orcs, several berserkers, and three winter wolves. The fortress is also apparently infested with ice mephits, which made the last couple of battles especially difficult and annoying, and they’ve had no chance to rest. Consequently, they’re down a lot of resources: Ami has already used Bardic Inspiration twice, along with two 1st-level and one 3rd-level spell slot, and she’s at 22 hp out of a maximum of 26. Clifford has spent two 1st-level, two 2nd-level, and one 3rd-level spell slot and is at 27 hp out of 36. Garregwen has expended two of her Combat Superiority dice and her Action Surge, and she’s moderately wounded, with 25 hp out of 42. Guthrún has gone into Rage twice and has 36 hp out of 48. Ketterlin has spent two 1st-level, one 2nd-level, and one 3rd-level spell slot; she spent one of those 1st-level slots to cast mage armor on herself. She is also moderately wounded, with 17 hp out of 25.

At last, they’ve reached the giant’s throne hall. The enormous doors offer no chance for either side to be surprised. Garregwen and Guthrún are in the front, followed by Ami and Clifford, with Ketterlin bringing up the rear.

Oh, and there are a couple of ice mephits hiding behind the frost giant’s throne (figure 9).
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Initiative order: Ami (21), Guthrún and Ketterlin (17), frost giant (11), Clifford (5), Garregwen (4), ice mephits (3).

ROUND 1

Ami, a spellslinger, bets that the party may be able to inflict some serious damage on the frost giant right out of the gate if she can incapacitate it, so she casts hypnotic pattern in an area that envelops the throne on which the giant is sitting. It works—the frost giant needs to beat a DC of 15 on its Wisdom saving throw and rolls only a 10. The giant is charmed and incapacitated. So is one of the ice mephits crouching behind its throne, which fails its save with a roll of 12. (The other ice mephit rolls a 17 and succeeds.) As a bonus action, Ami then plays a rousing battle song to grant Bardic Inspiration to Guthrún and begins to move into the hall.

Guthrún and Ketterlin’s players agree that Guthrún will take her turn first. Guthrún, a hardy front-liner, rushes the frost giant using the Dash action. She doesn’t attack yet: No one is going to risk doing any damage to the giant until all the party members are in position to take advantage of Ami’s successful gambit.

Ketterlin, the party’s other spellslinger, Dashes into the hall and takes position near the door on the opposite side from Ami.

The giant stares at the pretty moving patterns in its mind’s eye.

Clifford, a supporter, knows it’s going to take everything the party has left to defeat this giant, so he strides forth and casts bless on himself (put your own oxygen mask on first!), Garregwen, and Ketterlin. He then moves forward as far as he can.

Finally, Garregwen also Dashes up to the front. She stops 10 feet short of the giant, taking advantage of the reach of her glaive, and puts as much space as possible between herself and Guthrún, to maximize their shared zone of control.

Mephit 1 hears a commotion, then notices that mephit 2 is suddenly staring off into space. This is interesting. It flies 25 feet up in the air and peeks over the top of the frost giant’s throne, sees the charging adventurers, and immediately ducks back down with the last 5 feet of its movement (figure 10).
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ROUND 2

Ami takes a step to her left, uses her bonus action to grant her last Bardic Inspiration to Garregwen, and Readies a vicious mockery cantrip to cast when Garregwen attacks.

Guthrún raises her greatsword and Readies an Attack action to occur as soon as Garregwen attacks, and Ketterlin similarly Readies herself to cast a fiery chromatic orb.

The giant stares at the pretty. Pretty.

Clifford moves forward 20 feet—no more. He’s going to try to keep himself on the opposite side of Guthrún from the frost giant, 15 feet behind her. As a bonus action, he casts spiritual weapon, and a mace of shimmering light hovers in the air before him. For the time being, he decides, his action will be to Dodge.

Finally, it’s time for Garregwen to set it off. She makes a normal attack with her glaive, rolling a 24—a solid hit—and dealing 11 slashing damage to the giant. The pain breaks the giant out of its hypnotic reverie, and Ami lets her spell drop. (Unfortunately, dropping the spell releases mephit 2, but Ami didn’t realize it was even there, let alone affected by her spell. An exceptionally cautious PC might have kept the spell going until it was clearly no longer affecting anything else.)

Now that Garregwen has attacked, all the readied actions trigger at once. The giant rolls a 4 on its Wisdom save against Ami’s vicious mockery, which deals 8 psychic damage. Guthrún swings her mighty blade and rolls a 20 (modified) to hit, dealing 9 damage. Ketterlin rolls a 24 on her ranged spell attack, and the chromatic orb burns the giant for 17 fire damage. The giant is already moderately wounded.

Meanwhile, Garregwen swings her weapon around and, as a bonus action, strikes the giant with the butt end, rolling another 24 and dealing another 6 bludgeoning damage. On her second attack, she rolls a 10 to hit, a weak blow that the giant doesn’t even feel through its patchwork armor.

Mephits 1 and 2, using the Dash action, take flight to watch the fun. While the adventurers are focused on the giant, the mephits make their way around the perimeter of the room, maliciously hoping to harass the folks in back—especially the bard who entranced mephit 2 (figure 11).
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ROUND 3

Now that she’s no longer concentrating on hypnotic pattern, Ami casts faerie fire on the frost giant’s throne. The giant rolls a 4 on its Dexterity save, so it’s lit up like a Christmas tree.

The battle having begun in earnest, Guthrún uses her bonus action to Rage. She then strikes twice with her greatsword, rolling with advantage (because of Ami’s faerie fire). Her first attack roll is a 17; her second is a 19. Both hit, and each hit deals 11 damage.

Ketterlin uses her last 1st-level spell slot to throw another chromatic orb, with advantage on the ranged spell attack. She rolls a 19—a hit—and deals 18 damage. The frost giant is now seriously wounded.

Finally, the giant gets a turn. It stands up and swings its greataxe at Guthrún, rolling a 24—a hit—and dealing 19 damage, but the raging barbarian feels only 9 of it. The giant swings again, hitting with a roll of 15 and dealing 23 damage, of which Guthrún takes 11. She’s seriously wounded herself, down to 16 of her 48 maximum hit points.

Clifford moves 10 feet forward, lays his hands on Guthrún, and spends his last 3rd-level spell slot to cast cure wounds, restoring 19 hp to her, then moves 15 feet back. Meanwhile, as a bonus action, he wills his spectral mace to take a whack at the giant, rolling a 19 to hit and dealing 6 damage with it.

Garregwen attacks with her glaive, missing with her first slashing thrust (she rolls a 7, even with bless—not worth spending her Bardic Inspiration die to try to improve). Jabbing and feinting at the giant, she spends a superiority die on a Commander’s Strike and calls to Guthrún, “Strike now!”—using her bonus action to transfer her second attack to the barbarian. Guthrún swings, adding Garregwen’s superiority die to her attack roll. The roll is an amazing 30—not, alas, a critical hit, but the barbarian nevertheless deals another 13 damage to the giant. If Garregwen still had her Action Surge available, she’d use it now, for good measure; sadly, she spent it while fighting the winter wolves.

The mephits both fly at Ami, who has her hands full of harp, and try to rake her with their claws. Mephit 1 rolls a 20 (modified) to hit, dealing 5 slashing damage and 3 cold damage. Ami rolls a 10 on her Constitution saving throw, just barely maintaining her concentration on faerie fire. Mephit 2’s attack roll is only an 11; Ami manages to dodge its claws (figure 12).


[image: Image]


ROUND 4

Ami is in a bind, unable to defend herself from the mephits if she keeps playing her harp. The spells she knows are only useful against single opponents, and she’s being double-teamed. Should she draw her rapier and fight? Nah. As a spellslinger, reliant on Dexterity to avoid damage rather than on Constitution to withstand it, her wisest course of action in this situation is simply to get away. She takes the Disengage action, since she’s being engaged in melee by more than one opponent, and retreats toward Clifford, counting on her brother to bail her out. (She maintains a bit of distance from Ketterlin: She shouldn’t be leading enemies toward the party’s other spellslinger.)

Still attacking with advantage, Guthrún rolls a 22 and a 20 (modified) to hit against the giant, for 15 damage and 11 damage. The giant, which was hanging on by a thread, stumbles back and sprawls against its throne, fatally wounded.

To cast color spray, with the goal of blinding the mephits, Ketterlin would have to run toward them, a dubious choice; this is a spell geared more toward self-defense against melee attackers who are already in the caster’s face. She also knows hypnotic pattern and could use it if she felt like spending her 3rd-level spell slot. However, from earlier encounters, she’s observed that ice mephits are vulnerable to fire damage. She’s out of 1st-level spell slots, so if she wants to cast chromatic orb again, she must spend a higher-level slot. Spending a 2nd-level spell slot (so that she can still cast hypnotic pattern if she needs to), she casts chromatic orb at mephit 2, hitting with a 12 and rolling 12 damage. Since the mephit is vulnerable to fire damage, it takes twice that amount and explodes in a cloud of spiky ice shards. Ketterlin then moves as far from the other mephit as she can get.

It’s now Clifford’s responsibility to keep the remaining ice mephit off his sister and their gnome companion. He uses his bonus action to move his spiritual weapon in the mephit’s direction as far as he can, which isn’t quite far enough to reach it. Having no spell that can either defend both Ami and Ketterlin or debilitate the mephit, he takes the straightforward approach of simply stepping forward and swinging at mephit 1 with his mace. Thanks in part to his own bless spell, he rolls a 23 to hit, for 5 bludgeoning damage. It turns out that ice mephits are vulnerable to blunt force trauma, too, so mephit 1 takes 10 damage from the blow; it’s now moderately wounded. Finally, having seen that the mephits’ death burst tears through anyone who’s standing too close, Clifford chances an opportunity attack—trusting his high Armor Class to protect him—and returns to his previous position. His faith pays off: Mephit 1 swipes at him with its claws, but it misses wildly with an attack roll of 6.

The front line in this battle has moved, and Garregwen moves with it, putting herself just within polearm reach of mephit 1. She spends her last superiority die to make a Trip Attack against the mephit, which, if successful, will knock it prone. With the extra d4 conferred by bless, she rolls a 16 to hit, and with the extra damage from her superiority die, she deals the mephit 16 damage, which is more than it can take. As it’s smacked out of the air, the elemental vermin explodes into jagged fragments, but because Garregwen attacked it from 10 feet away, she’s outside the blast radius and takes no damage from it (figure 13).
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Final result: The frost giant is slain, as are both mephits. Guthrún has 35 of her original 48 hp, and Ami has 14 of her full 26 hp; no other party member took additional damage in this battle. Ami used one 3rd-level and one 1st-level spell slot, Clifford used one 3rd-level spell slot, one 2nd-level slot, and one 1st-level slot, and Ketterlin used one 2nd-level and two 1st-level slots. Ami used Bardic Inspiration twice, Garregwen used her last two superiority dice, and Guthrún used the last of her three Rages. These resources proved sufficient for the biggest battle of the day—the one the PCs were saving their strength for.

For a party of five level 5 characters, the Dungeon Master’s Guide rates a CR 8 frost giant as a Hard encounter; throwing in an additional pair of ice mephits jacks the difficulty up to Deadly. Why did these foes seem like such pushovers? Because of how the party members synergized. Ami’s hypnotic pattern gave each of them time to maneuver into the perfect position for their combat role, and her faerie fire gave all of them advantage on attack rolls against the giant. Clifford’s bless spell buffed Garregwen and Ketterlin’s attacks further, not to mention his own. Garregwen, knowing that Guthrún had a higher to-hit modifier and could deal more damage, substituted an attack by the barbarian for one of her own. This was a team working in perfect harmony, despite limping and bleeding from previous encounters elsewhere in the ice fortress.


A LEVEL 9 PARTY


ANDRALAMUSIA

Tiefling sorcerer (Wild Magic), level 9
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	Armor Class 14 (studded leather)

	Hit Points 52

	Speed 30 ft

	Str 10 (0), Dex 14 (+2), Con 14 (+2), Int 13 (+1), Wis 8 (–1), Cha 18 (+4)

	Saving Throws Con +6, Cha +8

	Skills Deception +8, Intimidation +8, Sleight of Hand +6, Stealth +6

	Damage Resistance fire

	Senses darkvision (60 ft), passive Perception 9



Bend Luck. As a reaction, spend 2 sorcery points to roll 1d4 and add or subtract it from an attack, ability check or saving throw.

Font of Magic. Spend sorcery points (9/long rest) to create spell slots or use Metamagic.

Lightly Armored. Proficient with light armor.

Metamagic. Choose either Quickened Spell or both Empowered Spell and Quickened Spell:


	Empowered Spell. Spend 1 sorcery point to reroll up to 4 spell damage dice; must use new rolls.

	Quickened Spell. Spend 2 sorcery points and use bonus action to cast spell with casting time of 1 action.



Spellcasting. Level 5 spellcaster (Cha, spell save DC 16, spell attacks +8). Has the following spells prepared:


	Cantrips: blade ward, fire bolt, mage hand, minor illusion, shocking grasp, thaumaturgy

	1st level (4 slots): chromatic orb, shield

	2nd level (3 slots): mirror image, scorching ray

	3rd level (3 slots): counterspell, fireball, slow, haste

	4th level (3 slots): confusion

	5th level (1 slot): animate objects



Tides of Chaos (1/Long Rest). Gain advantage on attack, ability check or save. Resets on Wild Magic Surge.

Wild Magic Surge. Immediately after casting leveled spell, roll d20: on 1, roll for random Wild Magic Surge effect.

ATTACKS

Light Crossbow. Ranged Weapon Attack: +6 to hit, range 80/320 ft, one target. Hit: 1d8 + 2 piercing.

Dagger. Melee or Ranged Weapon Attack: +6 to hit, reach 5 ft, range 20/60 ft, one target. Hit: 1d4 + 2 piercing.





ANTJE DE HELER

Human warlock (Archfey, Pact of the Tome), level 9
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	Armor Class 14 (studded leather)

	Hit Points 53

	Speed 30 ft

	Str 11 (0), Dex 14 (+2), Con 13 (+1), Int 16 (+3), Wis 11 (0), Cha 16 (+3)

	Saving Throws Wis +4, Cha +7

	Skills Arcana +7, Deception +7, Investigation +7, Persuasion +7, Stealth +6

	Senses darkvision (120 ft), passive Perception 10



Agonizing Blast. +3 to eldritch blast damage.

Fey Presence (1/Short or Long Rest). Each creature in 10-foot cube (centered on self) must make DC 16 Wis save or be charmed or frightened.

Misty Escape (1/Short or Long Rest). As a reaction to taking damage, turn invisible and teleport up to 60 ft to visible unoccupied space.

One with Shadows. While in dim light or darkness, use action to become invisible. Ends with movement, action or reaction.

Pact Magic. Level 9 spellcaster (Cha, spell save DC 15, spell attacks +7). Has the following spells prepared:


	Cantrips: eldritch blast, guidance, mage hand, minor illusion, prestidigitation, vicious mockery

	5th level (2 slots): charm person, faerie fire, darkness, hold person, mirror image, blink, dispel magic, dimension door, greater invisibility, dominate person



ATTACKS

Light Crossbow. Ranged Weapon Attack: +6 to hit, range 80/320 ft, one target. Hit: 1d8 + 2 piercing.

Dagger. Melee or Ranged Weapon Attack: +6 to hit, reach 5 ft, range 20/60 ft, one target. Hit: 1d4 + 2 piercing.





MICKLEHAST THE WRATHFUL

Lightfoot halfling barbarian (Berserker), level 9
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	Armor Class 15 (unarmored)

	Hit Points 82

	Speed 35 ft

	Str 8 (–1), Dex 17 (+3), Con 15 (+2), Int 15 (+2), Wis 8 (–1), Cha 9 (–1)

	Saving Throws Str +3, Con +6

	Skills Animal Handling +3, Intimidation +3, Survival +3

	Senses passive Perception 9



Brutal Critical. Roll additional damage die on critical hit.

Charger. After Dash action, use bonus action to make melee weapon attack or shove; if moving 10 ft in straight line first, gain +5 bonus to damage or push target up to 10 ft.

Danger Sense. Advantage on Dex saves vs. visible effects.

Extra Attack. Attack twice when using Attack action on own turn.

Feral Instinct. Advantage on initiative rolls; can Rage immediately and act normally if surprised and not incapacitated.

Frenzy. During Rage, use bonus action to make melee attack; take 1 level of exhaustion when Rage ends.

Mindless Rage. Can’t be charmed or frightened during Rage; Rage suspends charmed or frightened condition.

Rage (4/Long Rest). For 1 min, advantage on Str checks and saves, +3 to Str-based melee damage; resistance to bludgeoning, piercing, and slashing damage.

Reckless Attack. On first attack of turn, gain advantage on melee weapon attacks until next turn; incoming attacks also have advantage.

Savage Attacker (1/Turn). Reroll weapon damage dice; use either total.

ATTACKS

Warhammer. Melee Weapon Attack: +3 to hit, reach 5 ft, one target. Hit: 1d10 – 1 bludgeoning.

Handaxe. Melee or Ranged Weapon Attack: +3 to hit, reach 5 ft, range 20/60 ft, one target. Hit: 1d6 – 1 slashing.

Javelin. Melee or Ranged Weapon Attack: +3 to hit, reach 5 ft, range 30/120 ft, one target. Hit: 1d6 – 1 piercing.





NHAY KHI

Human monk (Way of the Open Hand), level 9
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	Armor Class 16 (unarmored)

	Hit Points 71

	Speed 50 ft

	Str 13 (+1), Dex 16 (+3), Con 14 (+2), Int 11 (0), Wis 16 (+3), Cha 9 (–1)

	Saving Throws Str +5, Dex +7, Wis +7

	Skills Acrobatics +7, Medicine +7, Religion +4, Stealth +7

	Senses passive Perception 13



Deflect Missiles. When hit by ranged weapon attack, use reaction to reduce damage by 1d10 + 12; if reduced to 0, catch missile and spend 1 ki point to make ranged attack as part of same reaction, with proficiency.

Evasion. Take no damage on successful Dex save, half damage on failed.

Extra Attack. Attack twice when using Attack action on own turn.

Flurry of Blows. After Attack action, spend 1 ki point and use bonus action to make two unarmed strikes. On hit, choose one:


	Target must make DC 15 Dex save or be knocked prone.

	Target must make DC 15 Str save or be pushed up to 15 feet.

	Target cannot take reactions until the end of next turn.



Ki (9/Long Rest). Spend ki points to use other features.

Ki-Empowered Strikes. Unarmed strikes count as magical with respect to resistance and immunity.

Martial Arts. After Attack action, use bonus action to make one unarmed strike.

Mobile. On Dash action, difficult terrain costs no extra movement; when making melee attack, no opportunity attack provoked from target.

Patient Defense. Spend 1 ki point and use bonus action to Dodge.

Slow Fall. Use reaction to reduce falling damage by up to 45 hp.

Step of the Wind. Spend 1 ki point and use bonus action to Dash or Disengage; jump distance doubled.

Stillness of Mind. Use action to remove charmed or frightened condition.

Stunning Strike. On melee weapon or unarmed hit, spend 1 ki: target must make DC 15 Con save or be stunned until end of next turn.

Unarmored Movement. Can move along vertical surfaces and across liquids without falling.

Wholeness of Body (1/Long Rest). As action, regain up to 27 hp.

ATTACKS

Staff. Melee Weapon Attack: +7 to hit, reach 5 ft, one target. Hit: 1d8 + 3 bludgeoning.

Unarmed Strike. Melee Weapon Attack: +7 to hit, reach 5 ft, one target. Hit: 1d6 + 3 bludgeoning.





PEDANGMENARI

Dragonborn rogue (Swashbuckler),* level 9


[image: Image]


	Armor Class 13 (leather)

	Hit Points 62

	Speed 30 ft

	Str 16 (+3), Dex 16 (+3), Con 14 (+2), Int 10 (0), Wis 8 (–1), Cha 13 (+1)

	Saving Throws Dex +6, Int +4

	Skills Acrobatics +11, Athletics +11, Perception +10, Sleight of Hand +11

	Damage Resistance acid

	Senses passive Perception 20



Cunning Action. Use bonus action to Dash, Disengage or Hide.

Defensive Duelist. When hit by melee attack, use reaction to add +4 to AC.

Fancy Footwork. When making melee attack, no opportunity attack provoked from target.

Panache. As action, make Persuasion vs. Insight check: on success, for 1 min, hostile creature has disadvantage on attack rolls against other targets and can’t make opportunity attacks against them unless ally attacks or casts spell against it, or you and target move more than 60 ft apart; nonhostile creature is charmed.

Rakish Audacity. Add +1 to initiative rolls; don’t need advantage to make Sneak Attack if no creature other than target is within 5 ft.

Sneak Attack (1/Turn). +5d6 damage when attacking with advantage, or with non-incapacitated ally within 5 ft of target when not attacking with disadvantage.

Uncanny Dodge. When hit by weapon or spell attack, use reaction to halve damage.

ATTACKS

Rapier. Melee Weapon Attack: +7 to hit, reach 5 ft, one target. Hit: 1d8 + 3 piercing.

Shortsword. Melee Weapon Attack: +7 to hit, reach 5 ft, one target. Hit: 1d6 + 3 piercing.

Dagger. Melee or Ranged Weapon Attack: +7 to hit, reach 5 ft, range 20/60 ft, one target. Hit: 1d4 + 3 piercing.

Breath Weapon (1/Short or Long Rest). Creatures in 5 ft × 30 ft line must make DC 14 Dex save or take 3d6 acid damage.

* Roguish archetype from Xanathar’s Guide to Everything.





SARNAI JALAIR

Mountain dwarf paladin (Oath of Vengeance), level 9
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	Armor Class 18 (chain mail, shield)

	Hit Points 81

	Speed 25 ft

	Str 16 (+3), Dex 10 (0), Con 16 (+3), Int 10 (0), Wis 10 (0), Cha 14 (+2)

	Saving Throws Wis +4, Cha +6

	Skills History +4, Intimidation +6, Persuasion +6, Religion +4

	Senses darkvision (60 ft), passive Perception 10



Alert. +5 to initiative; can’t be surprised while conscious; unseen attackers don’t gain advantage.

Aura of Protection. Allies within 10 ft gain +2 bonus to saves.

Channel Divinity (1/Short or Long Rest). Choose one:


	Abjure Enemy. As action, denounce one creature within 60 ft. Creature must make DC 16 Wis save (fiends and undead have disadvantage): on failure, creature is frightened for 1 min or until it takes damage, speed reduced to 0; on success, creature’s speed is halved for 1 min or until it takes damage.

	Vow of Enmity. As bonus action, gain advantage on attacks against creature within 10 ft for 1 min or until it drops to 0 hp or falls unconscious.



Divine Health. Immune to disease.

Divine Sense (3/Long Rest). Know locations of celestials, fiends and undead within 60 ft, unless behind total cover; know type but not identity.

Divine Smite. On melee weapon hit, spend 1 spell slot to deal 2d8 radiant damage + 1d8 per spell slot level above 1st (maximum 5d8); +1d8 vs. undead and fiends.

Extra Attack. Attack twice when using Attack action on own turn.

Lay On Hands. As action, heal up to 45 hp; spend 5 hp from pool to cure disease or poison.

Relentless Avenger. On hit with opportunity attack, move up to half speed as part of same reaction; does not provoke opportunity attack.

Shield Master. On Attack action, use bonus action to shove adjacent creature with shield; on Dex save to take half damage, take no damage; +2 on Dex save if only target of effect.

Spellcasting. Level 5 spellcaster (Cha, spell save DC 14, spell attacks +6). Has the following spells prepared:


	1st level (4 slots): bane, bless, hunter’s mark, thunderous smite, wrathful smite

	2nd level (3 slots): misty step, hold person

	3rd level (2 slot): aura of vitality, blinding smite, haste, protection from energy, revivify



ATTACKS

Battleaxe. Melee Weapon Attack: +7 to hit, reach 5 ft, one target. Hit: 1d8 + 5 slashing.

Handaxe. Melee or Ranged Weapon Attack: +7 to hit, reach 5 ft, range 20/60 ft, one target. Hit: 1d6 + 5 slashing (1d6 + 3 slashing when thrown).




These heroes of the realm are exploring an underground compound and have come across what looks like some kind of crypt. Because only Andralamusia, Antje, and Sarnai have darkvision, the rest of the party depends on a hooded lantern, carried by Pedangmenari, who wields a one-handed weapon without a shield. Beyond the reach of the lantern, the compound is pitch-dark. Micklehast and Sarnai march in front, Pedangmenari and Nhay Khi behind them, and Andralamusia and Antje in the rear.

The crypt they’ve entered is inhabited by a wraith, two wights, and eight ghouls. The wraith, incorporeal, reposes in the sarcophagus at the rear of the crypt. The wights crouch atop their own sarcophagi, flanking the wraith’s. The ghouls mill randomly and restlessly around the crypt, and these are the first enemies the adventurers notice (figure 14).
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Initiative order: Sarnai (25), Micklehast (18), Pedangmenari (16), ghouls (15), wraith (14), Antje (12), wights (9), Andralamusia (7), Nhay Khi (6)

ROUND 1

Sarnai’s darkvision just barely extends beyond the current reach of the lantern, so all she sees are two lone ghouls off to the left and a cluster of them ahead of her. She moves forward to engage the closest ghoul in the cluster, which happens to be ghoul 6. (She doesn’t notice wight 2, which is sitting still with a Stealth roll of 14—her passive Perception isn’t nearly good enough to detect it in what for her is dim light.) For her first axe swing, she rolls an 18, a hit, and deals 8 slashing damage. For her second, she rolls a 16, also a hit, and does another 6 damage.

Micklehast takes the Dash action and charges at ghoul 6 (he knows from experience to leave the lone ghoul 2 to Pedangmenari), using his bonus action to make a melee attack with +5 to his damage. He rolls a 21 to hit, the blow lands, and he deals 8 bludgeoning damage to the ghoul. It falls.

Pedangmenari’s Rakish Audacity feature lets him make a Sneak Attack against any opponent as long as no other creature is within 5 feet. Still carrying his lantern in his left hand, he seizes the opportunity to attack ghoul 2 with the rapier in his right. (This has the effect of dimly illuminating wight 1, but still, no one in the party has a passive Perception high enough to notice it: Its Stealth roll was an 18.) Pedang rolls a 19 to hit and deals 19 damage with Sneak Attack on top of his normal 4 damage. Ghoul 2 is slain.

The famished ghouls, frenzied by the presence of living flesh, close in. Ghouls 1 and 8 go for Sarnai; ghouls 3, 4, 5, and 7 go for Micklehast. Ghoul 1 slashes wildly at Sarnai with its claws and misses. Ghoul 3 claws at Micklehast, rolls a 16, and hits the unarmored halfling barbarian for 6 damage. Mick must make a Constitution saving throw against paralysis. He’s standing next to Sarnai, whose Aura of Protection grants him +2 on the roll. He needs a 10 and rolls a 12. Ghoul 4 also claws at him, rolling a 22 and dealing 8 damage. This time he rolls 11 on his Con save, thanks to Sarnai’s Aura, which keeps it from being a 9. Whew! He won’t be taking any more damage from the ghouls this turn, because ghouls 5 and 7 had to Dash in order to reach him. Ghoul 8 claws at Sarnai and rolls a 14: Her chain mail protects her.

The wraith hears activity outside its sarcophagus and rises. It sees the ghouls rushing toward Mick and Sarnai and decides it would be satisfying to murder them. It starts flying toward Sarnai, but as it does, it spots an even more attractive target: Nhay Khi. (Wraiths are drawn to the pure of heart, and Nhay Khi is the only one in this bunch who comes anywhere near that standard.) It Dashes toward him and stops right in front of him.

Antje had been considering whether to cast faerie fire on the clustered ghouls (and leaning against it, since it could have lit up Mick and Sarnai as well), but the sudden appearance of the wraith rearranges her priorities. She casts eldritch blast instead, firing two bolts of force at the wraith. She rolls 16 and 12, a hit and a miss. The hit deals 6 damage. She then tries to put some distance between herself and the wraith, hoping Nhay Khi will keep it occupied for a moment.

Wight 1 raises its bow and takes two shots at Pedang, who hasn’t seen it, so it has advantage on its attack rolls. It rolls an 18 and a 22, both hits. The first shot does 4 piercing damage, and the second does 3. Those were pinpricks; Pedang decides not to use Uncanny Dodge to halve the damage, in case he needs it for something else before his next turn. Wight 1 then begins advancing on Pedang. Wight 2 creeps forward a bit, but since it’s advancing across more or less open ground, it must make another Stealth check to avoid being noticed. It rolls terribly—only a 5. Sarnai hears it coming and looks in its direction. No longer hidden, it shoots twice, rolling a 13 and a 15. Both shots ricochet off Sarnai’s armor.

Andralamusia curses—she knows a little about wraiths, and she doesn’t have any spell that does damage they’re not resistant to. She moves as far away from the wraith as she can get, then casts scorching ray using a 4th-level spell slot, targeting ghouls 3, 4, 5, and 7 (twice) and invoking Tides of Chaos for advantage on her first attack roll. She rolls a natural 20 (total 28) against ghoul 3, 15 against ghoul 4, 21 against ghoul 5, and 24 and 19 against ghoul 7—all hits. Ghoul 3 takes 16 fire damage, ghoul 4 takes 4, ghoul 5 takes 10, and ghoul 7 takes 11.

Nhay Khi lets his staff drop to the floor—it’s not going to help him in this fight. Instead, thanks to his Ki-Empowered Strikes class feature, which lets him bypass the wraith’s resistance to physical damage from nonmagical weapons, he’s going to rely entirely on unarmed strikes. He gets two strikes as part of his Attack action and spends a ki point on Flurry of Blows to get two more with his bonus action. His first two attack rolls are a 10 and a 26—a miss and a hit. The hit deals 7 damage. His first Flurry attack roll is a 14, a hit, for another 7 damage. He uses Open Hand Technique to prevent the wraith from taking reactions until the end of his next turn, and in addition, he spends a second ki point to make his hit a Stunning Strike. The wraith rolls a 23 on its Con save, though, so it’s not stunned. Finally, he rolls a 21 on his second flurry attack and does 5 damage. Because his Open Hand Technique has prevented the wraith from making an opportunity attack, he moves away from the spellslingers and toward the front line, hoping to bait the wraith into following him (figure 15).
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ROUND 2

Sarnai sees the wraith and feels a sense of dread. As a bonus action, she uses Channel Divinity and chooses the Abjure Enemy option to try to blunt its effectiveness. The wraith rolls its Wisdom saving throw with disadvantage and fails with a 10. Next, Sarnai turns back around, takes a swing at ghoul 1, and rolls a 15—a hit. The axe blow deals 7 damage. She strikes again and rolls a 24, for 9 damage.

Micklehast, using his bonus action, flies into a Rage, opting to Frenzy—if being quadruple-teamed by ghouls isn’t the worst thing he’s going to have to deal with today, he doesn’t want to know what is. Swinging his warhammer at ghoul 4, he hits with a roll of 16, for 4 damage. He swings again and rolls a 14, for 7 damage. (Why not use Reckless Attack for a better chance of hitting? Because he gets only two attacks per turn, while the ghouls around him get a total of four. Reckless Attack would help them more than it would help him.)

Pedangmenari decides to deal with the wight that just shot at him. He runs up, lunges at the wight with his rapier, and rolls a 25 to hit, doing only 4 weapon damage but 20 Sneak Attack damage. The wight is alarmingly unperturbed: Pedang stabbed it pretty good, but the attack seems to have inflicted only minor injury. Thanks to his Fancy Footwork, the wight doesn’t get an opportunity attack against him, so he uses Cunning Action to Dash as a bonus action and heads back toward his previous position.

Ghouls 1, 3, and 4 immediately decide that this much pain is worse than their perpetual hunger, and they take off running. Sarnai gets an opportunity attack at ghoul 1 as it leaves her reach, and she rolls a 23, cutting it for 6 damage; it sprawls at her feet. Micklehast takes a swing at ghoul 4 as it runs away, and he rolls a 19, clouting it for 4 damage. Ghouls 5, 7, and 8, meanwhile, keep fighting. Ghoul 5 claws at Mick but rolls a natural 1, missing wildly. Ghoul 7 rolls an 18 and lands a hit, dealing 7 damage. Mick rolls a 20 on his Con save. Ghoul 8 slashes at Sarnai and rolls a 15 to hit; her armor protects her.

The wraith, rendered frightened and immobile by Sarnai’s Abjure Enemy, is unable to act, since it has no foe within reach.

Antje casts eldritch blast at the wraith again. For her first bolt, she rolls a natural 1; for her second, an 11. Both bolts miss. She swears, then moves to take cover behind a sarcophagus.

Wight 1 comes after Pedangmenari, grinning malevolently. It draws its longsword and swings. With a roll of 9, it misses. It swings again and rolls 17—a hit, but for only 3 damage. Wight 2 moves closer and shoots at Sarnai, rolling 17 to hit. Sarnai blocks the arrow with her shield. The wight shoots again and misses with a roll of 8.

Andralamusia likes the result she got with her first scorching ray spell and decides to try it again. Striding toward the melee in preparation for a Wild Magic Surge, she casts her spell using just a 2nd-level slot this time, against ghouls 3, 5, and 7. She rolls 15, 14, and a natural 1. Crazily, because ghoul 5 has half cover from standing behind ghoul 7, the ray meant for ghoul 5 strikes ghoul 7 instead, even as the one meant for 7 misses wildly. Ghoul 3 takes 6 fire damage and falls in a smoldering heap, and ghoul 7 takes 7 damage.

Meanwhile, magical energy has been building up within her. Rolling 82 on the Wild Magic Surge table, she feels the world around her slow down—she has time to take another action! Scorching ray has been working great for her so far, so she casts it one more time, again invoking Tides of Chaos to give herself advantage on one roll. She aims one ray at ghoul 5 (using her advantage on this roll), one at ghoul 7, and one at ghoul 8. Her attack rolls are 21, 21, and 26. Ghoul 5 takes 5 fire damage, ghoul 7 takes 8, and ghoul 8 takes 4. Ghoul 7, burned to a crisp, falls.

Nhay Khi closes with the wraith again, interposing himself between it and Andra; as before, he strikes twice with his Attack action and spends a ki point on Flurry of Blows to strike twice more with his bonus action. He rolls 20 on his first attack, for 9 damage, but 9 on his second, a miss. For his first bonus attack, he rolls 17, for 7 damage, and for his second, he rolls 29, for 9 more damage (figure 16).
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ROUND 3

Sarnai hacks at ghoul 8, rolling an 18 to hit and doing 12 damage. She swings again, but her roll of 10 is a miss.

Micklehast turns to Attack ghoul 5. This time he does use Reckless Attack, rolling a 14 to hit for 8 damage. Ghoul 5 crumples beneath the blow. Mick is ten pounds of angry in a two-pound bag, and he ain’t done bashing things yet, so he looks around for another target and sees Nhay Khi fighting the wraith behind him. He runs over and starts swinging. For his Extra Attack, he rolls a 13 to hit, and his Frenzy attack roll is a 15. Both attacks hit, for 7 and 10 damage, but they don’t seem to hurt the wraith much: It takes only 3 and 5 damage from the hits.

Pedangmenari, still dueling with wight 1, rolls a natural 20. His critical hit deals 11 damage, plus 16 Sneak Attack damage from his Rakish Audacity, for a total of 27 damage, of which the wight takes 13. He also notices that the wight could easily get past him and attack Antje, so using his Fancy Footwork, he backs off just enough to put himself between them.

Ghoul 4 tries to Dash out of the crypt, but to do so, it has to pass through Nhay Khi’s zone of control. As it leaves his reach, he makes an opportunity attack against it and hits with a roll of 14, dealing 7 damage and knocking it flat. Ghoul 8 has also had enough and makes a run for it, but Sarnai rolls a 12 on her opportunity attack and just catches it with her axe, dealing another 8 damage to it. That’s the last of the ghouls.

The agitated wraith attacks Nhay Khi. It rolls a 17 on its Life Drain attack and succeeds in dealing him 24 necrotic damage. Ouch! Fortunately, he makes his Constitution save, with a roll of 20.

Antje tries eldritch blast once more, rolling a 24 and a 19 to hit. Finally! The first bolt hits for 10 damage, the second for 6. The wraith shrieks and dissipates. Seeing Pedang back up to her, she notices how close wight 1 has gotten and moves around to the far side of the sarcophagus.

Wight 1 slashes at Pedangmenari with its sword. It rolls a 22, a hit, and deals 8 damage; Pedang decides to use Uncanny Dodge to reduce it, so he takes only 4. The wight’s follow-up blow hits him as well, and he takes another 7 damage. Wight 2 closes with Sarnai, draws its own sword and attacks, rolling a 12 to hit. Sarnai’s chain mail protects her from the blow. The wight swings again and rolls a 13—same result.

Andralamusia looks around quickly, notes that the wights are too far apart for her to cast slow on both of them, and decides instead to cast haste on Pedangmenari, then backs up about 20 feet. Once again, the magical energy surges. Andra rolls 21 on the Wild Magic Surge table, and she feels her hands crackle and tingle. The next spell’s gonna be a good one.

Nhay Khi closes with wight 2 and strikes at it, rolling a 19 to hit. The strike deals 6 damage, and Nhay Khi spends a ki point to make it a Stunning Strike. The wight, however, is tough, rolling a 19 on its Constitution saving throw. Nhay Khi attacks again, but with a roll of 10, he misses. He still has his bonus unarmed attack, though. Deciding to forgo Flurry of Blows for the moment—this is not likely to be the round in which he finishes the wight off—he makes a single unarmed strike, rolls a 22, and deals 4 damage (figure 17).
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ROUND 4

Sarnai, attacking wight 2, rolls 23 to hit and spends a 1st-level spell slot on a Divine Smite. Her weapon deals 7 damage, of which the wight takes only 3, but because the target of her smite is undead, it deals 3d8 bonus radiant damage—another 14. As a bonus action, she casts blinding smite before taking her second attack roll, which is a 25. She deals 13 damage with her weapon, of which the wight takes 6, and another 11 radiant damage from the spell. The wight rolls a 15 on its Constitution save, though, so it’s not blinded.

Micklehast runs over to help Pedang with wight 1. He takes two hammer swings with advantage from Reckless Attack, rolling a 22 and a 21 to hit. Both blows land, dealing 11 and 8 damage, of which the wight takes 5 and 4.

This is fine by Pedangmenari—he can Sneak Attack just as well with an ally occupying his target’s attention. He jabs at wight 1 with his rapier and rolls a 26 to hit. The 11 damage from the sword plus the 19 from the Sneak Attack total 30 damage, and even though the wight takes only 15, that’s enough to destroy it. Then, grinning a dragonish grin, his speed doubled by Andra’s haste spell, he zips across the room to a position where he has a clear line of sight to wight 2 and decides, for his second action, to see how these malevolent spirits handle getting a face full of acid. The answer is, not well: The wight rolls a 10 on its Dexterity save, short of the 14 it needs, and takes 8 damage from Pedang’s Breath Weapon, against which it has no resistance. It falls to the floor, unmoving (figure 18).
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Final result: One wraith, two wights, and eight ghouls slain. Andralamusia, Antje, and Sarnai are uninjured; Micklehast is lightly wounded, with 61 of his 82 hp; Nhay Khi is moderately wounded, with 47 of 71 hp; and Pedangmenari is moderately wounded, with 41 of 62 hp. Andra used two 2nd-level spell slots, one 3rd-level slot, and one 4th-level slot; Antje has all the spell slots she started with; and Sarnai spent one 1st-level slot and one 2nd-level slot. Mick used one Rage, Nhay Khi used 5 of his 9 ki points, Pedang used his Breath Weapon, and Sarnai used Channel Divinity. It’s a good time for a short rest.

A Hard encounter from which the adventurers emerge victorious at modest cost, with no casualties—despite being level 9 characters with not a magic weapon among them, nor a cleric capable of turning or destroying undead creatures. (They did, at least, have a high-quality light source.) Antje’s potential as a spellslinger gets short shrift in this scenario, since she only gets to cast a single cantrip over and over, but it should be noted that she and Nhay Khi are the only two members of the party whose normal attacks can bypass the wraith’s damage resistances and immunities. By focusing their attacks on the wraith, they ensure that its Life Drain feature doesn’t wreck the party.


A LEVEL 15 PARTY


BOR BRIGHTAXE

Mountain dwarf fighter (Champion), level 15
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	Armor Class 19 (chain mail, shield)

	Hit Points 169

	Speed 25 ft

	Str 20 (+5), Dex 12 (+1), Con 20 (+5), Int 14 (+2), Wis 10 (0), Cha 10 (0)

	Saving Throws Str +10, Con +10

	Damage Resistance poison

	Skills Acrobatics +4, Animal Handling +5, Athletics +8, History +7, Intimidation +5, Persuasion +5, Sleight of Hand +4, Stealth +4

	Senses darkvision (60 ft), passive Perception 10



Action Surge (1/Short or Long Rest). Can take one additional action on his turn.

Dwarven Resilience. Advantage on saving throws vs. poison.

Extra Attack. Attacks three times when taking the Attack action on his turn.

Fighting Style (Defense). AC +1 while wearing armor.

Fighting Style (Great Weapon Fighting). Can reroll a 1 or 2 on damage dice when wielding a melee weapon with two hands.

Great Weapon Master. Can make one melee weapon attack as bonus action when he scores a critical hit or reduces a creature to 0 hp with a melee weapon. May attack at –5 to hit for +10 damage.

Indomitable (2/Long Rest). Rerolls a failed saving throw. Must use new roll.

Remarkable Athlete. Adds 4 ft to running long jump distance.

Second Wind (1/Short or Long Rest). As a bonus action, can regain 1d10 + 15 hp.

Superior Critical. Scores a critical hit on an attack roll of 18, 19, or 20.

ATTACKS

Battleaxe. Melee Weapon Attack: +10 to hit, reach 5 ft, one target. Hit: 1d8 + 5 slashing.





ETAOIN SH’RD’LU

Dark elf fighter (Champion), level 10; ranger (Hunter), level 5
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	Armor Class 18 (mithral chain mail)

	Hit Points 124

	Speed 30 ft

	Str 10 (0), Dex 19 (+4), Con 14 (+2), Int 12 (+1), Wis 13 (+1), Cha 11 (0)

	Saving Throws Str +5, Con +7

	Skills Acrobatics +9, Athletics +3, History +6, Perception +6, Persuasion +5, Sleight of Hand +7, Stealth +9, Survival +6

	Damage Resistance fire

	Senses darkvision (120 ft), passive Perception 16



Action Surge (1/Short or Long Rest). Can take one additional action on his turn.

Alert. +5 to initiative; can’t be surprised while conscious; unseen attackers don’t gain advantage on attacks against him.

Drow Magic. Can cast darkness and faerie fire once per long rest. Spellcasting ability for these spells is Cha.

Dual Wielder. AC +1 while wielding melee weapon in each hand; can fight two-handed with non-light weapons; can draw or stow two weapons simultaneously.

Extra Attack. Attacks twice when taking the Attack action on his turn.

Fey Ancestry. Advantage on saving throws vs. being charmed; immune to magical sleep.

Fighting Style (Archery). +2 to hit with ranged weapon attacks.

Fighting Style (Defense). AC +1 while wearing armor.

Fighting Style (Two-Weapon Fighting). Adds Dex modifier to damage on off-hand attacks.

Horde Breaker. Once on own turn, when making a weapon attack, can make another attack with same weapon against different creature within reach/range and within 5 ft of original target.

Improved Critical. Scores a critical hit on an attack roll of 19 or 20.

Indomitable (1/Long Rest). Rerolls a failed saving throw. Must use new roll.

Second Wind (1/Short or Long Rest). As a bonus action, can regain 1d10 + 10 hp.

Spellcasting. Level 5 spellcaster (Wis, spell save DC 14, spell attacks +6). Has the following spells prepared:

1st level: hail of thorns, hunter’s mark, longstrider

2nd level: pass without trace

Sunlight Sensitivity. Disadvantage on attack rolls and Perception checks in bright sunlight.

ATTACKS

Scimitar. Melee Weapon Attack: +9 to hit, reach 5 ft, one target. Hit: 1d6 + 4 slashing.

Longbow. Ranged Weapon Attack: +11 to hit, range 150/600 ft, one target. Hit: 1d8 + 4 piercing.





HROTHULF

Human barbarian (Berserker), level 15
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	Armor Class 15 (unarmored)

	Hit Points 155

	Speed 40 ft

	Str 18 (+4), Dex 14 (+2), Con 16 (+3), Int 11 (0), Wis 10 (0), Cha 13 (+1)

	Saving Throws Str +9, Con +8

	Skills Athletics +9, Intimidation +6, Perception +5, Survival +5

	Senses passive Perception 15



Brutal Critical. Roll two more damage dice on crit.

Danger Sense. Advantage on Dex saves vs. visible effects.

Extra Attack. Attacks twice when taking the Attack action on his turn.

Feral Instinct. Advantage on initiative; if surprised at start of combat but not incapacitated, can Rage immediately and act normally.

Frenzy. Make melee weapon attack as bonus action while in Rage; at end of Rage, suffer one level of exhaustion.

Intimidating Presence. Creature within 30 ft that can see and hear him must make DC 14 Wis save or be frightened until end of his next turn; can use action to extend duration.

Mindless Rage. Can’t be charmed or frightened while in Rage.

Persistent Rage. Rage ends early only if unconscious or by choice.

Rage (5/Long Rest). For 1 min, advantage on Str checks and saves, +3 to Str-based melee damage, resistance to bludgeoning, piercing, and slashing damage.

Reckless Attack. On first attack of turn, gain advantage on melee weapon attacks until next turn; incoming attacks also have advantage.

Relentless Rage. If reduced to 0 hp while in Rage, can make DC 10 Con save to drop to 1 hp. DC increases by 5 w/each use until rest.

Savage Attacker (1/Turn). When rolling damage for melee weapon attack, reroll all dice and use either total.

ATTACKS

Warhammer. Melee Weapon Attack: +9 to hit, reach 5 ft, one target. Hit: 1d10 + 4 bludgeoning.

Javelin. Melee or Ranged Weapon Attack: +9 to hit, reach 5 ft, range 30/120 ft, one target. Hit: 1d6 +4 piercing.

REACTIONS

Retaliation. When hit by creature within 5 ft, make melee weapon attack against that creature.





M’KAYLA DESTYNEE

Human fighter (Arcane Archer),* level 15
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	Armor Class 16 (leather)

	Hit Points 124

	Speed 30 ft

	Str 11 (0), Dex 20 (+5), Con 14 (+2), Int 13 (+1), Wis 16 (+3), Cha 12 (+1)

	Saving Throws Str +5, Con +7

	Skills Arcana +6, Insight +8, Investigation +6, Nature +6, Perception +8

	Senses passive Perception 18



Action Surge (1/Short or Long Rest). Can take one additional action on her turn.

Arcane Shot (2/Short or Long Rest). Once per turn, when attacking with shortbow or longbow, can apply one Arcane Shot option when the attack hits.


	Banishing Arrow. Target must make DC 14 Cha save or be banished (incapacitated, speed 0). Target reappears at end of its next turn, in same space if empty or nearest unoccupied space if occupied.

	Bursting Arrow. Target and all other creatures within 10 ft take 2d6 force damage.

	Grasping Arrow. Target takes extra 2d6 poison damage, speed reduced by 10 ft, and each turn it moves 1 ft or more, it takes 2d6 slashing damage. Can take action to remove with DC 14 Athletics check.

	Seeking Arrow. One creature seen in last minute must make DC 14 Dex save or take normal damage plus 1d6 force damage, regardless of line of sight and cover. Failed save reveals target’s location; damage halved on success.

	Shadow Arrow. Target takes extra 2d6 psychic damage and must make DC 14 Wis save or have vision reduced to 5 ft until start of her next turn.



Curving Shot. On missed attack with magic arrow, use bonus action to reroll attack against different target within 60 ft of original target.

Ever-Ready Shot. If no uses of Arcane Shot left, regain one use when rolling initiative.

Extra Attack. Attacks three times when taking the Attack action on her turn.

Fighting Style (Archery). +2 to hit with ranged weapon attacks.

Indomitable (2/Long Rest). Rerolls a failed saving throw. Must use new roll.

Magic Arrow. Makes nonmagical arrow temporarily magical for purposes of overcoming resistance and immunity.

Remarkable Athlete. Adds 4 ft to running long jump distance.

Second Wind (1/Short or Long Rest). As a bonus action, can regain 1d10 + 15 hp.

Sharpshooter. No disadvantage at long weapon range; ignore one-half/three-fourths cover; may attack at –5 to hit for +10 damage.

Superior Critical. Scores a critical hit on an attack roll of 18, 19, or 20.

ATTACKS

Longsword. Melee Weapon Attack: +5 to hit, reach 5 ft, one target. Hit: 1d10 slashing.

Longbow. Ranged Weapon Attack: +12 to hit, range 150/600 ft, one target. Hit: 1d8 + 5 piercing.

* Martial archetype from Xanathar’s Guide to Everything.





“THREE CHEESES” JACK

Stout halfling rogue (Scout),* level 15
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	Armor Class 15 (leather, 16 when dual-wielding melee weapons)

	Hit Points 108

	Speed 35 ft

	Str 8 (–1), Dex 18 (+4), Con 15 (+2), Int 10 (0), Wis 12 (+1), Cha 14 (+2)

	Saving Throws Dex +9, Int +5, Wis +6

	Damage Resistance poison

	Skills Acrobatics +9, Deception +7, Investigation +10, Nature +10, Perception +6, Persuasion +7, Sleight of Hand +14, Stealth +14, Survival +11

	Senses passive Perception 16



Ambush Master. Advantage on initiative; all attacks against first creature he hits during first combat round have advantage until start of his next turn.

Blindsense. If not deafened, aware of location of any hidden or invisible creature within 10 ft.

Brave. Advantage on saving throws vs. being frightened.

Cunning Action. Dash, Disengage, or Hide as bonus action.

Dual Wielder. AC +1 while wielding melee weapon in each hand; can fight two-handed with non-light weapons; can draw or stow two weapons simultaneously.

Evasion. When making Dex save to take half damage, take no damage on success and half damage on failure.

Halfling Nimbleness. Can move through space of any larger creature.

Lucky. May reroll natural 1 on attack roll, ability check, or saving throw; must use new roll.

Reliable Talent. When making ability check with proficiency, treat die roll of 9 or lower as 10.

Skulker. Can Hide when only lightly obscured; missed attacks from hiding don’t reveal position; dim light doesn’t impose disadvantage on Perception checks.

Sneak Attack (1/Turn). +8d6 damage when attacking with advantage, or with non-incapacitated ally within 5 ft of target when not attacking with disadvantage.

Stout Resilience. Advantage on saving throws vs. poison.

ATTACKS

Rapier. Melee Weapon Attack: +9 to hit, reach 5 ft, one target. Hit: 1d8 + 4 piercing.

Shortsword. Melee Weapon Attack: +9 to hit, reach 5 ft, one target. Hit: 1d6 piercing.

Hand Crossbow. Ranged Weapon Attack: +9 to hit, range 30/120 ft, one target. Hit: 1d6 + 4 piercing.

REACTIONS

Skirmisher. When enemy ends turn within 5 ft, move up to half speed as reaction without provoking opportunity attack.

Uncanny Dodge. Take half damage when hit by attack from visible enemy.

* Roguish archetype from Xanathar’s Guide to Everything.




Five heroic champions of the realm, known as the Comrades of the Adamantine Bastion, have been hearing tales of a black dragon terrorizing the region around Mossmarsh. Having gathered all the information they could about the dragon, known as Mundirostrix, they believe it to be lairing in a karst cave within the swamp, and they’ve set out at dusk (a compromise between Etaoin, who’s sensitive to sunlight, and the three party members who can’t see in the dark) to liquidate it. Their belief is confirmed as they get nearer to where they expect the cave to be: A foul stench rises from the swamp water, their footsteps sink deep into the mud, the vegetation grows ever thicker and more tangled, and the entire region is lightly obscured by sour-smelling fog.

These heroes are renowned for their prowess and bravery; an adult black dragon is an easy day’s work for them. Even in such wretched conditions as these, it should prove only a modest challenge. As thoroughly as they researched their quarry, however, there’s one detail they couldn’t have known: Mundirostrix recently hatched a clutch of half a dozen wyrmlings (figure 19). As an added complication, “Three Cheeses” Jack, the halfling rogue, has to stay on dry land (well, dry-ish) at all times, because the reeking, toxic swamp water is deeper than he is tall. If he ventures into any water space that doesn’t border a land space, he’ll be in over his head.
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This company consists of two front-liners, a landbound skirmisher, a shock attacker, and a marksman—neither a full spellcaster nor a healer in the bunch. How will they handle facing seven enemies when they’ve come expecting only one?

Initiative order: Etaoin (26), Bor (24), “Three Cheeses” Jack (21), Hrothulf (20), lair actions (20), M’kayla (17), Mundirostrix (13), wyrmlings (9)

ROUND 1

Etaoin’s +9 Stealth modifier and Three Cheeses’ +14 Stealth modifier are in a whole different league from Hrothulf’s +2, Bor’s +4, and M’kayla’s +5, and the latter outnumber the former. There was no way the entire party was going to do well enough on a group Dexterity (Stealth) check to sneak up on a dragon—not unless Etaoin cast pass without trace and boosted everyone’s ability checks by 10, which he’s done. He’s also cast longstrider on himself and Three Cheeses to enhance their movement speed. As a result, he’s already out of 2nd-level spell slots.

Bor rolled a 15 on his Dexterity (Stealth) check, Etaoin rolled a 29, M’kayla rolled a 13, Three Cheeses rolled a 24, and Hrothulf rolled only a 10. With the +10 bonus provided by pass without trace, four of the five heroes manage to beat Mundirostrix’s passive Wisdom (Perception) of 21—overcoming even the dragon’s blindsight—so it’s surprised when the fight breaks out.

Etaoin, a shock attacker, goes first. Taking advantage of his exceptional initiative roll and his enhanced movement, he moves 10 feet (costing him 20 feet of movement) through the sludgy mud and tangled vegetation, away from the hillside and toward the dragon’s cave, close enough that it has only half cover from him. Then he nocks an arrow in his longbow, draws, and shoots. (He doesn’t cast hunter’s mark, because doing so right now would require him to drop pass without trace. He’s only going to do that once everyone’s had a chance to attack.) Despite having advantage on his first attack roll, he fluffs it, rolling only a 16; his arrow glances harmlessly off the dragon’s scales. It knows he’s there now. He shoots again and rolls a 15, another shot that fails to penetrate. He is not living up to his legendary reputation. He uses another 10 feet of movement to press himself up against the hillside again.

Bor, a front-liner, slogs 10 feet forward—as far through this terrain as his legs will carry him. The obstinate dwarf Champion carries no ranged weapon, and while every fiber of his being is urging him to rip into Mundirostrix with colorful taunts, through a great force of willpower, he remains hidden for the moment, taking the Dodge action just in case the dragon should discover him and aim an attack his way.

Three Cheeses, a skirmisher, is up next. Sadly, his unseen-attacker advantage is canceled out by the fact that in this terrain, he can’t get within 30 feet of Mundirostrix—the normal range of his hand crossbow. But he also doesn’t want to. One of the few things he has working in his favor in this scenario is the unnatural fog that surrounds the dragon’s lair, which he can use the Skulker feat to Hide in even if his opponents are looking directly at him. The adventurers know from experience that adult dragons have 60 feet of blindsight, and Three Cheeses knows he needs to stay beyond this distance from Mundirostrix in order to take advantage of this feat. If he steps out of the cover of the hillside where he is now, the dragon will spot him. If he can remain hidden, it won’t give him advantage, but it will negate the disadvantage of shooting at long range.

Given that, he edges out 10 feet south-southwest from the hillside (stepping off the side of the map!), raises his hand crossbow, and shoots at the dragon. He rolls a 25—a solid hit. Because he didn’t make his attack roll with advantage, he doesn’t deal Sneak Attack damage, but it’s the hit itself that counts, because of his level 13 Ambush Master class feature: now all his allies will have advantage on all their attacks against the dragon until the start of his next turn. The shot deals a token 10 piercing damage (still pretty good for token damage), and Three Cheeses follows it up by using Cunning Action together with Skulker to Hide, attempting to vanish into the twilight mist. He rolls an 8 on his die, increased to 10 because of the Reliable Talent feature, for a total of 24—good enough to elude the dragon’s senses even before adding the bonus from pass without trace, which is still active for now. He concludes his turn by moving another 10 feet south, staying just out of reach of the dragon’s blindsight.

Hrothulf, another front-liner, uses his full movement to advance 20 feet straight toward Mundirostrix—another creature’s space is difficult terrain, but the terrain is difficult to begin with, so barging past Bor doesn’t slow him down any further—and uses his bonus action to Rage and Frenzy. He then hurls two javelins at the dragon, making both attack rolls with advantage, thanks to Three Cheeses’ Ambush Master feature. The first roll is a 22, the second a 25, both hits. Each hit deals 8 piercing damage. (Rage doesn’t increase the damage of the hits, because he’s making ranged weapon attacks, not melee.) Mundirostrix is lightly wounded.

Normally, the dragon would get to use a lair action immediately after Hrothulf’s turn. But because Mundirostrix is surprised, it can’t use a lair or legendary action until after it’s had a turn.

Thus, the initiative order moves straight to M’kayla, a marksman. With her exceptional archery skill, she elects to take the –5 attack roll penalty afforded by her Sharpshooter feat in exchange for +10 damage if she hits. She also gets to ignore the dragon’s cover. Her first shot is only a 15, which would have dealt damage if she hadn’t taken the penalty, but it’s a risk-vs.-reward calculation. Her second shot is an 18, still not quite enough to pierce Mundirostrix’s natural armor. Her third shot is… also a 15. Some days are like that. Gritting her teeth, she takes cover behind a large cypress.

Now it’s Mundirostrix’s turn, but the surprised dragon can’t move or take any action. However, once its turn ends, it regains access to its legendary and lair actions.

Meanwhile, its six little wyrmlings are tucked away under the surface of the water, with a group Stealth check of 16. None of our heroes can see the immature dragons through the mist and the water, and they’re too far away to hear the gurgling of their exhalations. But the appearance of hostile humanoids—particularly a bellowing barbarian—catches the wyrmlings’ attention, and while they’re surprised, they’re awake and aware of our heroes’ presence (figure 20).
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ROUND 2

Etaoin steps away from the hillside until he can see Mundirostrix clearly again, with no more than half cover between them—10 feet to the east-southeast. This time he does drop pass without trace and casts hunter’s mark as a bonus action to increase his damage output. Then he draws his bow and shoots twice, rolling with advantage because of Ambush Master. His first shot is another jaw-dropping miss, a mere 16, but his second is a 27, which is more on-brand. With the extra damage from hunter’s mark, it deals 13 damage. There’s not much cover for him to shelter behind here, but if he gets back up against the hillside, he’s lining up with Hrothulf and Bor and just begging for the dragon to hose all three of them down with a jet of acid. He and his companions need to scatter, so he moves another 10 feet south-southeast.

Bor didn’t give himself away last round, but now that Etaoin has dropped pass without trace, he’s not hidden from the dragon’s keen senses anymore. He does all a doughty front-liner with no ranged weapon can do: Dashes directly toward Mundirostrix, through swamp water that comes up to his armpits, and taunts it. “Oich, draigon! We’re here tae mak shuir that the morn’s day-daw dinna bother yer een!”*

Mundirostrix, now in full possession of its wits, replies by using a legendary action to smack Bor with its tail, rolling 25 to hit and dealing 11 bludgeoning damage.

Three Cheeses is 65 feet away from the dragon, still at long range for his weapon, but succeeded at hiding himself in the acrid fog, so his disadvantage is canceled out. He aims and shoots, rolling a 27 to hit. Because the dragon’s attention is occupied by a jeering dwarf less than 5 feet from it (the jeering doesn’t matter, but the distance does), Three Cheeses deals Sneak Attack damage, for a total of 33. Mundirostrix is moderately wounded. Using his Halfling Nimbleness to slip through M’kayla’s space, Three Cheeses takes cover next to her behind the large cypress, then Hides again. His Stealth roll is a 21, not enough to hide him from the dragon—but his Reliable Talent feature ups that to a 24, which is enough.

The fearless Hrothulf wades directly into the hip-deep swamp water in order to engage Mundirostrix in melee. Wielding his warhammer with both hands, he swings once, twice, three times (using the bonus action from Frenzy), rolling 28, 19, and 25 to hit and dealing 11, 15, and 9 bludgeoning damage. The 9 damage blow came from a 2 on his damage die; he uses the Savage Attacker feat to reroll it and gets a 4, increasing the damage to 11.

“Aeste prehende,” Mundirostrix snarls. A great wave swells out of the cave, and the surging swamp water crashes over all five of the Comrades. Each must make a Strength saving throw. Bor makes his easily, with a roll of 25. Etaoin rolls an 11, Hrothulf 19, M’kayla 16, and poor Three Cheeses, who has a –1 Strength save modifier, rolls only a 9. The wave knocks Etaoin and Three Cheeses off their feet, and the undertow sucks them out into the water. Because neither one got a chance to take a breath and hold it before being caught by the undertow, they each have two rounds to get their heads back above water before they drown (“Suffocating,” Player’s Handbook, chapter 8). Etaoin could use Indomitable to turn his failure into a success, but he’s saving it for a more important occasion.

M’kayla is undeterred by the previous round’s misfortune and continues to take the Sharpshooter attack roll penalty. Shooting three times, she rolls a 9—unbelievable!—a 17 and a 26. The dragon sidesteps the first shot effortlessly, and the second shot fails to penetrate, but the third finds its mark, dealing 19 piercing damage. M’kayla decides to stay behind the large cypress tree.

With a great beating of its wings, Mundirostrix lofts itself into the air. As it does, Bor and Hrothulf must each make a Dexterity saving throw. Bor fails with a 14; Hrothulf, whose Danger Sense grants him advantage on the save, rolls a 17, which also fails. Bor takes 12 bludgeoning damage, the Raging Hrothulf takes 6, and both are knocked prone. Hrothulf, in turn, uses his Berserker Retaliation feature to make an attack against the dragon as a reaction as he falls. Rolling with disadvantage, he gets a 19, just enough to hit, and deals the dragon another 10 damage. As the dragon takes flight, Bor, also rolling with disadvantage, takes an opportunity attack against it (Hrothulf can’t, having used his reaction on his Retaliation attack) and rolls a 22, dealing 11 damage. Mundirostrix ascends 20 feet into the air and retreats 10 feet into its cave.

If the grievously injured dragon didn’t have young to protect, it would be trying to flee. Instead, it swoops down to just above the surface of the water and spews a stream of concentrated acid over Hrothulf, Etaoin, and Three Cheeses. To resist the damage, each must succeed on a Dexterity saving throw. Hrothulf, who has advantage from his barbarian Danger Sense, nevertheless rolls only a 16 and takes 56 acid damage, which his Rage doesn’t reduce; he’s moderately wounded. Etaoin succeeds with a roll of 23, taking 28 damage, and is lightly wounded; Three Cheeses succeeds with a 21 and takes no damage, thanks to his Evasion feature. After using its Acid Breath, Mundirostrix rises up 20 feet into the air again.

Now Mundirostrix’s wyrmlings come surging forth through the water. Wyrmlings 1 and 2 pop up and aim their Acid Breath at Bor, who must make a Dexterity saving throw against each. He succeeds on both, with rolls of 12 and 18, but he still takes a total of 14 acid damage; he’s now lightly wounded. Wyrmlings 3, 4, 5, and 6 aim their Acid Breath at Hrothulf, who makes his four saving throws with advantage, rolling 21, 19, 13, and 20, all successes. He takes 11, 12, 11, and 16 damage from the wyrmlings’ corrosive sputum and is suffering severe acid burns over much of his body. After attacking, the wyrmlings duck back beneath the murky water, which heavily obscures them (figure 21).
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ROUND 3

Etaoin uses half of his 40 feet of movement to stand up, so he’s no longer at risk of drowning. As a Hunter ranger with Horde Breaker, he specializes in dealing with weaker, clustered enemies, so with the appearance of the wyrmlings, Mundirostrix is no longer his top priority—the wyrmlings are. Since he’s still holding on to his bow, he drops hunter’s mark, uses a bonus action to cast hail of thorns, and shoots an arrow at wyrmling 4—rolling with disadvantage, since it’s underwater, where he can’t see it. He rolls a natural 1. Shaking his head in disbelief, he makes his second attack roll and does much better: 23. Wyrmling 4 is struck for 11 piercing damage, whereupon the spell discharges, and wyrmlings 3, 4, and 5 must all make DC 14 Dexterity saves. Wyrmling 3 succeeds with a 25, taking only 3 piercing damage. Wyrmlings 4 and 5 fail, with rolls of 5 and 11; they take 6 damage each. Then, thanks to Horde Breaker, Etaoin gets a free attack on a neighboring wyrmling, which he uses against wyrmling 3. Rolling with disadvantage, he gets a 16 to hit. The arrow fails to penetrate the wyrmling’s hide. Etaoin uses the rest of his movement to plod 10 feet to the east, getting out from in between Three Cheeses and Hrothulf and making for an island with some good tree cover, then uses his Action Surge to Dash to cover, 10 feet farther inland.

Bor uses half of his own movement to stand up, but he has only 13 feet of movement left, which isn’t enough to get him within melee reach of any of the wyrmlings, and he has no way of hitting the airborne dragon. He uses his action to Dash up to wyrmlings 1 and 2 (although the dark water obscures them, the wyrmlings haven’t taken the Hide action, so the Comrades can infer their positions from the movement of the water), then uses his Action Surge to Attack. Swinging his battleaxe with disadvantage at wyrmling 1, he nevertheless rolls a 23 to hit, dealing the wyrmling 9 slashing damage. “Och, ye like that, dae ye?” he crows. “The’re mair whaur that cam fae!” He swings his axe twice more, rolling first a 14—a glancing blow—then a 29, which deals 8 slashing damage. The wyrmling is moderately wounded.

Three Cheeses uses half his 45 feet of movement to get un-prone, but this doesn’t get him to the water’s surface, just right side up. To get his head above water, he has to spend another 1 foot of movement, plus 1 foot for the fact that he’s swimming, not walking; he has 21 feet of movement left. He’s not at risk of drowning anymore—for the moment—but it will cost him 25 feet of movement (15 swimming, 10 walking) to get to the nearest shore. Dashing would give him another 45 feet of movement, which would let him get behind either of two small cypress trees. Using Cunning Action to Dash as a bonus action, he swims to shore; using the rest of his movement, he trudges around behind the tree in the middle of the island, which places him closer to a larger tree. (Having easy access to total cover will be crucial if the dragon comes any nearer.) Finally, since his shrieks as he was swept out into the water surely gave him away, Three Cheeses uses his action to Hide, rolling a 22, which Reliable Talent increases to 24. He’s safely out of the dragon’s sight for now.

Or is he? Mundirostrix uses a legendary action to Detect, trying to sniff out the halfling rogue. It rolls a 24 on its Wisdom (Perception) check and swivels its head to look directly toward Three Cheeses, who lets out a whimper of dismay.

After having taken 106 acid damage in a single round, the correct tactical decision for most characters would be to retreat. Hrothulf, however, is a barbarian with Relentless Rage, which makes it possible for him to keep fighting for at least a round or two through damage that would otherwise render him unconscious. His life isn’t on the line just yet—it’s getting close, but playing a barbarian is all about weighing risk against reward. (Besides which, his player is adamant that a Berserker in a Frenzy doesn’t retreat, end of story. Roleplaying decisions like this are valid, but be aware of the possible consequences!) Rather than pull back, Hrothulf, roaring in pain, stands up, charges through the water toward wyrmling 6, and brings his warhammer down where it’s splashing around. Rolling with disadvantage, he still manages to get a 24, dealing 11 damage. Taking a second swing, he rolls a 12, missing the wriggly wyrmling. With his bonus action, he takes a third swing and rolls a 14, doing no damage. Wyrmling 6 is moderately wounded.

“Tenebrae effundatur,” Mundirostrix rumbles, and inky blackness begins to bubble up out of the swamp, forming a cloud around itself (along with Bor, Hrothulf, and several of the dragon’s spawn) through which no light can penetrate. The warriors are effectively blinded—even Bor, who has darkvision—but Mundirostrix has 60 feet of blindsight, and the wyrmlings have 10.

Now that M’kayla knows there are targets on the field other than Mundirostrix, she uses her Magic Arrow class feature to enchant all her shots, just in case she decides to do something more with them. Her view of the dragon has just been swallowed up by inky nothingness, so she moves closer to the action to get a better view. She can see the splashing of wyrmlings 5 and 6 outside the sphere of darkness, so she transfers her attention to them for the moment. Although she can’t see them through the water, they can’t see her, either, since she’s far beyond the range of their blindsight. Thus, advantage cancels out disadvantage. Continuing to take the Sharpshooter penalty, she shoots at wyrmling 6 and rolls an 18, which hits for 16 damage, and a 24, which hits for 17 damage. Black blood burbles up from the swamp water over the wyrmling’s corpse. Taking her third shot at wyrmling 5, she rolls a 12, which misses completely. With her bonus action, she makes this last arrow a Curving Shot and redirects it at Mundirostrix; unfortunately, she must roll with disadvantage and gets only a 14. It strikes weakly and does no damage to the wyrm. Using her Action Surge, she takes the Attack action one more time. Her first roll against wyrmling 5 is a 16, deflected by its scales; her second is a 10, a straight-up miss; but her last shot is an 18, a hit, dealing 22 damage. Wyrmling 5 is seriously wounded.

Mundirostrix roars, and every one of our heroes except Hrothulf (with his Mindless Rage, nothing can frighten him) must make a DC 16 Wisdom saving throw against being frightened. Bor fails with a 15, Etaoin fails with a 12, M’kayla succeeds with an 18, and Three Cheeses, who has advantage on the roll from the halfling trait Brave, succeeds with a 23. Having learned from their research that Frightful Presence is a major hazard when fighting dragons, both Bor and Etaoin use Indomitable to reroll their saves. Bor improves his roll to a 20, overcoming the initial wave of fright, but Etaoin rolls another 12. Next, Mundirostrix swoops down at Hrothulf and snaps at him. With advantage, the dragon rolls a 28 to hit, and its bite deals 25 piercing damage (which the barbarian halves, taking 12) and 2 acid damage (which isn’t halved). Using the Retaliation feature, which doesn’t require him to be able to see his foe, he strikes back as a reaction. He has disadvantage on the roll, however, and his 18 isn’t good enough to harm the wyrm. Then Mundirostrix claws twice at him, rolling a 17 and a 22. The attacks hit for 11 and 10 slashing damage (halved to 5 and 5). After attacking, the dragon rises 15 feet back into the air.

All of Mundirostrix’s little ones used their Acid Breath last round, and only wyrmling 1 gets to use it again, having rolled a 6 on its recharge die. It aims its acidic spittle back at Bor, who rolls a dismal 5 on his Dex save and takes 20 acid damage. Wyrmling 2, attacking the dwarf with advantage—it can see in this magical darkness, he can’t—rolls a 15 to hit, failing to bite through his chain mail. Wyrmlings 3, 4, and 5, born with an instinct for malice, smell blood and corroded flesh on Hrothulf and go in for the kill. Wyrmling 3 rolls a 22 to hit, dealing 5 piercing damage (Hrothulf takes 2) and 3 acid damage. Wyrmling 4 rolls an 18 to hit, dealing 9 piercing (Hrothulf takes 4) and 3 acid. Wyrmling 5 rolls a 20 (modified) to hit, dealing 7 piercing (Hrothulf takes 3) and 3 acid damage. The hardy Hrothulf is down to just 7 hp.

Finally, the furious Mundirostrix uses a legendary action to whomp Hrothulf with its tail. Attacking with advantage, the dragon rolls a 30 to hit and bludgeons him for 19 damage; Hrothulf takes 9, but thanks to his Relentless Rage and a roll of 19 on a DC 10 Constitution save, rather than fall unconscious with 0 hp, the barbarian stubbornly stays standing with 1 (figure 22)!
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ROUND 4

Etaoin needs to deal with these wyrmlings before they take down Hrothulf. Unfortunately, his go-to spell for situations like this, hail of thorns, risks killing the friend he’s trying to save. Instead, Etaoin pulls out every stop in his action economy: Using all his movement, he comes out from behind his tree and runs toward wyrmlings 4 and 5, drops his bow on the ground (no action required), whips out a pair of scimitars (free interaction, thanks to Dual Wielder), then Attacks. (Why didn’t he switch weapons and then run? You’ll see why in a moment.) Out here in the open, he’s distracted by the presence of Mundirostrix, and in his frightened state, he has disadvantage on his attack rolls—he can’t see the dragon, but it’s still within his line of sight. But this hardly matters, because he can’t see the wyrmlings through the dark water, so he has disadvantage on his attack rolls against them anyway. Attacking wyrmling 5 with his main blade, he rolls a 20 (modified) to hit and deals 10 damage, slaying it. Immediately, he uses Horde Breaker to make a free attack against wyrmling 4, but he rolls a 14: The blade glances off the wyrmling’s scales. Using his bonus action to attack with his off-hand blade, he rolls an 18 to hit and deals 10 damage. Finally, he attacks a second time with his main blade, rolls a natural 1, and whiffs. Nevertheless, wyrmling 4 is seriously wounded. Rolling another Wisdom saving throw at the end of his turn, Etaoin gets a 19 and manages to shake off his fright.

Inside the cave, Mundirostrix uses another legendary action to lash out at Hrothulf with its tail once again. With advantage on the roll, it gets a 22 and deals 18 damage. Hrothulf must make another Constitution saving throw to stay conscious, this time against DC 15; he rolls only a 10 and finally goes down.

Bor braves the blackness and keeps hacking at wyrmling 1. His first attack roll—with disadvantage—is a 21, dealing 11 damage, and his second is a 19, dealing another 11. The wyrmling falls lifeless. “Awricht,” says Bor, turning toward wyrmling 2, “time tae dee, oobit!” With his third attack, he rolls a modified 20 and does 10 damage, moderately wounding it.

Mundirostrix, mad with rage, uses its third and final legendary action to lash out at Bor with its tail, but its attack roll is a feeble 13; the stout dwarf barely notices.

Three Cheeses collects himself, takes a deep breath, steps out into the mist, and uses his Cunning Action to Hide, rolling a pitiful (for him) 17. Fortunately, once again, Reliable Talent raises it to 24, and Mundirostrix is out of legendary actions to Detect him with. He’s at long range for his crossbow, and he can’t see the dragon—but the dragon can’t see him either, so disadvantage and advantage cancel out. Taking careful aim, Three Cheeses rolls a 26 to hit. The bolt pierces the dragon’s hide, but since he has no ally within 5 feet of the airborne dragon, Three Cheeses doesn’t deal Sneak Attack damage with it; Mundirostrix takes only 5 piercing. He then returns to his place behind the tree, where he has a better view than he’d have behind the larger tree nearby.

Hrothulf must make a death saving throw, and he succeeds with a roll of 15.

Another surge of water rolls out from Mundirostrix’s cave. Bor rolls an 18 on his Strength saving throw and stands fast, as does Etaoin, with a 17. M’kayla, however, rolls only an 11. The battle has progressed far enough that she uses Indomitable to reroll her save, but her second roll is an even worse 8, and she gets knocked prone and dragged out into the swamp water. Meanwhile, Three Cheeses rolls a 13 and suffers the same fate a second time.

M’kayla, unfazed and unfrightened, uses half her movement to stand up in the waist-deep water, draws her bow, and looses a Seeking Arrow at Mundirostrix. The dragon must make a DC 14 Dexterity save, and it rolls only a 10, but its Legendary Resistance allows it to turn its failure into a success. The arrow deals a token 6 damage, and M’kayla has to listen carefully to know where in the cloud of darkness to aim her subsequent shots. She’s made a standing decision that she won’t take the Sharpshooter penalty when attacking with disadvantage (while she knows where the dragon is, she still can’t see it), so she’ll roll against the wyrm’s unmodified Armor Class and deal normal damage. For her second attack, she rolls a 16, which doesn’t penetrate its hide. She decides to use her bonus action to make this shot a Curving Shot and redirect it at wyrmling 4. Her rerolled attack, a 25, strikes true, dealing the wyrmling 12 damage and slaying it. On her third attack, she rolls a 16 again; there’s nothing she can do about this poor roll.

Mundirostrix, apoplectic at seeing its brood getting wiped out, swoops over Bor’s head and rakes at him with its claws, rolling to hit with advantage. It gets a 26 and a 27, dealing 11 and 15 damage. Then, moving away from the dwarf (who can’t see the dragon and therefore gets no opportunity attack against it) and toward Etaoin, it bites at him—without advantage, since it must stick its head out of the cloud of darkness—and rolls a 29 to hit. Its teeth deal 22 piercing damage, and its saliva deals 3 acid damage. Both Bor and Etaoin are moderately wounded. After attacking, Mundirostrix retreats back into the sphere of darkness.

Wyrmlings 2 and 3 regain their Acid Breath and use it on Bor and Etaoin, respectively. Making Dexterity saving throws, Bor fails with a roll of 5, while Etaoin rolls his third natural 1 of the evening. Bor takes 24 acid damage; Etaoin takes 25 and is seriously wounded. The wyrmlings then dive back under the water and swim around a bit to elude their foes (figure 23).
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ROUND 5

Etaoin has only 46 hp left and uses his Second Wind bonus action to regain 20 hp. Next, rather than charge into the inky darkness, he drops his scimitars on the ground and snatches up his bow again. (That’s why he waited to switch! Also, he drops his blades rather than sheathe them, because sheathing them would have consumed his free interaction, and then he’d have had to use his action to pick up the bow.) Listening for wyrmling 3’s sloshing, he shoots at the wyrmling with disadvantage, rolling a 20 (modified) to hit. The arrow deals 11 damage. Unfortunately, although Mundirostrix is in a neighboring space, the dragon is also 10 feet up in the air, and therefore more than 5 feet away from the wyrmling, so Etaoin can’t take advantage of Horde Breaker to gain a free attack against it. Making a second attack against wyrmling 3—again, with disadvantage—he rolls a 22 and hits for 10 damage. The wyrmling is seriously hurt.

Although not as badly hurt as Etaoin, Bor has been reduced to less than half his hit point maximum and also uses Second Wind, regaining 21 hp. Chasing after wyrmling 2, he swings wildly with his axe, the blackness imposing disadvantage on his attacks. He rolls a 13 to hit, an ineffectual blow, followed by a 20 (modified), which hits wyrmling 2 for 12 damage, seriously wounding it. Aiming a third and final blow at the wyrmling, he rolls a 22, which hits as well for another 9 damage—not quite enough to dispatch it, but close.

With advantage, the furious Mundirostrix swipes at Bor with its tail and rolls a natural 20 to hit. The impact deals him 20 bludgeoning damage. “Get doon here an fecht fair, ye great mingin wirm!” the dwarf sputters.

Once again, Three Cheeses has to use 22 feet of movement to clear the prone condition and 2 feet to reach the surface and gulp a breath of air, leaving him with just 21 feet of movement. Whether he swims toward the island north of him or the one southwest of him, it will cost him at least 25 feet of movement to reach shore, so he doesn’t have much choice but to use his Cunning Action to Dash. Returning to his previous position behind a small cypress, he has to decide whether to Attack with disadvantage or Hide again. At this distance, if he doesn’t Hide, there’s no way he can attack without disadvantage: His hand crossbow just doesn’t have the range. Therefore, Readying an Attack action and waiting for more favorable conditions won’t do him any good; the conditions aren’t going to get any more favorable. Playing to his strength, Three Cheeses takes the Hide action, rolling a 28 on his Stealth check.

Normally, Mundirostrix would attempt to Detect Three Cheeses immediately, but the dragon has gone berserk with grief and instead uses another legendary action to attack Bor with its tail—still with advantage—rolling a 26 to hit and dealing the dwarf another 21 damage. Bor is battered, bruised, burned, and bloody.

Hrothulf rolls his second death save, a 10. That’s two successes.

And Mundirostrix buffets Bor with its tail again, rolling another 26 to hit for 14 damage.

“Mordeant muscae,” growls the dragon, and a swarm of biting flies billows forth seemingly from nowhere, growing until it envelops both Etaoin and M’kayla. Each must make a Constitution saving throw to endure the insects’ bites. M’kayla, with a roll of 10, fails and takes 12 piercing damage; Etaoin, with a 26, succeeds and takes only 6.

M’kayla repeats her previous round’s actions, beginning with a Seeking Arrow targeted at Mundirostrix. This time, the dragon succeeds on its Dex save with a 17 and again takes only 6 damage. On her next two attacks, with disadvantage, M’kayla rolls a 23 and a natural 1. The hit deals 11 damage to the dragon. With her bonus action, M’kayla declares the miss a Curving Shot, redirects it at wyrmling 2—Bor needs the help more than Etaoin does—and rolls a 22 to hit. The arrow deals 6 damage, killing the wyrmling. Not wanting to get eaten up any further, M’kayla backs up out of the swarm of flies, gets to shore, and takes cover behind a tree.

Mundirostrix, demonstrating to Bor that he ought to be more careful what he wishes for, dives at the dwarf Champion and unleashes the full fury of its teeth and claws upon him. It rolls a 27 on its bite attack, 26 and 15 on its claw attacks, dealing 14 piercing and 7 acid damage with its jaws and 11 piercing damage with its claws. Bor is down to just 8 hp.

Wyrmling 3, seriously wounded, swims away and Hides underwater behind its dam, rolling a 12 on its Stealth check (figure 24).
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ROUND 6

Etaoin’s passive Perception is more than enough to spot wyrmling 3. He takes a shot, rolling with disadvantage—it is still underwater, after all. With a roll of 20 (modified), the attack is a hit, dealing 9 damage. He takes another shot, rolls a 24, and deals another 12. Mundirostrix’s last wyrmling dies from the wound, and the dragon lets out an earth-shaking bellow of anguish. Etaoin then moves out of the insect swarm himself, retreating back behind the large cypress tree.

With no more wyrmlings to protect, the dragon beats its wings and takes flight. Bor must make a Dex save and fails, with a roll of 16. Knowing the downdraft will probably crush him, Bor spends his second use of Indomitable to reroll the failed saving throw; the new roll, a modified 20, is a success. Spared an opportunity attack because of the darkness, Mundirostrix flies out across the swamp.

“That’s richt!” Bor yells, looking blindly in various directions as he stumbles through the water. “Ye’d better rin!” Then he takes the Dodge action, just in case the dragon comes back.

Calmly, Three Cheeses uses his Cunning Action to Hide and rolls a 27 on his Stealth check, becoming one with the mist. As Mundirostrix flies directly across his field of view, he Attacks, despite being unable to deal Sneak Attack damage: Part of being a skirmisher is dealing whatever damage you can, whenever you can. Advantage (unseen attacker) and disadvantage (long range) cancel out, and Three Cheeses rolls a 27 to hit, dealing 7 damage.

Hrothulf rolls his third death save—a 17. He does not die today.

To cover its retreat—and as a final act of spite—Mundirostrix calls forth the grasping tide one last time. Etaoin succeeds with a 22 and holds steady, but Bor, M’kayla, and Three Cheeses improbably all roll 14’s and fail. Three Cheeses is knocked prone and pulled back out into the water; Bor, already in the water, is merely swamped. M’kayla, who has had entirely enough of this, uses Indomitable to reroll her save and manages to succeed with a 16.

With steely resolve, the Arcane Archer once again takes the Sharpshooter penalty as she aims an arrow at Mundirostrix. M’kayla’s first attack roll is a 16, deflected by the dragon’s hide. Her second is a 10; the dragon veers out of the arrow’s path.

Her third is a natural 20.

With the Sharpshooter bonus, the critical hit deals 21 damage, enough to slay the dragon. Mundirostrix plunges into the water with a mighty splash, the insect swarm disperses, the sphere of darkness at the mouth of its cave melts away like smoke, and the draconic threat is ended (figure 25).
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Final result: One adult black dragon and six black dragon wyrmlings slain. Bor is severely wounded, with 8 hp out of 169. Etaoin is moderately wounded, with 60 hp out of 124. Hrothulf is unconscious but stable. M’kayla is lightly wounded, with 112 hp out of 124, and Three Cheeses is unhurt, albeit thoroughly waterlogged.

With the six wyrmlings backing up the adult black dragon, this was a Deadly battle by Dungeon Master’s Guide encounter building guidelines. Not only that, the terrain heavily favored the dragons, and the players’ rolls were tragicomically bad. Given all that, they endured as well as they did by squeezing every drop of performance out of their class features.

The behavior of the front-liners, Bor and Hrothulf, may seem downright suicidal, but they were doing their jobs: dealing damage and, just as important, soaking up damage so that their allies wouldn’t have to. Thanks to the damage reduction of Rage and to the Relentless Rage feature, Hrothulf, with 155 hp, actually managed to absorb more than 200 damage. That’s an extra 51 damage that anybody else would have had to take—but nobody else did. As for Bor, he soaked up 182 damage; between them, Bor and Hrothulf took 80 percent of all the damage dealt by Mundirostrix and the wyrmlings, which is exactly what a good front line should do. Also, while Bor only managed to deal 11 damage to Mundirostrix, he dealt 70 to the wyrmlings—despite not attacking at all in three of the six rounds of the combat encounter, nor bringing along even one lousy handaxe to throw.

As many times as M’kayla’s bowshots missed, it may seem like repeatedly taking the Sharpshooter penalty was a bad gamble. What if M’kayla hadn’t taken it? Consider: Without the penalty, M’kayla needs only a natural 7 to hit an adult black dragon, a 70 percent chance of success. On fifteen attack rolls, that’s ten or eleven expected hits; if each deals 9 damage, that’s a total of 90 to 99. With the penalty, she needs a natural 12, a 45 percent chance of success. That’s probably seven hits, but possibly only six. However, each of those hits will deal 19 damage, for a total of 114 to 133. Plus, these heroes were rolling unusually poorly, which is always going to result in less damage. Bad die rolls don’t invalidate good tactics.

Of course, heroes of this caliber are normally decked out with the finest and rarest magic weapons and armor, which would have made this battle even easier. When you start to accumulate such splendid loot, expect your DM to start throwing everything but the kitchen sink at you, because that’s what it will take to keep you from getting bored with your effortless conquests.

* Communication doesn’t require an action. It also has no effect, other than what the DM chooses to give it.



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

First and foremost, I’m indebted to my wife, Jen Marshall, for asking me whether I’d run a Dungeons & Dragons group for her and some of her coworkers, leading me to pick up the fifth edition D&D rulebooks and discover just how much the game system had changed—for the better—since I’d played it last.

Next, I want to thank the current and former members of that group—Jen (Tola Illvidri/Ava Sarala), Ginny Barrett (Paris Camembert/Tuktuk), Kay Brown (Tilda Forgeborn/Shelley Radcliffe), Jeremy Cozad (Kukl/Arara Aloro), Mattías Darrow (Cull Dowercap/Tobac Sigured/Mox Fulmor), Sam Luchsinger (LeGuardeus Masters/Phirel Ahmaquissar), Chelsea Ball (Shava), Seaghan Brien (Thesselus Elsulmun), and Laurel Sallack Macupa (Dorris)—for their enthusiasm and their patience as they learned the rules and I relearned them, and Jeremy especially for hosting our weekly sessions in his home for three and a half years. We’re telling some great stories together, and I look forward to telling many more.

I also thank my friend and fellow DM Steve Long, for helping me set up my blog, The Monsters Know What They’re Doing, and my first DM, Julian Jackson, for thirty years of friendship and innumerable hours of shared gaming experience, whose epic imagination I can never hope to equal—a shortcoming I’ve learned to make up for with obsessive verisimilitude. Special thanks go to my editor, Jeremie Ruby-Strauss, for curbing my verbosity and spotting my mistakes; to my Scots consultants, Colin Holliday, Daniel Lynagh, and Lily Pressland; and to Umair Kazi of the Authors Guild and my colleague Paul Rapp for helping me navigate the waters of the publishing industry for the first time. Thanks are due as well to Wizards of the Coast for its transformation and revival of the world’s most popular tabletop role-playing game.

Finally, a huge shout-out to the readers of The Monsters Know What They’re Doing, whose enthusiastic comments have kept the project going since 2016. I wasn’t sure a demand existed for tactical analyses of monster behavior, but you’ve shown me that not only is there demand for it, there’s a hunger for it. Thanks for letting me feed you.

—K.A.







	More from this Series
        


	[image: Cover image]
			

			The Monsters Know What…

Book 1

			








ABOUT THE AUTHOR

[image: Photo: Keith Ammann, author]

KEITH AMMANN has been a Dungeons & Dragons player and DM for more than thirty years. Since 2016, he has been writing his fifth-edition D&D-focused blog, The Monsters Know What They’re Doing, now also a book published by Saga Press. He lives in Chicago.

FOR MORE ON THIS AUTHOR:
SimonandSchuster.com/Authors/Keith-Ammann

SimonandSchuster.com

SAGAPRESS.COM

[image: Icon: Facebook] Facebook.com/SagaPressBooks
[image: Icon: Twitter] [image: Icon: Instagram] @SagaSFF



We hope you enjoyed reading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.





[image: Logo: Saga Press]

www.SimonandSchuster.com

This book is not authorized or affiliated with Wizards of the Coast LLC

Copyright © 2020 by Keith Ammann

Cover illustration by Lily Pressland

Interior illustrations by Jonathan Elliott, Thomas Andrea Fummo, Chukwudi Nwaefulu, Aviv Or, and Emily K. Smith

Battle maps by Keith Ammann

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever. For information, address Saga Press Subsidiary Rights Department, 1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020

First Saga Press hardcover edition July 2020

SAGA PRESS and colophon are trademarks of Simon & Schuster, Inc.

For information about special discounts for bulk purchases, please contact Simon & Schuster Special Sales at 1-866-506-1949 or business@simonandschuster.com.

The Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau can bring authors to your live event. For more information or to book an event contact the Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau at 1-866-248-3049 or visit our website at www.simonspeakers.com.

Interior design by Michelle Marchese

Jacket design by Emma A. Van Deun

Jacket illustration by Lily Pressland

Author photograph by Jen C. Marshall

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available.

ISBN 978-1-9821-2269-0

ISBN 978-1-9821-2271-3 (ebook)


e9781982122713/images/instagram.jpg





e9781982122713/images/f0016-02.jpg





e9781982122713/images/f0016-01.jpg





e9781982122713/images/f0039-01.jpg





e9781982122713/images/f0068-01.jpg





e9781982122713/images/f0125-01.jpg
Q)

Undergrowth

O
[l

(difficult terra

O

O

llil'e Rl elillie

0]

&0

O

O

ennie (fighter)

Aine (wizard) @ L
Daria (ranger) Tolmac (druid)
George (rogue) @ Goblin

Scale: Vain=5ft

Figure 2





e9781982122713/images/f0183-01.jpg
dark

SiEte

/v—_h\J\
E'j ~

5 i i
1C3 dim .|
/

E:j /v/ 'jj‘f\

l G

i i RN
] & ]
R BR

>

CJ

=

Figure 18
Scale:Vain=5ft

Andralamusia (sorcerer)

Antje (warlock)

Micklehast (barbarian) () Ghoul
Nhay Khi (monk) @® wight
Pedangmenari (rogue) @ Wraith
Sarnai (paladin)





e9781982122713/images/f0217-01.jpg
Figure 25 Bor (fighten) M'kayla (fighter) Swamp land

SealesV/ain=S “Three Cheeses” Jack difficult terrain)

(rogue)
Black dragon/ (difficult terrain,
wyrmling 3+ ft deep)

Etaoin (fighter/ranger)

Hrothulf (barbarian)

Swamp water






e9781982122713/images/f0022-03.jpg





e9781982122713/images/f0022-02.jpg





e9781982122713/images/f0022-01.jpg





e9781982122713/images/f0172-01.jpg
&
@

| 2B

v L -

Figure 14 Micklehast (barbarian) @ Ghoul
Scale:/ain=5ft

Nhay Khi (monk) @ Wight
Andralamusia (sorcerer) Pedangmenari (rogue) @ Wraith
Antje (warlock) Sarnai (paladin)






e9781982122713/images/f0120-01.jpg





e9781982122713/images/f0023-01.jpg





e9781982122713/images/f0155-01.jpg
Figure 12
Scale: Vain=5ft

OOGO®

Ami (bard)
Clifford (cleric)

Garregwen (fighter)
Guthrin (barbarian)

Ketterlin (wizard)

Frost giant
@ Ice mephit





e9781982122713/fonts/JosefinSans-Medium.ttf


e9781982122713/images/f0184-01.jpg





e9781982122713/images/f0178-01.jpg
Figure 16

Scale:

Andralamusia (sorcerer)

Vain=5ft

Antje (warlock)

Micklehast (barbarian) () Ghoul
Nhay Khi (monk) @® wight
Pedangmenari (rogue) @ Wraith
Sarnai (paladin)





e9781982122713/images/f0023-06.jpg





e9781982122713/images/f0190-01.jpg





e9781982122713/images/f0023-02.jpg





e9781982122713/images/f0136-01.jpg
Q)

in)

Undergrowth

O
[l

(difficult terra

OB

O

O

ennie (fighter)

Aine (wizard) @ L
Daria (ranger) Tolmac (druid)
George (rogue) @ Goblin

Scale: Vain=5ft

Figure 7





e9781982122713/images/f0023-03.jpg





e9781982122713/images/f0023-04.jpg





e9781982122713/images/f0023-05.jpg





e9781982122713/images/f0161-01.jpg





e9781982122713/images/f0204-01.jpg
Figure 21
Scale:/ain=5 ft

@ Bor (fighter)

@ Etaoin (fighter/ranger)

Hrothulf (barbarian)

@

M’kayla (fighter)

“Three Cheeses” J
(rogue)

Black dragon/
wyrmling

ack

N

Swamp land
(difficult terrain)

Swamp water

Y= (difficult terrain,

3+ ft deep)





e9781982122713/images/f0040-01.jpg





e9781982122713/images/f0119-01.jpg





e9781982122713/images/f0147-01.jpg





e9781982122713/images/f0040-02.jpg





e9781982122713/images/f0017-02.jpg





e9781982122713/images/logo01.jpg
SAGA ss(. PRESS

AN IMPRINT OF SIMON & SCHUSTER, INC.

i RVEITOR D THE AMERICAS, oS SO MW TOM s





e9781982122713/images/f0017-01.jpg
)

RS






e9781982122713/images/f0109-01.jpg
O]
¥

s

. =7
y 7.3 TN
2SN -P/ K
RS p .
SN ”V./
; N2
4 A4 R
& \ \
RENON
( 3 \ /
, ~y
N \
S|






e9781982122713/fonts/JosefinSans-Italic.ttf


e9781982122713/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


e9781982122713/images/f0153-01.jpg
Figure 11
Scale: Vain=5ft

OOGO®

Ami (bard)
Clifford (cleric)

Garregwen (fighter)
Guthrin (barbarian)

Ketterlin (wizard)

Frost giant
@ Ice mephit





e9781982122713/images/f0138-01.jpg
OBC | O O

ennie






e9781982122713/images/f0099-01.jpg





e9781982122713/images/f0209-01.jpg
SR S

Figure 22
Scale:/ain=5ft

Bor (fighter)
@ Etaoin (fighter/ranger)

Hrothulf (barbarian)

M’kayla (fighter)

“Three Cheeses” J
(rogue)
Black dragon/

wyrmling

ack

Swamp land
(difficult terrain)
Swamp water
(difficult terrain,

3+ ft deep)






e9781982122713/images/f0149-01.jpg
|

&
i

©
/Z.

Figure 9
Scale: Vain=5ft

OOGO®

Ami (bard)
Clifford (cleric)

Garregwen (fighter)
Guthrin (barbarian)

Ketterlin (wizard)

Frost giant
@ Ice mephit





e9781982122713/images/f0193-01.jpg





e9781982122713/fonts/JosefinSans-Bold.ttf


e9781982122713/images/f0027-01.jpg





e9781982122713/images/f0159-01.jpg
)\

e
N —

g
2N





e9781982122713/images/f0188-01.jpg





e9781982122713/images/f0004-01.jpg





e9781982122713/images/f0132-01.jpg
O

Q0

=0

O
QO

O @lillle.

llle:
O O Q

OBC© | O O

Aine (wizard) @ Lennie (fighter) O Tree

Daria (ranger) @ Tolmac (druid) Undergrowth
(difficult terrain)
George (rogue) @ Goblin






e9781982122713/images/f0066-01.jpg





e9781982122713/images/f0165-01.jpg





e9781982122713/images/f0089-01.jpg





e9781982122713/images/f0072-01.jpg





e9781982122713/images/title.jpg
LIVE TO TELL
THE TALE

COMBAT TACTICS
FOR PLAYER CHARACTERS

KEITH AMMANN

OOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO





e9781982122713/images/f0143-01.jpg





e9781982122713/images/f0134-01.jpg
Q)

in)

Undergrowth

O
[l

(difficult terra

OB

O

ennie (fighter)

Aine (wizard) @ L
Daria (ranger) Tolmac (druid)
George (rogue) @ Goblin

Scale: Vain=5ft

Figure 6





e9781982122713/images/f0077-01.jpg





e9781982122713/images/f0048-01.jpg





e9781982122713/images/f0186-01.jpg





e9781982122713/images/twitter.jpg





e9781982122713/images/f0163-01.jpg





e9781982122713/images/buylink_9781982122683_cover.jpg
S -
THE MONSTERS KNOW
HAT THEY’RE DOING

&, COMBAT TaTICS FoR DUNGEON HASTERS

\KstzﬁxerMANN,.
"\ The Monsters Know / K

L What Theyre Doing






e9781982122713/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Introduction



		Part One: Character Creation and Combat Roles



		Understanding Ability Scores



		Understanding Ability Contours



		Classes and Roles



		Race Doesn’t Matter (Much)



		Identifying Combat Role: Examples



		Feats and Roles







		Part Two: Tactics in Action



		Understanding Tactical Combinations



		Understanding Action Economy



		Understanding Opportunity Attacks



		Understanding Advantage and Disadvantage



		Understanding Conditions







		Part Three: Playing Your Position



		Party Composition and Positioning



		Wait for It: The Ready Action



		Sneaking: The Hide and Search Actions



		“Plan B”: The Dodge, Dash, and Disengage Actions



		Managing Resources between Rests



		Spells and Slots



		Class Tactics



		Feats and Choices



		Mounted Combat







		Part Four: Tactics in Practice



		A Level 1 Party



		A Level 5 Party



		A Level 9 Party



		A Level 15 Party







		Acknowledgments



		About the Author



		Copyright











Guide





		Cover



		Start of Content



		Title Page



		Introduction



		Acknowledgments



		About the Author



		Copyright













		I



		II



		III



		V



		VI



		VII



		VIII



		IX



		X



		XI



		XII



		XIII



		XIV



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		182



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226











e9781982122713/images/f0139-01.jpg





e9781982122713/images/f0043-01.jpg
Y

L
2 IV

4 4
LN
S
T

A
] [
«_ 7R
A,






e9781982122713/fonts/Smythe-Regular.ttf


e9781982122713/images/common01.jpg





e9781982122713/images/f0145-01.jpg





e9781982122713/images/common02.jpg





e9781982122713/images/common03.jpg





e9781982122713/images/9781982122713.jpg
"x
KEITH AMMANN | 44 Y

AUTHOR OF
The Monsters Know N
What Theyre Doing )\}





e9781982122713/images/f0036-01.jpg





e9781982122713/images/f0019-01.jpg





e9781982122713/images/f0019-02.jpg





e9781982122713/fonts/EBGaramond-BoldItalic.ttf


e9781982122713/images/f0169-01.jpg





e9781982122713/images/f0127-01.jpg
Undergrowth

O
[l

(difficult terra

O

O

llil'e Rl elillie

0]

&0

O

O

ennie (fighter)

Aine (wizard) @ L
Daria (ranger) Tolmac (druid)
George (rogue) @ Goblin

Scale: Vain=5ft

Figure 3





e9781982122713/images/f0158-01.jpg
Figure13
Scale:Vain=5 ft

OOGO®

Ami (bard) Frost giant
Clifford (cleric) @ Ice mephit
Garregwen (fighter)

Guthrin (barbarian)

Ketterlin (wizard)





e9781982122713/images/f0215-01.jpg
Figure 24
Scale:/ain=5ft

Bor (fighten) Mkayla (fighten) Shnilnd
(difficult terrain)
@ Etaoin (fighter/ranger)

Hrothulf (barbarian)

“Three Cheeses” Jack
(rogue) N Swamp water

Black dragon/ difficult terrain,
wyrmling 3+ ft deep)






e9781982122713/images/facebook.jpg





e9781982122713/images/f0175-01.jpg
’ dark

UL
/
,

i
2
/

] §
7 A
] \
il |
cﬁ/ i
B |

N

Figure 15 Micklehast (barbarian) @ Ghoul
Scale:Vain=5ft

Nhay Khi (monk) @ Wight
Andralamusia (sorcerer) Pedangmenari (rogue) @ Wraith
Antje (warlock) Sarnai (paladin)






e9781982122713/images/f0116-01.jpg





e9781982122713/images/f0082-01.jpg





e9781982122713/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


e9781982122713/images/f0122-01.jpg
O

9\><

O

RO

igure
Scale: Vain=5ft

OB | O O






e9781982122713/images/f0096-01.jpg





e9781982122713/images/f0029-01.jpg





e9781982122713/images/f0006-01.jpg





e9781982122713/images/f0130-01.jpg
O

D
O
O

O

O
O

O
@,
OE
O

O

S

O
DO
EEES

O

O ] @lillilie;
lll'®:;

Q O O

Aine (wizard) Lennie (fighter) O Tree

Daria (ranger) Tolmac (druid) Undergrowth

difficult terrai
George (rogue) @ Goblin (clifficult terrain )

Figure
Scale: V4in=5ft

OBC© | O O





e9781982122713/images/f0041-01.jpg





e9781982122713/images/f0035-01.jpg





e9781982122713/images/f0167-01.jpg





e9781982122713/images/f0064-01.jpg





e9781982122713/images/f0196-01.jpg
Figure 19
Scale: Vain=5ft

Bor (fighter) Mkayla (fighter) Swamp land
“Three Cheeses” Jack (difficult terrain)

@ Etaoin (fighter/ranger) (rogue) Swamp water

Hrothulf (barbarian) @ Black dragon/ (difficult terrain,
i 3+ ft deep)
wyrmling






e9781982122713/images/f0053-01.jpg





e9781982122713/fonts/GentiumBasic-Regular.ttf


e9781982122713/images/author.jpg





e9781982122713/images/f0070-01.jpg





e9781982122713/images/f0047-01.jpg





e9781982122713/images/f0118-01.jpg





e9781982122713/images/f0091-01.jpg





e9781982122713/images/f0212-01.jpg
SR S

P N N N N

Figure 23
Scale:/ain=5ft

Bor (fighter)
@ Etaoin (fighter/ranger)

Hrothulf (barbarian)

M’kayla (fighter)

“Three Cheeses” J
(rogue)
Black dragon/

wyrmling

ack

Swamp land
(difficult terrain)
Swamp water
(difficult terrain,

3+ ft deep)






e9781982122713/images/f0141-01.jpg
A
o b





e9781982122713/fonts/JosefinSans-Regular.ttf


e9781982122713/images/f0180-01.jpg
Andralamusia (sorcerer)

Micklehast (barbarian)
Nhay Khi (monk)
Pedangmenari (rogue)
Sarnai (paladin)






e9781982122713/images/f0151-01.jpg
|

Figure 10
Scale: Vain=5ft

OOGO®

Ami (bard)
Clifford (cleric)

Garregwen (fighter)
Guthrin (barbarian)

Ketterlin (wizard)

Frost giant
@ Ice mephit





e9781982122713/images/f0117-01.jpg





e9781982122713/images/f0018-01.jpg





e9781982122713/images/f0018-02.jpg





e9781982122713/fonts/EBGaramond-Bold.ttf


e9781982122713/images/f0086-01.jpg





e9781982122713/images/f0200-01.jpg
Figure 20
Scale: Vain=5ft

Bor (fighter)
@ Etaoin (fighter/ranger)

Hrothulf (barbarian)

M'kayla (fighter)
“Three Cheeses” J

(rogue)

@ Black dragon/

wyrmling

ack

g

N

Swamp land

(di

icult terrain)

Swamp water

(di
3+

icult terrain,
ft deep)






e9781982122713/images/f0030-01.jpg





