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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.
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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.



[image: Image]


IDENTIFYING COMBAT ROLE: EXAMPLES

A group of players have rolled up characters using the YOLO method, because rolling dice is fun.


[image: Image]


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.


[image: Image]


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.


[image: Image]


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.


[image: Image]


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.


[image: Image]


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 will serve her well in this role.
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