

[image: Cover: How to Defend Your Lair, by Keith Ammann]




How to Defend Your Lair


Keith Ammann


Author of The Monsters Know What They’re Doing











Thank you for downloading 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: How to Defend Your Lair, by Keith Ammann, Saga Press]










Publisher’s Notice


The publisher has provided this ebook to you without Digital Rights Management (DRM) software applied so that you can enjoy reading it on your personal devices. This ebook is for your personal use only. You may not print or post this ebook, or make this ebook publicly available in any way. You may not copy, reproduce, or upload this ebook except to read it on your personal devices.


Copyright infringement is against the law. If you believe the copy of this ebook you are reading infringes on the author’s copyright, please notify the publisher at: simonandschuster.biz/online_piracy_report.











It may be said that I fear too much. Surely, considering the state we stand in, I think it less danger to fear too much than too little.


—Sir Francis Walsingham













INTRODUCTION


The world is a dangerous place—especially when you’re up to no good.


But even a person of unblemished character and sterling repute may make enemies, especially among those of more blemished character and more tarnished repute. Perhaps your deeds have intruded on someone else’s interests, or soon will, and they’ve resolved to stop you. Perhaps the wealth you’ve amassed is becoming an irresistible temptation to larcenous minds. Perhaps you’re making discoveries that others would prefer to keep under wraps—or would appropriate for purposes of their own.


Whether you’re a rampaging monster, a renowned hero, a despised tyrant, an ambitious schemer, a paranoid recluse, or the current possessor of the Golden MacGuffin, someone’s going to come at you. Probably more than one someone. You need to be ready.


You need a lair.





When you’re writing your own adventure material for a tabletop roleplaying game from scratch, you have all kinds of freedom. You decide what environments the player characters will travel through. You decide what villains they’ll fight, what those villains’ plans are, and what kind of minions those villains will have. You decide what kind of help and hindrances the PCs will encounter along the way. And here’s a point of underrated importance: You draw the maps.


If you’re throwing your PCs and monsters at each other in a plain, rectangular room, or designing your dungeons as an essentially (or literally) random maze, you’re missing all kinds of opportunities to add flavor, challenge, complexity, and narrative. Designing a well-defended stronghold gives you opportunities to show off how your antagonists think and what they consider important.


In The Monsters Know What They’re Doing: Combat Tactics for Dungeon Masters and MOAR! Monsters Know What They’re Doing, I break down the stat blocks of fifth edition Dungeons & Dragons monsters to determine their unique tactics and styles of fighting so that every combat encounter with a different monster or villain is a distinct experience. In this book, I discuss how to create the environments in which those combat encounters take place so that they feel as real and alive as the monsters and villains do. Outfighting the enemy is no longer enough: PCs will have to outthink the enemy as well. Pushing your players to consider how to solve problems without running at them head-on, weapons swinging and fireballs blasting, is as much a gift to them as it is an obstacle, because some of the best gaming memories are born from the cunning plans that come together to produce success against the odds—and from the ones that go riotously sideways.


Having a lair is all about establishing surroundings that give you every available edge over those who want to kill you and take your stuff. For example, in The Monsters Know What They’re Doing, I make three observations that are essential to understanding how kobolds fight: First, by necessity, they fight in darkness or underground, not under broad daylight. Second, they’re small and weak yet instinctively coordinated, so they seek strength in numbers. Third, they make use of traps. The D&D sourcebook Volo’s Guide to Monsters, in a delightful section on kobold lairs, sensibly depicts a kobold lair as an anthill of twisty subterranean passages, full of traps and choke points, in which larger creatures will get lost, stuck, or both. It’s customized to maximize kobolds’ comparative advantage over their likely foes. The foes are big, and kobolds are small; therefore, the passages are small. The foes may not be able to see in the dark, and the kobolds can; therefore, the passages are unlit. The terrain is familiar to the kobolds, unfamiliar to their foes; therefore, the passages are full of traps to punish the unwary and ignorant.


Designing defensible space is both art and science, with more than two millennia of recorded experimentation to draw from. The ideas behind today’s best security practices date back to the building of the earliest ringworks. Introducing fantasy elements to your game setting doesn’t invalidate those ideas. Just the opposite: It presents new options and new challenges, to both the defender and the attacker. Overlook the fundamentals of security planning, and your villains will get rolled. Pile on an implausible, unsustainable number of defenses, however, and the game’s not fun anymore. It’s a delicate balance: A defended area has to be locked down tightly enough to repel any reasonable number of ordinary invaders, but extraordinary invaders, such as a group of PC adventurers, have to be able to make their way in somehow.


Building the perfect lair begins with the unglamorous step of a behind-the-scenes security assessment. As the Dungeon Master, ask yourself what your monsters and nonplayer characters need to protect, whom or what they need to protect it from, and what resources they have to protect it with. From there, move on to their unique methods of detecting, deterring, and responding to external threats. Decide how they might employ spies, concealment, and traps, if at all, and how many layers deep their defenses can be. Determine what climate and terrain features they can use to their advantage. Populate the lair’s environs with dangerous creatures, both loyal minions and opportunistic predators present for reasons of their own that have nothing to do with the defense of the lair but add interest to the experience of getting there. If your antagonists employ a guard force, decide how large it will be and how to deploy it. Figure out how much magical protection they’ll have access to, based on the prevalence of magic in your setting. Draw up a battle plan that the defenders will follow. Decide whether they’ll take prisoners and what they’ll do with them.


Then, finally, draw the map. You’ll find you’re thinking about it very differently than you did back when you were rolling dice to generate dungeon layouts randomly.









Like my previous books, this one discusses fifth edition D&D at length, although you’ll still need the core books to play the game. Unlike my previous books, this one contains an abundance of information that applies regardless of which tabletop roleplaying game system you’re using, so players of games other than D&D can find plenty to use in it. The sample lairs draw from D&D lore and are presented using D&D rules, but they’re intended as illustrations first, playable scenarios second. They’re there to inspire you and get you thinking, regardless of whether your level of familiarity with D&D is exhaustive or nonexistent. Take what you like from them and run wild.


Throughout this work, in the interest of brevity, I refer to the expansion books Volo’s Guide to Monsters, Mordenkainen’s Tome of Foes, Xanathar’s Guide to Everything, and Tasha’s Cauldron of Everything as Volo’s, Mordenkainen’s, Xanathar’s, and Tasha’s, respectively. (These short forms are more pleasing to my eye than the alphabet-soup abbreviations often used online.) To distinguish it from Mordenkainen’s Tome of Foes, I refer to Mordenkainen Presents Monsters of the Multiverse simply as Monsters of the Multiverse. All stat blocks from Volo’s and Mordenkainen’s cited here also appear in Monsters of the Multiverse.


When citing these books, as well as the Dungeon Master’s Guide and the Player’s Handbook, I refer to chapters and sections, rather than page numbers, because page numbers can change from printing to printing. Finally, in certain places, I use an (X) or a (T) to indicate that a spell or magic item not included in the D&D basic rules is found in Xanathar’s or Tasha’s.










CHAPTER 1 PRINCIPLES OF DEFENSE



So you’ve decided to build yourself a lair.


The good news is that defense is easier, cheaper, and less inherently risky than offense. If you play your cards right, you enjoy a number of advantages: freedom of movement within your own territory, detailed knowledge of the location, the ability to set up defenses however and wherever you wish, and at least as much time to prepare as your would-be attacker, if not significantly more.


The bad news is that nothing is unlimited, least of all cost, time, and your own intelligence. No matter how much circumstances favor you, you still have to work within constraints. One of these constraints is the impossibility of protecting yourself against every threat. You have to play the odds.


The typical Dungeon Master is accustomed to drawing a map, populating it with creatures, and lastly deciding what treasure to place in each location. Instead, I’m going to suggest that you start by thinking about the things you intend your lair to protect—treasure, yes, but other assets as well. Next, figure out how much help you’ll have protecting it. Then, and only then, draw your map. Because when it comes to planning effective security arrangements, you have to know what assets you’re trying to protect, and you have to know which of those assets are most important.


Designing a lair (or other defended location) is an exercise in risk management. You can’t eliminate all risk. What you can do is identify particular risks, determine the relative significance of those risks, and thereby decide where to focus your defensive efforts. The more critical, sensitive, or vulnerable an asset—that is, someone or something you’re trying to protect—the more it should figure into your security strategy. If you have more resources, you can prepare for more contingencies. If you have fewer resources, you have to focus on what’s most important and be willing to let other things go, or at least leave the responsibility of protecting them up to others.


As an illustration, in the movie Seven Samurai, a group of vagrant samurai takes on the job of defending a farming village against bandits who raid it after each year’s harvest. The local terrain works in their favor, with one exception: Three houses and a mill lie outside the village proper, on open land across a creek. The creek is a natural moat that can be improved further with a palisade fence. Beyond the creek, however, the samurai have no such advantage. The land is flat and open, with no cover for the defenders, a circumstance that favors the mounted, fast-moving bandits. To the samurai, the conclusion is obvious: The outlying houses and the mill must be evacuated and abandoned. They’re not worth the effort of defending them. While they’re highly vulnerable, they’re not critical—not compared with the village proper, the collected harvest, or the villagers’ lives.



ASSETS



Assets generally fall into three categories: physical assets, information, and people. You can think of these as “the Three Ls”: loot, lore, and lives.


You may not assign equal value to all the loot in your lair, or all the lore—or, bluntly, all the lives. Also, not everything you’re trying to protect necessarily possesses the same kind of value. How do you determine what’s most critical when it’s not intuitively obvious?


Here’s one method, which I use elsewhere in this book: To begin with, make a list of all your assets. Next, rate the value of each one according to six measures: intrinsic, monetary, economic, operational, regulatory, and intangible. Common practice is to use a scale from 1 (negligible) to 5 (vital), but in this book I use a scale that runs from 0 to 4 instead. These ratings are qualitative and relative; they don’t have to be perfectly quantified. Total these six ratings up to determine an asset’s overall value.


Intrinsic value needs no justification: A thing with intrinsic value is valuable simply because it exists. Loot is generally considered to have no intrinsic value (except by dragons, which have a wholly different perspective on the matter—see sidebar, page 11). Scholars, sages, spies, and members of esoteric societies view lore as having intrinsic value, but most other creatures don’t. Life, on the other hand, is the quintessential example of something that’s considered intrinsically valuable even though it may not possess any other kind of value.


That being said, your alignment may influence your estimation of this value. Good creatures, generally speaking, consider lives to have equal intrinsic value. Neutral creatures agree that lives are intrinsically valuable, but they tend to assess this value unequally, based on relative status and social proximity. Evil creatures may or may not agree that life has intrinsic value at all; some may consider only certain lives to have intrinsic value, and not others. Unaligned creatures assign intrinsic value to lives within their own social units, but not outside them.


Monetary value is a straightforward measure of how much money something can be sold for or how much it costs to replace. Creatures that don’t use currency for trade don’t assign monetary value to anything.


Economic value is a cousin of monetary value, with a couple of key differences: First, it doesn’t depend on currency. Even in a society that doesn’t use money, something might still be tradable for goods, services, or knowledge. Second, it can refer to how much wealth something has the potential to generate over the long term—a future monetary value greater than the present monetary value. A productive mine, for instance, is worth more than the land it occupies. Creatures that don’t engage in trade at all and don’t make investments for future benefit don’t assign economic value.


Operational value refers to how necessary something is to whatever activity you’re engaged in. Guards need weapons. Musicians need instruments. Artisans (and thieves) need tools. Scribes need paper and ink. Alchemists need reagents and laboratory equipment. These things have a special kind of value to those who use them; to others, it’s likely that their only value is monetary. However, lives can have operational value as well—the lives of workers, for instance, have operational value to their employer—without detracting from the intrinsic value they also possess. Creatures that engage in no activity beyond surviving don’t assign operational value.


Regulatory value depends on the existence of a legal system; it measures how necessary something is to compliance with the law. Feudal vassals, for instance, are required to keep records of their lands’ agricultural output to show to their lieges. Guilds keep charters that document their right to local monopolies on their crafts. Providers of certain services may need to hold licenses to practice. Creatures that don’t exist within systems of law don’t assign regulatory value.


Intangible value, in the case of loot, typically reflects sentimental attachment. Your collection of sad-eyed kitten figurines has no intrinsic, monetary, economic, operational, or regulatory value, but it may be so precious to you that you consider it worth defending nonetheless. Certain antique items may also have intangible value, because they hark back to a significant era in history or were once owned by an exceptionally distinguished personage.


In the case of lore, intangible value most often reflects the benefit of keeping information under wraps. You may possess specialized knowledge—a unique pottery firing technique, the forms of a powerful fighting style, a spell formula, a blend of herbs and spices—that elevates your reputation as a practitioner in your field. If it exists in written form, it becomes a sensitive asset that you wouldn’t want to fall into anyone else’s hands. You may also possess secret correspondence whose contents would tarnish your name or taint your relationships, or those of others, if someone else got their mitts on it—blackmail material, in other words. Alternatively, the intangible value of lore may lie in its significance to you, as in the case of a chronicle of your family’s history or a journal of meditations by someone you admire.


In the case of lives, intangible value reflects special, irreplaceable relationships. All lives may have equal intrinsic value, but your children’s lives have intangible value above and beyond that to you. Even creatures with minimal sentience may assign intangible value to things, as anyone who’s seen a dog carry around a favorite stick can attest.


Finally, in most instances, the value of any asset that can’t be neatly categorized under any of the Three Ls—such as privacy, authority, or psychological equilibrium—is primarily intangible.


Of course, what an asset is worth to you isn’t necessarily what it’s worth to someone else. Chances are, a group of adventurers isn’t going to come after your sad-eyed kitten figurine collection, but they may be very keen to divest you of some loot or lore on which they place high monetary or operational value. Therefore, when you’re assessing what kinds of threats you need to protect against, you have to be able to look at the situation through your enemy’s eyes. Even as you prioritize your security arrangements according to the values you place on your assets, how much time and money you subsequently decide to spend on protecting them should be, in large part, a function of how badly other people want them, lest you overspend on protecting something you’re not really at risk of losing—or underspend on protecting something whose value to others you’ve underestimated. A security arrangement that considers only the point of view of the owner of the lair is flawed and weak.


Once you’ve totaled up the overall value of all your assets, arrange them in descending order. Then, for each asset, starting with the one that’s most valuable and working your way down until you run out of resources, ask yourself these questions:




	Whom or what am I protecting it against? Rivals, looters, hired thieves, enemy kingdoms, opposing factions, parties of adventurer-heroes? (PCs aren’t the only threat; sometimes they aren’t even the threat you have the most reason to worry about.)


	How vulnerable is it? Can it be kept under lock and key, or does it need to stay out in the open for some reason?


	Will there be times or situations when it’s more vulnerable than it is now? Does it need to be taken out on a certain schedule? Will it ever need to be transported someplace else? Have my activities drawn extraordinary scrutiny lately?


	What happens if I lose it? Would that be an “oh, well” situation, or would it disrupt my activities significantly? Is it something too dangerous to allow out of my own hands? Would it cause a scandal? Do I still owe money on it? Would I grieve the loss?


	How thoroughly do I want to protect it? What arrangements are appropriate? What are my limits?





In most cases, you’ll want to place the strongest protections on the assets you value most highly, but not always. Sometimes the desirability of a particular item to thieves will warrant stronger protections; sometimes an item may be worth a great deal to you but not so much to anyone else, in which case you can devote fewer resources to its defense, leaving you more to apply elsewhere. For each adversary you identify, consider how that adversary is likely to come after your assets. Will visible security measures deter them—or encourage them? Are they most likely to come at you head-on, blockade you, try to break in or sneak in, or gain assistance from a disloyal insider? What can they learn about your defenses by spying on you? The more you can accurately predict, the better off you are.


Because of how we assess different kinds of value, we might place a total value on a material object or an item of lore higher than we place on our own lives. Does that mean we’ll die to protect it? Sometimes, but not always. Nor does it necessarily mean we care about that asset more than we care about our survival. What it does mean is that we’ll go to greater lengths, and incur greater expense, to protect that loot or lore than we will to protect ourselves alone. (Suppose, for example, that you own a $150,000 diamond necklace. You might decide that protecting it requires you to spend $1,250 to install a wall safe—even if you don’t spend any money at all on protecting yourself.) When push comes to shove, we’ll still try to save our own skins, but maybe we’ll take our most precious loot or lore with us when we flee, or maybe we’ll leave it locked away or defended by mundane or magical barriers or traps. The point is, we try to ensure that it’s still protected even if we can’t risk our own necks to protect it.









The Affinity is a criminal organization in the town of Granwick. Its members are mostly thieves, but some also engage in smuggling, extortion, or usury. Its assets include:




	Ready money, which it uses for operations. This cash has significant monetary (4), economic (2), and operational (4) value. Its value in other respects is negligible (0). Total value: 10.


	A stash of stolen goods ranging widely in bulk and value. Most of these goods have negligible value in every respect except monetary. Their monetary value varies, and they can be divided into two categories, ordinary stuff (1) and valuables (3—they would be 4, but the Affinity tries to fence them quickly, keeping as few of them as possible on the premises). An exception is a cache of gems (4), which also have some modest operational (2) and intangible value (2), since they’re pretty and also useful for bribing officials with. Total value: common loot, 1; valuables, 3; gems, 8.


	A few magic items: an eversmoking bottle, gloves of thievery, and a hat of disguise. These items relate directly to the Affinity’s activities and therefore have operational (2) and intangible (3) value in addition to their monetary value (3). Total value: 8.


	An equipment supply comprising various pieces of leather armor, hooded cloaks, weapons, and pouches of thieves’ tools, plus a ledger tracking members’ tabs, which they must repay out of their takings. The equipment supply has monetary value (2), but only in the sense that if it were lost, it would need to be replaced; the Affinity isn’t going to sell it. It also has operational value, especially the thieves’ tools. It’s not essential, but it’s handy. More important, the Affinity recognizes that some of its own members might abscond with that equipment if they could get away with it. Therefore, it gets assigned a slightly higher operational value (3), reflecting its value in the eyes of those members more than its value to the organization itself. The armory ledger’s value is economic (2) and operational (2). Total value: equipment supply, 5; armory ledger, 4.


	Enciphered records of businesses that are paying the thieves’ guild for protection, payments made to individuals within or associated with the guild, and payoffs to local officials and city guards. The value of these records is economic (4) and operational (4). The record of bribes has regulatory (4) and intangible (4) value as well, since these payoffs are what allow the Affinity to conduct its activities with impunity. Total value: protection and payment records, 7; payoff records, 16.


	The floor plan of a noble’s mansion, with the locations of valuables marked. Its value is operational (2), economic (2), and intangible (2): It’s the reason why the noble is now paying the Affinity for protection. Total value: 6.


	An intercepted letter of introduction, along with a crate containing five intricately tooled orbs made out of a highly polished, reddish-gold metal. Until recently, the letter and the crate were hard to assess, because the Affinity wasn’t certain of the orbs’ function or purpose. Now it knows: They’re essentially magical grenades. As such, both the letter and the crate have tremendous monetary (4) and intangible (4) value, with some potential economic (2) value as well. The orbs have some operational value to the Affinity, but other parties could do all sorts of things with them; therefore, they’re assigned an operational value of 4 rather than 2. Total value: orbs, 14; letter, 10.


	The members themselves. While the Affinity values its members’ lives, it values the life of its feared and respected chief, Kruno Skriven, most of all, and his lieutenants’ lives behind his. Thus, Kruno’s life is assigned intrinsic value (4), intangible value (4), and even regulatory value (4), because his reputation keeps the law at bay; the lives of his lieutenants, intrinsic value (3), intangible value (2), and operational value (3), since they’re experts who train others in their skills; and the lives of other Affinity members, intrinsic value (2) and operational value (1). Total value: Kruno, 12; lieutenants, 8; other members, 3.





Largely, the Affinity must protect these things against rival criminal organizations, which might stage a raid if they discovered a vulnerability. Such a raid probably wouldn’t occur unless the rival group managed to infiltrate the Affinity. However, other crooks aren’t the only ones who might take an interest in what the Affinity’s got. If the town guard happened to be taken over by a more straitlaced commander with a dim view of corruption in the ranks, he might employ someone to fetch those records of payoffs for him so that he could clean house. Also, in order to determine the function of the orbs, an Affinity loan shark gave one to a lackey to test out on the Blind Squirrel, a tavern whose proprietor was behind on his payments. The resulting explosion attracted much more attention than the Affinity generally prefers, and there’s a good chance that someone may come sniffing around. Thus, all the Affinity’s assets are more vulnerable now than they have been in the past or will be once things have settled down. Finally, the Affinity is an organization of thieves, and thieves are generally understood to be people who steal things. Measures must be taken to keep them from stealing from the organization itself.


If the Affinity lost the enciphered records of payoffs, its entire existence would be threatened. Therefore, they must be safeguarded as thoroughly as possible. Even if his own life is in danger, Kruno will make sure those records remain in the Affinity’s hands. If he has to flee the group’s base to survive, he’ll take them with him. Likewise, among those who know, Kruno’s name is almost synonymous with the Affinity; without him in control, its enemies (and victims) would be much bolder. Special care must therefore be taken to safeguard his life in the event of an attack, even at the cost of the organization’s other assets. Losing the orbs would be disappointing, but losing the orbs to a rival group would be deadly. The same is true of the intercepted letter; however, its lower value means it can be traded off (to the right people, of course) in order to protect Kruno, the orbs, or the payoff records, whereas the orbs themselves must be absolutely secure. Losing the ready cash or the gems would be a heavy blow to the Affinity, but probably not a fatal one—unless the protection records were lost at the same time. If it became known that the Affinity no longer had records of those payments, resistance might arise, severely disrupting the organization’s cash flow. Accordingly, reasonable and practical precautions are taken to protect these assets, but exceptional precautions are probably unnecessary. All the Affinity’s other assets, including its members, are replaceable. Protecting them can be left in the hands of the members themselves.
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WHAT CREATURES VALUE


Creatures come in many different types, each with its own perspective on loot, lore, and life. Consequently, each type values these three asset categories differently.


A beast, ooze, or plant creature is generally concerned only with its own life, along with the lives of any offspring a beast is rearing. Beasts that live in social groups value the lives of other members of those groups; there may even exist social oozes that value the survival of their colonies, or awakened plants that value the preservation of their forests or fields. Still, even the most intelligent of these creature types generally don’t value material loot or lore as assets at all. A bird may instinctively gather shiny objects, but it’s not going to defend them. Only if they attach some meaning to a particular object will they treat it as an asset worth protecting.


Monstrosities may occasionally care about loot, and a small handful (notably sphinxes) may hoard lore, but generally, their lives are their foremost consideration.


Dragons are keenly interested in preserving their loot, on par with their lives. Craftier ones, such as green, bronze, and silver dragons, may hoard lore they want to keep to themselves as well.


Giants value their loot and their lives, but only cloud and storm giants tend to care about lore enough to place it under guard.


Most undead are too far gone to try to defend anything except, perhaps, the physical assets of a particular place. However, the exceptions—mummy lords, vampires, liches—are loath to part with anything they possess, and they’ll defend it all.


Celestials, fiends, and fey, by and large, are indifferent to mundane loot but highly sensitive to transgression on places that are important to them, and they take the guarding of secrets very, very seriously. They value others’ lives to the extent that their alignments imply.


Aberrations’ interest in loot is idiosyncratic, but they protect information jealously. They value their own lives consistently and the lives of others inconsistently, although if they’re part of a hive culture, they act to protect the existence of the colony first and foremost.


Constructs defend whomever and whatever they’re ordered to defend. Protecting themselves comes second.


The only elementals that are likely to establish lairs are genies, and they closefistedly guard everything they’ve got—loot, lore, and life. Good genies, however, defend the lives of others under their protection as fiercely as they do their own.


Which leaves humanoids. Most humanoids are about life first, loot second, and lore third, but their jobs and affiliations may rearrange their priorities. Ambitious young wizards may value their lives first, then their books and notes, without much regard for other material property. Loyal treasury guards may place their liege’s loot before their own lives. Members of a mystery cult may readily sacrifice their lives to protect the cult’s secrets; well-trained spies will do the same.
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DETECTION, DETERRENCE, AND RESPONSE



Protecting yourself against loss of loot, lore, or life involves three main components: detection, deterrence, and response. That is, you have to become aware of threats as early as possible, stave them off long enough to do something about them, then actually do something about them.


All three components are necessary. There’s no point in knowing about a threat if you’re unable to mobilize against it. If you happen to deter a threat you never knew about, that’s just dumb luck, and you gain no knowledge with which to plan for the next attack. And having the capacity to respond is of little value if a sudden, swift attack catches you off guard.


DETECTION



The sooner you’re able to discover a threat to your assets—and the farther away from your lair that threat is when you discover it—the better. Maybe you possess supernatural senses that can detect the movement of intelligent beings for miles around, or access to divination magic that warns you of threats before they materialize. Wonderful! Super-handy! Then again, maybe you don’t. In which case, you’re going to have to detect threats the old-fashioned way: by employing guards, alarms, scouts, and spies.


If you employ a force of guards to defend your lair, you’ll need to assign some of them to security functions. However, you don’t want to assign more of them to these tasks than you absolutely need to. Most of your guards should instead be kept on standby, to provide the response if and when detection and deterrence fail to prevent an intrusion. They’re not going to be standing at the gate or keeping lookout atop the walls. They’re going to be waiting in the courtyard or the main hall in overwhelming numbers, bristling with spears and arrows, ready to shish-kebab trespassers who make it past the foyer. Exactly how many guards to divert to security functions and reconnaissance operations depends on a lot of variables, but an eighty–twenty ratio of main force to access control, surveillance, recon, and screening missions is a good place to start. If your lair defense plan includes forward observation posts, you need to assign a couple of squads of eight to twelve regular guards or scouts to each post to ensure round-the-clock coverage; hence, it usually isn’t feasible to keep observation posts continuously crewed if you employ fewer than a hundred guards.


Have guards take note of any unfamiliar visitors, report on them to you or to a commander, and escort any visitors who need to be brought into restricted areas. Have them check the carts, sacks, chests, and crates brought in and out by outside workers and be present whenever wagons are being loaded or unloaded. Have them take all messages and inspect all deliveries. (Suspicious items should be reported immediately, left alone, and kept under lock and key until you or a designated underling can check them out personally.) All important activities in your lair—other than your own, of course—need to happen where guards on surveillance duty can see them clearly, so arrange the spaces within accordingly.


If these guards notice something fishy, it’s their responsibility to take control of the situation by making contact with the suspected enemy, detaining them, and not allowing them to proceed or depart. At least one guard should be free to leave the scene immediately to report on what’s happening: The duty to report on an evolving situation is paramount. If a fight should happen to break out, your security guards’ new responsibility is to keep your enemies occupied until your response force arrives.


Normally, guards on surveillance duty don’t engage in combat except in self-defense. However, if you’ve already received warning of a threat and assigned guards to screen the area around your lair, and they detect scouts or spies conducting reconnaissance against you, it’s their job to intercept, apprehend, and, if necessary, destroy them. Zero tolerance for sneaks!


If you have scouts available, you should be sending them out to gather information all the time. Usually, they’ll have little to tell you about except the weather or the state of the roads. However, you may get wind of a threat brewing against you before your enemies try to breach your lair—or you may learn that they’ve already breached it successfully, then slipped through your fingers. When this happens, you need to send out a reconnaissance patrol with the specific objective of discovering and reporting back how numerous your foes are, what they’re up to, and what resources they possess. Once they’ve found your foes, they’ll switch from zone reconnaissance, which is wide-ranging and time-consuming, to reconnaissance of the specific area where your foes are, in order to collect more specific information about them—and, if the opportunity presents itself, clear them out. If you have the personnel, you should also assign guards to a screening mission, to keep those foes from ever reaching—or breaching—your perimeter. (I’ll discuss reconnaissance and security missions in more detail in chapter 6, “Battle Strategy.”)


SPIES



Early detection of threats is vital. If you’re shrewd, you can prevent an attack before it happens by spoiling your enemy’s plans—learning their intended objective and defending accordingly, seizing a necessary component of their attack, disabling them with a preemptive strike, or simply scaring them off. And a key component of early detection, reaching far beyond the physical boundaries of your lair, is espionage. In fact, without espionage, your chances of discovering and neutralizing a threat before it’s carried out are slim to none.


For the purposes of an individual lair owner (as opposed to a state entity), spies fall into two categories: those who are assigned merely to observe and report, and those who are assigned to acquire information more actively. These two categories have many qualities in common, but they differ in one important respect. Spies in the first category are “gray people”: ones who possess no quality that makes them stand out. They blend into the background and watch and listen unnoticed—often beneath notice. Spies in the second category, on the other hand, are charismatic and memorable. They approach targets under observation and ingratiate themselves with sincere smiles, strong eye contact, casual body language, and unflappable poise. They introduce themselves by commenting on something they have in common with their targets, then get those targets talking and listen with rapt interest. They copy their targets’ bearing, gestures, and speech habits. In no time, they become trusted confidants.


Regardless of the type of spy you employ—and you’ll want to employ both types, but if you can afford only one, go with the first—your primary goal is to become aware of anyone and anything out of the ordinary. In particular, when newcomers arrive in town, you want to know who they are and what they’re up to. An inn or tavern near your lair is a place where you’ll want to have eyes and ears; a nondescript bartender, server, housekeeper, or regular patron is in a good position to report on new arrivals and can be hired to do so at bargain rates. Market-square beggars make outstanding informants, since most people are uncomfortable maintaining eye contact with them. So do scavengers, who perform a public service gathering scraps and in the course of their work gather rumors as well. You don’t need a shadowy snoop to tail a group of strangers through the streets when you have informants all over town.


When creating stat blocks for your spies, the spy stat block in the fifth edition D&D Monster Manual isn’t necessarily the ideal place to start. Intelligence and Wisdom are more important than Dexterity: Above all, a spy must have a detailed memory and the ability to immediately notice anything out of the ordinary. Consider striking the Sneak Attack trait and replacing it with traits that borrow from the Player’s Handbook feats Observant and Keen Mind (see, for example, the snoop and the plant in appendix B).


Deception is an essential part of a spy’s job, and Charisma is important for the second category of spy, but spies of the first category engage with the targets of their observation as little as possible; they simply report what they see and hear in the course of their ordinary activities, and the only pretense they need to engage in is that they’re not also watching and listening. In fact, since their deception relies on seeming perfectly ordinary, it might make more sense to base their Deception checks to avoid being noticed on Wisdom rather than Charisma (see Player’s Handbook, chapter 7, “Variant: Skills with Different Abilities”). Self-control, not force of personality, is the deciding factor in whether they succeed in their task. Skill in Stealth or Sleight of Hand can certainly be helpful, but being unseen and unheard isn’t the ultimate goal—being unnoticed is, and the best way to be unnoticed is to be unimportant.


DETERRENCE



Deterrence lies in showing that getting into your lair will be difficult, dangerous, or both—too risky to be worth the attempt. Elements of deterrence need not be subtle to be effective. High, solid walls send an unmistakable message. So do heavy doors, iron bars, loud bells, steep cliffs, deep moats, narrow entryways, mazelike approaches, wooded paths that mysteriously turn back on themselves. So do fire, ice, howling wind, crashing tides, foul stench, pitch-darkness.


Flaunting your detection and response measures sends the message that trespassers will be seen and will be dealt with. However, it’s important to make sure that would-be intruders don’t know all the things you can do to them—and know that they don’t know. The more concrete information they have, the more accurately they can judge the risk (or believe they can), and upon weighing all the pros and cons, they may decide it’s worth a go after all. Uncertainty, on the other hand, encourages them to fear the worst.


One surprisingly effective method of deterrence is the “no admittance” sign, along with any variation thereon that sends the same message, from a simple curtain hung in a door frame with a velvet rope across it to a row of heads on spikes. These visual statements tell observers that an area is off-limits and that the owner of the property cares enough whether someone unauthorized enters to deal with them if they do. By themselves, however, they don’t work as well on someone who’s determined to get in; if anything, they’ll make such an individual say, “Aha! This is where I’ll find what I’m looking for!” (For this reason, they also make good decoys.)


Implementing finicky procedures can have a deterrent effect—for example, insisting that all vehicles use a specific entrance or requiring visitors to sign a book. Couldn’t someone just sign a phony name? Of course. The point isn’t to have an infallible record of who’s come and gone. The point is to make deviation from the routine conspicuous. If a “farmer” doesn’t know which entrance to drive their wagon to, or a visitor makes a scene about having to sign in, their departure from the script casts suspicion on them immediately. Also, these procedures are often plain good sense by themselves: making visitors relinquish or bind their weapons, dismount from and stable their horses as soon as they’re inside the gate, or pass through a magic-detection field. Don’t make exceptions for local superstitions such as “On All Fools’ Day, neither rich man nor poor on the Fools’ Parade may close his door, or laughter and joy will be his nevermore!” You know your enemies are going to try that stunt.


CONCEALMENT



If you’re engaging in activities that you want to keep out of the public eye—or, more to the point, that may run counter to the interests of others who’d shut you down given the opportunity—an important aspect of deterrence is concealment. If the location of your base of operations is known, you have to present enough obvious obstacles to make it clear that trying to gain access is a fool’s game, and still, some foes will remain undaunted no matter how many obstacles you place in front of them. Thus, there’s a lot to be said for preventing others from locating your lair in the first place.


There are three primary ways to go about concealing your lair: hiding, blending, and disguising. Hiding your lair means placing it behind some kind of visual obstruction, such as a waterfall in front of a cave mouth. Blending, or camouflage, refers to making your lair indistinguishable from its surroundings, like an unremarkable rowhouse on a street of identical buildings. Disguising your lair means making it appear to be something other than what it is—for instance, establishing a chapterhouse of a secret society in the cellar of a brewery or a serpentfolk nest in a former monastery.


Alternatively, rather than conceal your entire lair, you may choose to conceal only your assets. You can hide loot in a safe behind a painting, lore in the room behind the trick bookshelf, lives in a safe room whose trapdoor is covered by a rug. You can dress yourself and your family as servants, label your most precious books with deceptive titles, employ illusion magic to camouflage or disguise treasures, or use codes or ciphers to keep those who find your notes from knowing their contents—and, perhaps, their worth.


Thieves are well aware of the importance of concealment, which is why they employ thieves’ cant—a form of conversational concealment, in which discussion of illicit activities is disguised as innocent conversation about card games and the well-being of family members or hidden behind a wall of impenetrable slang.



LOCKS AND SAFES



I can’t top these two sentences from the National Crime Prevention Institute’s The Use of Locks in Physical Crime Prevention (Boston: Butterworth, 1987), so I’m just going to give them to you verbatim: “The sole object of using any lock at all is to delay an intruder. A good lock makes entry riskier or more trouble than it’s worth, and that is the objective” (emphasis in the original). Every lock, given enough time, determination, and skill, can be defeated by manipulation, force, or simply stealing the key. The relevant questions are whether the amount of time and degree of determination and skill it will take, along with the threat of response, are enough to stop someone from trying; and whether the expense of the lock is justified by the value of the asset behind it.


An off-the-shelf lock from the Player’s Handbook’s list of adventuring gear costs 10 gp, weighs 1 pound, and is moderately difficult to pick. Positing that the baseline technological level of a typical fantasy RPG campaign is late medieval/early Renaissance, we can conclude that this is a warded lock made of iron. Warded locks don’t use tumblers and pins, as modern locks do. They’re simple machines in which the key either turns or doesn’t turn based on the arrangement of wards, or barriers, inside the lock housing; the key is shaped to bypass the wards, and keys of other shapes will either be blocked by the wards or fail to move the bolt.


“Your DM may decide that better locks are available for higher prices,” the Player’s Handbook adds. So how would those locks differ from the standard-issue lock?


Before the invention of the tumbler lock in 1772,I the science and technology of the time limited the ways in which a warded lock could be improved upon, but locksmiths employed all of them: A lock could contain several different wards. The wards could be more intricately shaped. A key could have parts that turned separately. A lock could require two, three, or even four keys to operate. One or more of the keyholes could be hidden behind sliding panels—or accessible only after using another key first. The bolts could be large and heavy and require commensurately large and heavy keys to move them.


Any of these methods might be employed by the “better locks… available for higher prices” described by the Player’s Handbook, and the more complicated and expensive the lock, the more of these methods it might employ. However, there are also at least three other obvious paths to superior lockmaking in a fantasy RPG campaign.


One path is simply looking to other cultures, such as Southwest Asia, where the engineer and polymath Ismā‘īl al-Jazarī described how to make a sophisticated combination lock in his Book of Knowledge of Ingenious Mechanical Devices in 1206 CE. This lock employs four dials, each controlling three concentric, notched discs. Opening the lock required turning all twelve discs to the positions where the notches lined up. Mechanically, the principle is the same as that of a warded lock, except that, rather than a key, it’s the wards that rotate, making it much harder to defeat. Any learned, technologically advanced society in your setting might come up with a similar lock concept. (A simpler, cheaper version of al-Jazarī’s lock might have two discs per dial, or even just one. Naturally, it would also be easier to defeat.)


Another path is the skill and inventiveness attributed to certain folk—rock gnomes especially, but also dwarves and elves—which might justify the existence of craft techniques advanced enough to create lever tumbler locks or even pin tumbler locks out of available metals. Those techniques would be closely guarded secrets, of course, and such locks would command premium prices, but even the most basic tumbler locks would be hard to pick compared with a generally available warded lock, at a fraction of the size and weight.


The last is magic. An enchantment placed on an otherwise ordinary warded lock might increase the difficulty of picking it by resisting the insertion of lockpicks, causing the lockpicks to turn red-hot or bitingly cold, providing false tactile and auditory feedback, or creating “smart wards” that anticipate the lockpicks’ movements and block them. Alternatively, a lock might be brought to life as an animate construct, clenching its keyhole shut against thieves’ tools, twisting away from them, or biting a lockpicker’s fingers. The rarest and most advanced magical locks might be opened not by any mechanical means at all but in response to passwords, arrangement of objects, application of elemental energy, the light of the moon(s), or some other esoteric catalyst. And let’s not forget the spell arcane lock, which takes an ordinary lock and adds enchantments to it. Rather than merely slap an extra 10 points onto the Difficulty Class, consider how this spell makes the picking of a lock more difficult. Just that one small detail can add memorable flavor.


These improvements to the ordinary lock increase the difficulty of the ability check made to pick them, but you don’t have to stop there. It stands to reason, for instance, that locks that require multiple steps to open should also require multiple actions to pick. An absurdly complicated puzzle lock, with sliding panels, latches disguised as rivets, and multiple keyholes, might require not only a successful Dexterity (thieves’ tools) check and an Intelligence (Investigation) check but also a full minute or more to bypass. For that matter, although it may be mathematically impossible for a rogue with Reliable Talent to fail to pick an ordinary padlock, if a door happens to be locked with four of them, it will still take that rogue four actions to spring them all—and that’s assuming that the rogue is on the right side of the door.


Typically, just like in our own houses, only important doors need locks on them. However, it’s not only doors that need to be locked. Chests containing valuable assets need locks, too. The problem with putting a lock on a chest, however, is that it doesn’t stop someone from carrying off the whole chest and taking their sweet time to defeat the lock someplace safer. That, in fact, was the preferred approach of burglars and robbers for centuries, when cash was often kept and transported in strongboxes, made first of iron-banded oak and later of sheet iron.


It wasn’t until the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries CE that what we’d think of as safes—that is, strongboxes that were either fixed in place or too large and heavy to carry off—were adopted on a large scale. Some of these early safes were cabinet-like, as we typically imagine safes today, but many others still took the form of a lidded chest. However, unlike the chest listed under “Adventuring Gear” in chapter 5 of the Player’s Handbook, which holds 12 cubic feet and weighs 25 pounds, one of these wrought-iron boxes, with a capacity of only 6 cubic feet, weighed in the neighborhood of 175 pounds. And while some of these strongboxes featured elaborate locking mechanisms, as often as not, their makers relied just as much on hiding the keyholes, occasionally including obvious but fake keyholes as decoys. Recall the ultimate purpose of a lock: to waste the thief’s time.




SAMPLE LOCKS



	Lock


	Cost


	Weight


	DC to Pick


	Rounds to Unlock


	Rounds to Pick







	Warded lock, crude


	5 gp


	1 lb


	10


	1


	1







	Warded lock, common


	10 gp


	1 lb


	15


	1


	1







	Warded lock, elaborate


	100 gp


	1 lb


	20


	1


	1







	Warded lock, three-step


	1,500 gp


	3 lb


	25


	3


	3







	Gnomework lock, lever tumbler


	200 gp


	¼ lb


	20


	1


	1







	Gnomework lock, pin tumbler


	2,000 gp


	¼ lb


	25


	1


	1







	Combination lock, 3 × 1-disc


	35 gp


	¾ lb


	15


	1


	3







	Combination lock, 4 × 2-disc


	300 gp


	2 lb


	20


	4


	8







	Combination lock, 4 × 3-disc


	3,500 gp


	3 lb


	25


	6


	12







	Puzzle lock, masterwork, twelve-step


	30,000 gp


	30 lb


	30


	6


	18+








Interestingly, while the development of safes plodded forward over many centuries, mechanical traps were in widespread use as early as the medieval and Renaissance eras. The needle trap isn’t just a fantasy invention: Not only does it have historical precedent, there’s an account of at least one trapmaker’s accidentally proving the efficacy of his invention by setting it off himself and getting stabbed in the hand. Other tricks can be played, too. One involved constructing a chest with a tray beneath the lid that a thief had to lift out in order to get at the contents—using helpfully provided finger holes with snapping-jaw traps inside them.


TRAPS



Speaking of which, an often overlooked yet essential issue in trap construction is the fact that you don’t want your traps to endanger your own minions—and you absolutely don’t want them to endanger you. Deadly, hidden traps that activate automatically when triggered, despite being a well-worn pulp adventure trope, are outrageously impractical in any kind of lair that’s a locus of ongoing activity. The only places you want to employ these, if at all, are (a) at vulnerable intrusion points that you and your minions never enter or exit by and (b) in the perimeter area around your lair, in both cases because you don’t have enough live guards to keep an eye on those locations.


If you’re considering placing traps inside your lair, two particular types are far more practical than Acme Spring-Loaded Corridor Blades:




	In a high-traffic area, a concealed trap operated manually by one or more guards on duty, generally (though not always) designed to capture rather than maim. The point of this kind of trap is to immobilize intruders and render them defenseless, at little or no risk to your own people.


	In a low-traffic area, an obvious trap that forces intruders to mull over whether to try to defeat it or to back off and take another route. The point of this kind of trap is to delay the intruders, giving you more time to respond to their presence. You don’t expect intruders to fall into the trap; the threat, rather than the execution, is the point.





Both of these types of trap rely on intruders’ having no choice but to pass through a choke point in order to get where they want to go, so the ideal places to put them are within the boundaries between defensive zones (see “Concentric Defense” below), including the outer physical boundary—the “envelope”—of your lair.
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