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Circe Road Campaign:  Movement and Cover during Combat 
 

In this campaign we will be following the conventions from Third Edition in managing 
turn-based movement during combat.  This document is a brief summary of these rules as 
followed and adapted to the terrain representation used in the Circe Road campaign. 

 
Movement: 
 The basic concept is that each discrete square represents 5 feet.  Most characters will 
normally move up to 30’.  Straight movement along the grain of the squares thus allows 
movement of 6 squared through “plains” or “road” or “flat” terrain (maximum movement).  
Diagonal movement, on the other hand, 
allows 7½ feet of movement per square 
moved, but this becomes alternately 5’ 
and 10’ for successive squares along a 
diagonal.  Thus, a character with 30’ of 
movement, entirely on the diagonal, 
would move four squares.  A character 
can of course mix diagonal and straight 
movement as long as the 30 feet of total 
is not exceeded.  (If you count diagonal 
as 7 ½ feet, then up to 32 ½ movement is 
allowed, but absolutely no more.  The 
figure at right illustrates this movement 
in plain terrain. 

Things get more complicated when terrain isn’t “plain.”  Most frequently, a square of 
terrain will be (mildly) difficult.  A small amount of shrubbery or details indicated will still be 
taken as plain terrain.  See examples below: 

     
   Low brush, rocky Difficult Terrain          Plain terrain (with tree, root) 
 

In Fifth Edition (5E) and Third Edition (3E) 
(3E) difficult terrain doubles terrain costs.  So, for 
difficult terrain squares, straight is 10’ and 
diagonal is 15’.  A single 5’ plain terrain move 
diagonal or straight may be used to get to 30’ or 
(or, 32½’ if you count plain diagonals as 7½’). 

The examples at right show two 
examples of movement in mixed plain and 
difficult terrain. 

Another type of difficult terrain is a 
“barrier” between two squares.  The most often 
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encountered barrier is a slope, as shown below.  Slopes come in two varieties, without or with a 
solid line marking the top of the slope.  The slopes with the line are steeper.  Crossing from 
lower to higher for a mild slope is “difficult terrain” but going from higher to lower is not.  For a 
steeper slope, going down is merely difficult, but going up is very difficult (to be discussed 
shortly).  The square in which the “slope” part of a steep slope is shown is also difficult terrain, 
as if rocky.  Another form of difficult terrain between squares is a log or a low fence.  That is a 
difficult terrain move in both directions.  A high fence or wall would be either very difficult or 
not passable without “climbing.”  See the examples below. 

 

    
Mild slope  Steeper slope  Log – example of a linear barrier 

 
Very difficult terrain:  This classification doesn’t exist in 5E, but can exist in 3E, and will 

be used in this campaign.  The most straightforward example are dense brush and upslope 
movement across a steep slope boundary.  A steep slope square that’s rocky or filled with brush 
is also “very difficult” even if not being traversed upward.  Adding “difficult” to “very difficult” 
remains “very difficult.”  The basic principal is that “very difficult” doubles movement cost 
again, so that one square straight into very difficult terrain costs 20’, and a diagonal move takes 
30’.  See the examples at right.  But, on a 30’ move 
(with nothing added for dash or cunning action moves), 
a character can always move at least one square unless 
there’s some extreme combination of factors that would 
prohibit that, such as a druid’s “Spike Growth” or “Plant 
Growth” spell.  When “dash” and similar movement 
enhancements are included, unused fractions are carried 
over; the character doesn’t have to distinguish which 
part of movement was used where.  To be able to move 
one square, the character should have a calculated 
movement of at least ½ that 5’ or 7½’ distance cost. 

A special case equivalent to a “slope” is a rock.  I distinguish between a “low rock” 
(single line) and a “high rock” (double or more outline 
lines).  Going up onto a low rock is up a mild slope 
(difficult) but going off of it to level terrain has no extra 
movement cost.  Getting up onto a high rock is a “very 
difficult” move (but the previous square doesn’t have a 
cost, unlike the case of a steep slope).  Getting down is 
an ordinary difficult terrain move.  Moving from one spot 
to another on the same rock is normal movement. 

A character may jump during movement to avoid upslope/downslope penalties.  The 
upslope jump DC for a mild slope (or low rock) is DC10.  The jump downslope from a steep 
slope (or from a high rock) is DC10 also, and DC15 for and upslope jump. 
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Cover: 
 Fifth Edition provides for four cover cases: no cover (the unmodified case), full cover 
(can’t be targeted), ½ cover (+2 to AC), and ¾ cover (+5 to AC).  I will follow the Third Edition 
principles for distinguishing between ½ and ¾ cover.  That is:  The shooter picks a corner (the 
most advantageous one) of the square he is in.  (See DMG p251). 
1.  If a straight line from that corner can reach all four corners of the target’s square: no cover.   
2.  If no corners of the target’s square: full cover. *   
3.  If a straight line can reach at least three corners but not all, the target has ½ cover. 
4.  If a straight line can reach at least two corners but no more, the target has ¾ cover.  * 
*If the attack can hit the target through a window or such, even though not the corners: ¾ cover  
 In addition, a low or high rock, a small or large tree, or a low or high wall will generally 
grant ½ or ¾ cover respectively.  Most often the target must be deliberately taking advantage of 
the cover available to get the ¾ (+5 to AC) benefit.  (That benefit may not apply if surprised.) 
 Some example cases: 
 In general, a character or 
monster (of a size equal to the 
shooter) blocks a path through the 
square, but not along the edge.  The 
presence of a small tree confers the 
same, but by itself to a limit of ½ 
cover.  (The goblin to the upper left 
would still have that benefit even if 
the rock was absent.)  The low log is 
considered not to affect cover, since it 
is on the ground.  (A tiny monster 
behind it should probably be granted 
cover.) 

Thus, since characters don’t 
block edges, the fighter in the 
situation at right has normal missile 
weapon odds against the goblin 
shown, since no sides are blocked.  
(This is an advantageous situation to 
look for in combat.) 

In almost the same situation, 
the goblin is behind a tree (but not a 
large tree)  In this case following the 
normal rules would suggest ¾ cover, 
but I’m playing that a smaller tree 
never gives, by itself, more than ½ 
cover.  So, this bow shot would be at 
+2 to the goblin’s armor class 
(AC15+2  if he also has his shield 
up, or AC13 +2 if he is using a bow, 
and therefore does NOT have his 
shield up). 



 4 

Another special case concerns firing through 
the square occupied by an ally, presumably an 
intelligent one with whom you as the shooter can 
communicate.  That’s the situation shown here.  By the 
normal rules the ally would block the paths to two 
corners.  I’m ruling that as long as the target is at least 
two squares beyond the ally, the two characters are coordinating enough so that the one in front 
does not block the shot.  The goblin does not get an AC benefit for the ally.  On the other hand, if 
the goblin were immediately beyond the ally, or if the ally was further from the shooter than 5 
feet, I’d judge this as a ½ cover situation.  If the ally is too far away, coordination is difficult and 
the shooter has to be extra careful.  If the target is just beyond the ally, then the target’s dodging 
can more easily use the ally to advantage in avoiding the shot. 

Shooting across a slope is a special case that has not been rigorously considered.  
Generally it is advantageous to have a defilade position, where one can be seen only partially, 
even though perhaps well back from the slope.  These cases will have to be adjudicated on a case 
by case basis.  Usually being in the upper edge of a slope is going to leave one fully exposed, 
while being on the downslope side of a steep slope gives cover, very possibly ¾ cover, as for a 
large rock.  Of course, it also means that the lower character’s own lines of sight are more easily 
blocked. 

 
Shields: 

In general, shields provide a +2 benefit, equivalent to ½ cover.  Many humanoid monsters 
use shields, but also use bows or crossbows that require two hands to use them.  For example, 
goblins at AC15 are assumed to be using their shields, but that isn’t the case when they use their 
shortbows.  Similarly, hobgoblins at AC18 assume shield use, but have longbows for missile 
weapons.  (They also should be at disadvantage for stealth, since chainmail is heavy armor.)  
Gnolls similarly should be AC13 instead of AC15 when using their longbows.  Characters and 
monsters that use shields are not necessarily in a posture with shields up when surprised, unless 
they are specifically guards maintaining a lookout position. 

When we are doing combat, I’ve been putting the nominal “book” AC onto monsters in 
the game, but in these cases we need to remember that they are -2 in AC when using bows.  
Aside from goblins, hobgoblins or gnolls, this can also be occasionally an issue with human 
opponents such as bandits, guardsmen and such. 

(The rules as written do seem to favor monsters in numerous ways, such as encouraging 
the shield benefit for monsters using bows.  I’m trying to negate those unfair advantages.  But, 
that means the player characters should also not have their shield benefits when using bows as 
well.  The monsters don’t have to pay a penalty for using crappy arms and armor of the sort orcs 
and goblins can make for themselves.  If such arms and armor were as good as the monster stats 
credit, they ought to be sellable for higher than scrap value.  I’m planning on orcs’ inferior 
quality greataxes going -1 after the first swing, if I can keep that in mind during a fight.  Goblin 
scimitars ought to be shortswords instead, and probably should be -1, along with their bows.  
(Although, sometimes they capture good quality weapons in their raids, though that ought not to 
be the norm.)  I’ve not done that so far.  At the same time, goblins ought to find cover easier to 
find given their small size.  A lot of things are just going to have to come down to judgments 
made at the time.) 


