
Thief in the Night 
 

A game of stealth for two players 

 

The palace is quiet. Most of the guards are asleep. A skilled thief could slip in, steal a priceless 

gem, and escape unnoticed. Yet, this is also an opportunity for the captain of the guard to 

prove that there are none so attentive and watchful—or so worthy of reward. 

 

One of the two—thief or guard captain—will wake up tomorrow to a life of wealth and ease. 

The other will wake up in the dungeon . . . . 
 

Components 
 

To play Thief in the Night, you will need: 

 

1. A square playing area divided into into boxes, 24 boxes on each side. (Graph paper is an easy 

way to do this!) 

 

2. Tokens—about 60—to indicate squares with traps in them. (Coins are a good choice.) 

 

3. A marker to represent a priceless gem. 

 

4. Seven markers or miniatures, one representing the thief, one for the guard captain, and the 

other five representing the guards. All of these need to have at least one distinctive side that can 

be used to determine the thief’s/guard captain’s/guards’ facing. 

 

5. Two standard decks of playing cards, with the jokers removed. 

 

Setup 
 

1. Put the priceless gem in one of the four center squares of the playing area. 

 

2. Take turns marking the playing area, turning it into a castle. During each turn a player can 

mark edges of squares as walls, ten edges per turn, or mark six squares as containing traps. Keep 

taking turns until the playing area has been divided into at least seven rooms, and at least 60 

squares have traps in them. 

a. No room can be smaller than 4 squares by 4 squares. Irregularly-shaped rooms are fine, 

but they must include at least one 4 squares x 4 squares area. 

b. Note that you don’t know whether you will be the thief or the guard captain at this 

point. It’s good strategy to build an even playing field, so that you’ll be ready to play 

either side! 

 

3. Randomly choose one player to be the thief, and the other player to be the guard captain. 

 



4. The guard captain places the five guards and the guard captain in any six squares. Each piece 

must face one of the sides of the square—not the corners. 

 

5. The thief places the thief in any square along the edge of the playing area, again facing one of 

the sides of the square. 

 

6. Shuffle the two decks. The thief takes one of them and deals a hand of ten cards. The guard 

captain deals a five-card hand for each guard and a ten-card hand for the captain. The two 

players can look at the hands they dealt, but not at each other’s hands. 

 

How to Win 

 

The thief wins by moving to the gem, picking it up, and then escaping the castle by taking it back 

to any space along the edge of the playing area. 

 

The guard captain wins by catching the thief before the thief escapes. 

 

How to Play 

 

Play begins with the thief. 

 

Playing as the thief 
 

At the start of your turn, decide whether to move or to stay put. If you decide to move, 

discard a card from your hand. Any card numbered 2-10 allows you to move up to three squares. 

(Diagonal moves are permitted). Any face card allows you to move up to four squares. At the 

end of the movement, choose which side of the square you are facing toward. 

 

You cannot move through walls. If you enter a square with a trap, you can either stop or 

discard a card one value higher or lower than the previously-discarded card to keep going. (Thus, 

if you discarded a Jack to start moving, you could discard a 10 or a Queen to keep moving 

through a trap.) 

 

If you decide to stay put, you discard a card and then have the option of changing your 

facing. 

 

Either way, draw one new card at the end of your turn. 

 

Playing as the guard captain 
 

When the thief’s turn ends, your turn begins. During your turn you must move all five 

guards and the guard captain. Guards and the guard captain cannot stay put. 

 

To move a guard, discard a card from the guard’s hand. Any card numbered 2-10 moves 

the guard two squares in a straight line, or one square forward and then one square to the left or 



right. Any face card moves the guard three squares forward, or one square forward and then two 

squares to the left or right. Guards always end their movement facing in the direction they are 

traveling. 

 

To move the guard captain, discard a card from the guard captain’s hand. Any card 

numbered 2-10 allows the guard captain to move up to three squares. (Diagonal moves are 

permitted). Any face card allows the guard captain to move up to four squares. At the end of the 

movement, choose which side of the square the guard captain is facing toward. 

 

Guards and the guard captain cannot move through walls. If they They are not affected by 

traps. 

 

After each guard moves, draw a new card for that guard. After the guard captain moves, 

draw a new card for the guard captain. When all of the guards and the guard captain have moved, 

the turn is over and it is once again the thief’s turn. 

 

 Capture and escape 
 

 Guards can see a 3 square x 3 square area in front of them. The guard captain can see a 5 

square x 5 square area. Walls along the side of a square closest to the guard or guard captain 

block that square and all squares behind it from vision, as per the diagram below. Traps never 

block vision. 
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The guard is in the square marked “G.” A wall where the hashed line is blocks the two shaded 

squares from vision. 

 

 If the thief moves into a square that one or more of the guards and the guard captain can 

see, both players create a hand. The thief makes an escape hand from any five of the cards in the 

thief’s hand. The guard captain makes a capture hand from any five of the cards in the hands of 

everyone who can see the thief. 

 

 Example: The thief moves into a square that two guards can see. The thief makes an 

escape hand from the cards in the thief’s hand. The guard captain can choose any five cards from 

the hands of the guards that see the thief to make the capture hand. 

 

 If the escape hand beats the capture hand, the thief can immediately move up to four 

spaces. If the capture hand beats the escape hand, the thief is captured and the guard captain 

wins! If the hands are tied, nothing happens. 

 

 If a guard or the guard captain moves so as to be able to see the thief, check whether the 

guard is behind the thief using the following diagram: 
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The thief is in the space marked “T.” Spaces in black are behind the thief. Continue the same 

pattern to determine whether spaces further away are behind the thief. 

 

 If the guard (or guard captain) is not behind the thief, determine whether the thief is 

captured using the normal rules. 

 

 If the guard (or guard captain) is behind the thief, make the capture hand as normal. Then 

choose at random as many cards from the thief’s hand as there are guards (including the guard 

captain) that can see the thief. The thief must use those cards when making the escape hand. 

 

 Assuming the thief escapes, the thief must discard three of the cards used in the escape 

hand and draw three replacements. The cards in the capture hand are all discarded, and new cards 

are drawn to restock the relevant guards’ hands (including, if necessary, the guard captain’s 

hand). 

 

 Picking up the gem 
 

 The thief picks up the gem by moving into the space where the gem rests. The gem 

moves with the thief for the rest of the game. 

 

The thief draws ever closer to the gem—but all escape routes are blocked. Only with quick feet 

and quicker wits can the thief escape the guard captain’s net . . . . 

 

 

Find this and other games, along with game design discussion, at lawofgamedesign.com. 


