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Chapter 1

Ever since he had died, Matt had found himself in the rather enviable position of waking up, knowing that each new day was an extra one gifted to him. Now, a man with a smaller mind, a meaner one, might quibble over the fact that his new life had been given to him by the very same gods who had killed him, but he tried to be above such things.

In particular, he was rather thankful for the small things now. Comfortable bedding, never having to worry about making rent ever again, food and drink at his beck and call. All of that and, of course, his role as her bed warmer.

Yes, he was very certain that he was the one being used in this particular relationship. He might be the ‘Lord’ of this castle, but in this particular case, she was calling the shots. Which helped sidestep all the HR issues.

After the news of multiple armies coming for his head, one way or the other, yesterday and a very long planning session and multiple forecasts made on quill and paper, he had been wiped. However, Boudica had seemed to amp up over the session, which had led to him being here in this situation once again.

Leaving him, well… awake now, slipping on his pants to sneak out of the bedroom in a walk of shame that really wasn’t so shameful. Mostly drafty.

Downstairs first to grab some food from the kitchen before he headed upstairs to the tower room, he rubbed at the back of his neck as he went along and balanced his meal in one hand. Good news was that whoever had built this tower had chosen not to go with the random stair height thing that you sometimes saw in actual castles. As explained to him by an over-enthusiastic guide, this had been a design feature to throw off attackers.

Definitely not a flaw and the product of inadequate tools and cost cutting measures by the builders. Not a chance of that happening, no siree.

Upstairs, Matt wandered through the simple circular room at the tallest tower of his stone keep. A series of portraits hung along one side of the room, featuring all of his Heroes. It would but require a touch of will to connect him to them. In here, he could actually see what they were doing. Outside, though he might gain the same verbal connection, he couldn't see anything.

Same with the map table really, the weirdest combination of antique wood and holographic display of a hex-based world. He could manipulate the map with just a touch of his hands on the semi-physical wireframes or a thought. Right beside was a table he'd dragged up the stairs with all his documentation. Reams and reams – hah, they didn’t even make reams here, though they did have magically-appearing paper so he figured this world had it better – of production schedules, over and over again to give him a way to forecast what would be needed.

He rummaged through the documents to find what he needed. Four days for the cavalry reinforcements from Town 4 to arrive, leaving him with just enough time to get another set of woodlings and firecracker flowers into play. They wouldn’t be used on the field though, since he knew he needed at least a few in town. It would not make sense for him to empty the town in case they managed to sneak an army in.

In the meantime, he could keep track of the nearest goblin army from here. The biggest question was whether they would start coming or if they would wait a little longer, acquiring additional reinforcements just like him.

The next question up was whether there were more armies coming in right behind them. While a single massive army would be tough to beat, it might be the wrong move for his opponent to play since Matt was in his place of power. He could gain reinforcements faster than them.

Still, if they had a big enough army to shatter his walls, there wasn’t much he could do about it. And losing an army because you tried – and failed – to take a city was a massive problem. It was one of his greatest concerns with Braskar, which was why he was eyeing the numbers he could provide to him as reinforcements.

“I should just push what harpies we have to aid Braskar now,” Matt grumbled.

“We talked about that,” Boudica said, causing him to jump.

“You’re here! Awake,” Matt said, then winced at his fumbling.

Boudica was grinning, staring at Matt. “You’re like a little hare, all startled like that.” She walked over and smoothed his bedhead down. “Even have a little tuft…”

“You know, a man less sure of himself would find all this emasculating.”

“Emas…”

“Emasculating. Less of a man.”

That just made her frown more. “But you are one.”

“I am. Look, modern society is just… strange. You get all these weird alpha male bros, or I guess it’s… sigma now? I wonder when they’ll get around to epsilon…” He caught her look and explained as best he could the idiocy of a certain subset of modern society.

“So, they want to be warriors and in charge?” Boudica said. “As in, being strong enough to kill another and lead an army?”

At her teasing tone, Matt shrugged. “Hey, I said for someone less confident.” He winked. “I’m pretty sure of my place. And skills.”

“Mmm…” That throaty purr she made had him waking up a little more, wishing he hadn’t come up and instead stayed below. However, before he could act on his latest impulse, Boudica stepped away to poke at the map.

“One more day and you’ll have the rhym harpies. And while I know not these users of magic, if they were like our druids…”

“They’re powerful. Or so we hope. Problem isn’t how effective they might be, but how long it’ll take for them to arrive to reinforce Braskar if things go badly. Or if he loses too many of his units.”

“Which is why you are sending harpies, because they are the fastest.” She pointed to Town 2, his first real acquisition. “If anything, we should reinforce from here.”

"Can't," Matt said. "We need them if the enemy turns north instead." He sighed, knowing that even by blocking further movement by the scouts, he had left clues of where his towns were. "We could maybe move them out to fight on the field too, but..."

"But without my abilities, it is more risky." She shook her head. "No, we have discussed this. I want them anyway, if possible, for the next step."

"Your counterattack through the mountains."

"Exactly." There was a hunger in her, a desire to do battle that Matt could not understand. He fought because he had to do so, not because he enjoyed it.

Seeing his discomfort, Boudica changed the topic, arms crossed. “Have you made up your mind yet?”

“On whether to go full war footing or wait to produce new units?” Matt said.

“Yes.”

“I did.” As he said it, the answer that had resolved in his mind firmed. For all the looming danger, it was clear that there was always going to be danger, always trouble coming down the road. Better to build for the future than to keep hoping for a quiet period to get ready.

Because if there was one thing Matt had realized, there was never such a thing as a quiet period in a magic kingdom at war.

***

Global Status Report

Day 149 (End of Day)

Pooled Gold: 23.50 (+203 Gold per day)

Total Units: 13 Woodlings, 13 Firecracker Flowers, 5 Saakal, 8 Mountain Saakal, 6 Saakal Vanguard, 11 Harpies, 13 Harpy Archers, 7 Heavy Cavalry, 2 Light Cavalry, 2 Mounted Archers, 4 Reisläufer, 6 Archers, 1 Rhym Harpies, 9 Croftu, 1 Croftu (Armoured), 1 Croftu (Alchemical)

Cooldown: Burst Production (1/10)

Unit Organisation

Town 1: Boudica, Carlos, 4 Woodlings, 5 Firecracker Flowers, 1 Heavy Cavalry

Town 2: 2 Woodlings, 2 Firecracker Flowers, 1 Saakal, 3 Mountain Saakal, 2 Saakal Vanguard

Town 3: 1 Harpy, 2 Harpy Archers, 1 Rhym Harpies, 2 Firecracker Flowers, 3 Woodlings

Town 4: 2 Archers, 1 Firecracker Flower, 1 Mounted Archer

Town 5: Irvine, 1 Firecracker Flower, 1 Mountain Saakal, 4 Archers, 1 Woodling, 4 Heavy Cavalry, 4 Reisläufer

Town 6: 2 Woodlings, 4 Croftu, 1 Croftu (Alchemical)

Army 1: Braskar, Ikuku, 1 Firecracker Flower, 3 Harpies, 6 Harpy Archers, 4 Saakal, 3 Mountain Saakal, 3 Saakal Vanguard, 5 Croftu, 1 Croftu (Armoured)

Army 4: 2 Harpies, 1 Harpy Archer (scouting in north-east)

Army 5: 1 Harpy (scouting south-west near Town 1 and Goblins)

Army 6: Azimma, 1 Harpy, 2 Harpy Archers (scouting east)

Army 7: 1 Mountain Saakal, 1 Saakal Vanguard (guarding south-west near Town 2)

Army 8: 1 Harpy (scouting north-west desert)

Army 9: 1 Harpy (scouting north-west desert)

Army 10: 1 Harpy (scouting north-west desert)

Army 11: Colombia, 2 Harpy Archers (scouting desert south of Town 6)

Army 12: 2 Light Cavalry, 2 Heavy Cavalry, 1 Mounted Archer

Village 1: 1 Woodling, 1 Firecracker Flower

Village 2: (Empty)

Village 3: (Empty)

Village 4: (Empty)

Vecasa (Village 5): (Empty)

Village 6: (Empty)

Village 7: (Empty)

Town 1 Status Report

In Production: Woodling (4/5), Firecracker Flower (4/5), Witch-Hazelbox (2/8), Marketplace (2/12), Whipping Aubrey Plantation (0/8)

Structures Completed: Grove (II), Road, Stall (II), Ranged Copse (II), Harbour, Village #2 – Watch Tower, Blacksmith (Upgraded), Fishing Dock, Basic Greenhouse (Researching: Melee Units), Watch Tower, Road to Village #3, Village #3 – Watch Tower, Village #3 – Horse Farm, Marketplace, Temple, Fishing Wharf, Trading Post, Tavern, Witch-Hazelbox Orchard

Structures Available: Stone Harbour, Shipyard, Brisk Nursery, Thread-Spinner Fields

Town 2 Status Report

In Production: Mountain Saakal (2/4), Saakal Vanguard (1/5), Saakal (1/5)

Structures Completed: Den (II), Tavern, Wall, Temple, Stall (II), Running Kennels, Mountain Saakal Cave, Blacksmith

Structures Available: Den (III), Javelin Range, Training House, Watch Tower, Blacksmith (Upgrade), Temple (II), Granary

Town 3 Status Report

In Production: Rhym Harpies (7/8), Harpy Archer (2/5)

Structures Completed: Nest (II), Archery Yard, Stall (II), Marketplace, Pairing Grounds (Researching: Magic Units), School of Rhym Control, Trading Post, Blacksmith, Village #4 – Watch Tower, Village #4 – Road to Town #3, Village #4 – Trading Oasis, Village #4 – Roads, Village #7 – Watch Tower, Village #7 – Roads

Structures Available: Nest (III), Archery Yard (II), Watch Tower, Ancestors Hut, Observatory, Racing Rings, Floating Market, Advanced Pairing Grounds, Trading Post (II), Blacksmith (Upgrade), Sky Shaman Rings

Town 4 Status Report

In Production: Light Cavalry (2/5), Heavy Cavalry (1/7)

Structures Completed: Knightly Stables, Stables, Archery Range (II), Tavern, Wall, Stall (II), Trading Post, Road

Structures Available: Stables (II), Knightly Stables (II), Barracks, Archery Range (III), Watch Tower, Blacksmith, Marketplace, Temple, Tavern (II), Trading Post (II)

Town 5 Status Report

In Production: Archer (3/4), Reisläufer (2/6)

Structures Completed: Barracks (II), Knightly Stables, Stables, Archery Range, Tavern (II), Wall, Stall (II), Marketplace, Watch Tower, Blacksmith, Training Hall, Trading Post, Road to Town #4, Road to Village #6, Village #6 - Watch Tower

Structures Available: Stables (II), Knightly Stables (II), Archery Range (II), Watch Tower, Blacksmith (Upgrade), Temple, Mercenary Hall, Granary, Guild of Merchants

Town 6 Status Report

In Production: Trading Post (5/6), Juggernaut Croftu (5/8), Croftu (0/1)

Structures Completed: Creation Pond (II), Morgue, Lightning Towers, Waste Treatment Plant, Recycling Center, Stall (II), Blacksmith, Watch Tower

Structures Available: Hydroponic Producer, Morgue (II), Recycling Center (II), Explorers Guild, Blacksmith (Upgrade), Temple, Tavern, Marketplace


Chapter 2

While Matt had hoped, he had never actually expected his opponents to not push ahead. Anyone who had lasted this long knew better than to wait when they didn't need to – and so, on all sides, his opponents continued to converge. The only good news in his view was that the goblin army had chosen to head south, trundling down towards his own city.

And the village that lay in its path. 

"One more day and then it's either time to pull it back or we send you out to meet them,” Matt commented to Boudica. “Thoughts?”

“Pull back,” she replied immediately. “As I have mentioned, I’d prefer to meet them in a place of my choosing.”

“What makes you think they’ll meet you where you wish?” Yiis said, the harpy queen perched over her own map. “The roads will allow them access to the city in simple, flat terrain. No reason to chase your army when the towns are the goal.”

“Because they cannot afford to leave themselves open to be attacked from behind,” Boudica said, tapping the hex to the left of the road. “If I stay there, they must choose to attack me or risk me joining the battle when they attack the fort.”

“Which you will, of course, do. Right?” Matt said half-teasingly. Not that he was that worried she wasn’t going to back him up, but a man liked to know such things. Especially when it was his life on the line.

“That is old thinking. I am not certain it holds in this world,” Yiis said.

“Warlord Braskar. Your thoughts?” Boudica pivoted immediately, calling for the only other general of his armies. While Yiis had as much power as he did, she was, at the end of the day, a backend paper pusher, if you would. Braskar was the one with the most hands-on knowledge, especially with his greater control of the units.

“My thoughts on what?” Braskar asked, sounding grumpy. Matt didn’t blame him. Trudging through the desert must have been intensely uncomfortable, even if he technically was riding his way through. It didn’t remove the sand that got everywhere or the unbearable heat. Or the heartache of his loss of Lasya, his lover and the first true loss of Matt’s war.

Matt found himself missing the explanation that Boudica was giving the orc as he reeled with the realization that he had forgotten about Lasya’s death. He felt unmoored for a moment, her death, her loss had been so important not so long ago. It should have been fresh, should have been all encompassing. That he not only had forgotten but laughed and joked with Boudica, enjoyed her company, and…

And lived.

That was why he was feeling guilty, wasn’t it? That he had continued to live his life after she had gone. He had not known her well, the Priest never having found her way down to his town. He had felt, however, that she had been a kind one, like Carlos, like any priest, he assumed. Someone wanting the best for those around her, willing to forgive minor slights.

Wanting – willing to want – that he continued to live, to enjoy his existence. Not to sit in a heap, despairing over her disappearance. Yes, he felt guilty and bad, not because he missed her – though there was some aspect of that – but because he was enjoying his life again and she… she would never.

What right did he have after sending her to her death? That was the question.

And yet, Matt knew he was selfish enough not to care. To want to live, to enjoy what time he had after his previous life had been stolen from him. If they were all on the clock, then at least he might as well spend it in bliss rather than in morose morbidity.

“See!” Boudica’s raised voice and pointed exclamation were enough to drag his thoughts back to the present. He turned to see the two queens glaring at one another. “Even the Warlord agrees. This world might have changed some rules, but terrain and the splitting of forces, the use of surprise and psychology matter. It is not just a matter of smashing buttons together, hoping for the best.”

“Hey!” Matt muttered, a little annoyed that she was using an example he himself had utilized to explain the ‘game mechanics’ of this world. He wasn’t even sure she knew what she was saying, not really.

"I do not understand what clothing clasps have to do with managing armies. But if Warlord Braskar concurs with your estimation, who am I to stand in the way of progress?" Yiis said. "Meet them out of the town. Though, do you not worry they will, in turn, be worried of my liege sallying forth?"

"That's where movement matters," Boudica said, tapping the table. "The road adds only half again movement speeds, so if we bring most of the cavalry out, they know we cannot pull out and attack them from behind." Then Boudica grimaced. "If they have a Hero, it is possible they will attempt to do what Warlord Braskar did before, however."

"Play fight?" Matt said.

"Feint a battle to pull us out of position," Boudica corrected pedantically. "But yes, much like that."

"I'm not happy with either choice, but it's not like we have much choice on this." Matt shrugged. "If you pull two hexes away so they don't have to worry, it's possible, but that puts you really far away if they ignore you and come right at us. This really is the best option we have, Yiis."

"Exactly. We have already planned this out."

Yiis looked between the two before she inclined her head in ill-grace, accepting her defeat. "And your plans now that you’ve built the Whipping Aubrey Plantation, my liege?"

"Reinforcements and more units. I'll rotate between the two when I can, especially since the next purchases aren't too expensive and we're beginning to really up our gold game." He grinned, feeling a little pleased at the progress of his plans. "If we actually don't build for a whole day, we can almost make a full Marketplace immediately. Makes a big difference."

Boudica tapped the table at Town 2. "I noticed you never built the Granary there."

"Yeah." Matt frowned, looking back at the town. "I didn't think we could afford production of that many saakal. And for a while, they weren't that great. The base units aren't great still, but the vanguards and mountain clan are nice." Now though, with their gold surplus and the improvements, being able to chunk out a lot of units started making sense. Even a day faster on the vanguard would make a big difference. "We'll have to put it on the maybe list."

"Like the Temple and Harbour and Shipyard," Yiis said.

"And Merchant Guild," Matt added. "I know, lots of options."

Always options, the only question ever was if he had enough gold.

Well, that and if he'd survive long enough to make use of it.

***

Global Status Report

Day 150 (End of Day)

Pooled Gold: 16.50 (+203 Gold per day)

Total Units: 14 Woodlings, 14 Firecracker Flowers, 5 Saakal, 8 Mountain Saakal, 6 Saakal Vanguard, 11 Harpies, 13 Harpy Archers, 7 Heavy Cavalry, 2 Light Cavalry, 2 Mounted Archers, 4 Reisläufer, 7 Archers, 2 Rhym Harpies, 10 Croftu, 1 Croftu (Armoured), 1 Croftu (Alchemical)

Cooldown: Burst Production (2/10)

Unit Organisation

Town 1: Boudica, Carlos, 5 Woodlings, 6 Firecracker Flowers, 1 Heavy Cavalry

Town 2: 2 Woodlings, 2 Firecracker Flowers, 1 Saakal, 3 Mountain Saakal, 2 Saakal Vanguard

Town 3: 1 Rhym Harpies, 2 Firecracker Flowers, 3 Woodlings

Town 4: 2 Archers, 1 Firecracker Flower, 1 Mounted Archer

Town 5: Irvine, 1 Firecracker Flower, 1 Mountain Saakal, 5 Archers, 1 Woodling, 4 Heavy Cavalry, 4 Reisläufer

Town 6: 2 Woodlings, 5 Croftu, 1 Croftu (Alchemical)

Army 1: Braskar, Ikuku, 1 Firecracker Flower, 3 Harpies, 6 Harpy Archers, 4 Saakal, 3 Mountain Saakal, 3 Saakal Vanguard, 5 Croftu, 1 Croftu (Armoured)

Army 2: 1 Harpy, 2 Harpy Archers, 1 Rhym Harpies (en-route to Army 1)

Army 4: 2 Harpies, 1 Harpy Archer (scouting in north-east)

Army 5: 1 Harpy (scouting south-west near Town 1 and Goblins)

Army 6: Azimma, 1 Harpy, 2 Harpy Archers (scouting east)

Army 7: 1 Mountain Saakal, 1 Saakal Vanguard (guarding south-west near Town 2)

Army 8: 1 Harpy (scouting north-west desert)

Army 9: 1 Harpy (scouting north-west desert)

Army 10: 1 Harpy (scouting north-west desert)

Army 11: Colombia, 2 Harpy Archers (scouting desert south of Town 6)

Army 12: 2 Light Cavalry, 2 Heavy Cavalry, 1 Mounted Archer (en-route to Town 1)

Village 1: 1 Woodling, 1 Firecracker Flower

Village 2: (Empty)

Village 3: (Empty)

Village 4: (Empty)

Vecasa (Village 5): (Empty)

Village 6: (Empty)

Village 7: (Empty)

Town 1 Status Report

In Production: Witch-Hazelbox (3/8), Marketplace (3/12), Whipping Aubrey Plantation (1/8), Woodling (0/5), Firecracker Flower (0/5)

Structures Completed: Grove (II), Road, Stall (II), Ranged Copse (II), Harbour, Village #2 – Watch Tower, Blacksmith (Upgraded), Fishing Dock, Basic Greenhouse (Researching: Melee Units), Watch Tower, Road to Village #3, Village #3 – Watch Tower, Village #3 – Horse Farm, Marketplace, Temple, Fishing Wharf, Trading Post, Tavern, Witch-Hazelbox Orchard

Structures Available: Stone Harbour, Shipyard, Brisk Nursery, Thread-Spinner Fields

Town 2 Status Report

In Production: Mountain Saakal (3/4), Saakal Vanguard (2/5), Saakal (2/5)

Structures Completed: Den (II), Tavern, Wall, Temple, Stall (II), Running Kennels, Mountain Saakal Cave, Blacksmith

Structures Available: Den (III), Javelin Range, Training House, Watch Tower, Blacksmith (Upgrade), Temple (II), Granary

Town 3 Status Report

In Production: Harpy Archer (3/5), Rhym Harpies (0/8)

Structures Completed: Nest (II), Archery Yard, Stall (II), Marketplace, Pairing Grounds (Researching Magic Units), School of Rhym Control, Trading Post, Blacksmith, Village #4 – Watch Tower, Village #4 – Road to Town #3, Village #4 – Trading Oasis, Village #4 – Roads, Village #7 – Watch Tower, Village #7 – Roads

Structures Available: Nest (III), Archery Yard (II), Watch Tower, Ancestors Hut, Observatory, Racing Rings, Floating Market, Advanced Pairing Grounds, Trading Post (II), Blacksmith (Upgrade), Sky Shaman Rings

Town 4 Status Report

In Production: Light Cavalry (3/5), Heavy Cavalry (2/7), Mounted Archer (0/4)

Structures Completed: Knightly Stables, Stables, Archery Range (II), Tavern, Wall, Stall (II), Trading Post, Road

Structures Available: Stables (II), Knightly Stables (II), Barracks, Archery Range (III), Watch Tower, Blacksmith, Marketplace, Temple, Tavern (II), Trading Post (II)

Town 5 Status Report

In Production: Reisläufer (3/6), Archer (0/4)

Structures Completed: Barracks (II), Knightly Stables, Stables, Archery Range, Tavern (II), Wall, Stall (II), Marketplace, Watch Tower, Blacksmith, Training Hall, Trading Post, Road to Town #4, Road to Village #6, Village #6 - Watch Tower

Structures Available: Stables (II), Knightly Stables (II), Archery Range (II), Watch Tower, Blacksmith (Upgrade), Temple, Mercenary Hall, Granary, Guild of Merchants

Town 6 Status Report

In Production: Juggernaut Croftu (6/8)

Structures Completed: Creation Pond (II), Morgue, Lightning Towers, Waste Treatment Plant, Recycling Center, Stall (II), Blacksmith, Watch Tower, Trading Post

Structures Available: Hydroponic Producer, Morgue (II), Recycling Center (II), Explorers Guild, Blacksmith (Upgrade), Temple, Tavern, Marketplace


Chapter 3

Four days later, Matt was watching Boudica march out of the city, heading for the hex right next to the town. Of course, on the map it looked close, but in reality it was kilometers away, far enough that Matt would not be able to see them thanks to the rolling hills.

Already waiting for the group was the pair of wood elementals drawn out from Village 1, which was for the best since the enemy had taken it two days ago. The loss of the village had affected his gold more than he had expected – or, well, emotionally expected since he intellectually knew the connections between all his towns and Trading Posts were a matter. It saw a significant drop in his gold production, but it was still high – what with the other Trading Post having finished.

Also joining them was the harpy, its scouting no longer important.

Over the last few days, things had continued at a steady pace with only minimal surprises. The death of Army 9, his harpy scouting unit, had been surprising. A flying croftu variant army had taken it out and, if he had to guess, were on their way to dealing with the rest of his scouts. That the one removed had been in the north-east gave Matt at least an idea of where the next town to kill was. There was also now a need to reinforce his scouting units.

Otherwise, as promised, he’d switched back to increasing his gold count. To start, he’d added the Stone Harbour to his town the moment he could yesterday, planning on a Blacksmith in Town 5 for today. If everything went well, that was, and he didn’t need to make any massive changes.

He was still playing between adding the defensive upgrade for the Blacksmith for the harpies or in Town 6 or the offensive one for the saakal. In terms of active units, the harpies were the obvious choice, but they were also safest high in the air for the most part. The saakal might do more damage, but they weren’t in play right now, except at the edges of the fights. And while that might change in a few days, upgrading the cavalry would be much the same in providing further punching power for his army.

Decisions, decisions, decisions.

He watched, a small stone in his stomach as Boudica left, never even looking back. He understood why, understood that their fling was very much physical for now with minimal emotions involved – at least on her side.

But he couldn’t help but worry for her. Even if, moments later as he turned away, it was overshadowed by concern for another Hero. One who was going to battle today, not in another day.

And there being nothing he could do, with magic or otherwise, to back the damn orc up.

***

Braskar grunted, staring at their windswept surroundings. No terrain, nothing to offer an advantage to either party in this desert. Even the continual rise and fall of sand was minor here, a trick of wind and timing to give them the closest thing to a fair fight.

He hated that.

No warrior worth his salt wanted a fair fight. Not after the first blush of youth at least, not when you had seen friends and family fall from random chance and foolish luck. Better to come home, bloodied and lucky and having tipped the odds in your favor through hook or crook.

“I really would have preferred more magical support,” Braskar growled. He wanted a Potion of Healing, of repair and fixing, and he had nothing. Just the knowledge that it was either going to be him or the magician who took the bolt of lightning.

And when put that way, it was really no choice at all.

“Remember, Ikuku. Hold back and stay amidst the flock till they’ve spent their magic. We can’t afford to lose you,” Braskar growled.

“What if they never do?”

“Then you stay back.”

“Even if we might lose?”

He deigned not to answer that. Instead Braskar waved his units forward, making sure they were in order with the firecracker flowers behind the armoured croftu to his right. Directly in front of him were the normal croftu who stayed in a loose line, waiting for the saakal vanguard to meet and crack their opponent's line. If things went well, the vanguard would open the line and allow the faster and stranger croftu to rampage through and behind the monsters.

Braskar was also stacking slightly more of the vanguard on the left than the right, two units to one, such that he would expect his line to collapse on the right when they met. While the initial clash might see the lines breaking, they were moving away from single or double unit or even four or five unit fights to full on army battles. Even if the saakal and woodlings – and croftu – were willing to do battle without concern about losses, it was just as possible they could be repulsed. In such circumstances, they would start fighting in a pulse method, the units pushing forwards and back as they attempted to crack the line, over and over again. In reality, he almost expected that to happen because the entire six units in line before him were armoured croftu – much tougher than your average frontline units.

That was why he was staggering the mountain saakal and firecracker flowers together on the right. While the mountain saakal could do battle in melee, it was the ranged attacks they would use to damage and rain down long-distance attacks on one side, damaging and weakening the units there. He would not concentrate the attacks of all his aerial ranged units till the optimum time, then he'd volley and break them. Till then, though, his right wing would refuse to do battle, pulling the croftu further and further back. 

At least, that was the plan.

He wondered what his opponent intended.

“Confirm enemy units and layout.”

“Six armoured croftu at the front, spread out across the line. Another eleven croftu units right behind, waiting to act. They have flanking units of faster croftu on the sides, two units each. Some of those weird hopping, jumping ones.” Braskar expected those would be leaping to try his back lines. Too bad he didn’t have many. “No juggernauts and only two sets of alchemicals, far in the back and separate from all others and one another. And six of the spear-chuckers, which are taking aim at my harpies.”

“Thank you, Ikuku. Be careful of the ranged units.”

“We’ll put a few arrows into them now and try to suppress their numbers.”

“Good,” Matt said. “Keep the harpies high. We’ll need them to target the enemy Heroes when you find them.”

“If.”

“They’ll be here. At least one, if not two.”

“There are no signs…” Ikuku hesitated, the wind whistling around him as he peered at something he spotted below. “Stand corrected. There is a figure, half-size. Maybe a halfling or short human, sitting in the midst of the croftu.”

“Type?”

“Checking…”

Rin (Level 2 Bard)

Specialty: Battlefield Banner Bearer

Skills: Unit Coordination, Rally

Experience: 29/200

Attack: 8

Defense: 14

Power: 14

Knowledge: 9

“Banner bearer,” Braskar growled. “I have a feeling the fight will be harder because of them. Take them out when you can.”

“I’ll have the archers target them when they can.”

Braskar grunted, running the numbers through his head. Cavalry, ranged and infantry, no artillery, nothing major like that. But no line breakers either, nothing like the juggernauts that would have been able to break through.

And that disturbed him, made him uncertain. It made no sense to go to war without such creatures, not when you had a choice. He had his vanguard, so why didn’t his enemies? And why only one Hero? None of this was piecing together.

Which made Braskar all the more worried. 

Then, there was no more time to think as the armies got close enough that he had to focus. 


Chapter 4

Arrows rained down from above, arching high and hammering into the front and backline of the croftu units. The armoured croftu ignored the attacks, barely doing more than hunkering down at most, their beetle-like shells more than sufficient protection. The other croftu did their best to hide from the attacks, some raising shields, others hunkering down and making themselves small. 

With three harpy archer units putting out arrows from their heights, they could do some damage to the backline, but it was all spread out so that no single unit was lost. They could have gone after the alchemy units, but they had been pulled back far enough that the archers could not target them without flying over the army.

A dangerous thing when the croftu javelin throwers, their ranged units that launched spears of bone, were in play. Already, they were sending out single shots that cut through the air with surprising speed, forcing the archers to wheel about and shift direction to throw off the aim. Even so, a couple of the harpies had fallen to the spears, for a single solid strike was all that was needed to end them.

Ikuku, flying high above with the normal harpy units, felt his hands clench together. Ordered to stay away from the fight itself, he longed for his magical units. With a single unit, he could have set up cross winds that would ensure not a single attack from below would ever reach them – never mind driving their own attacks down with ever greater force.

Instead, he was forced to watch as the archers wasted arrows, as the mountain saakal began slinging stones. Funnily enough, those stones did more damage than the arrows, the pounding attacks that shattered carapaces allowing falling arrows further purchase. The flowers were too close to do anything, not yet at least, not till the armies closed further.

And if he understood the plan right, it would be a while before they’d be allowed to close.

Lumbering armoured units pushed forwards, slowing a little before the vanguard rushed them. The screams and howls of the creatures of the groundbound rose like a symphony of pain, the crunch of armoured bodies slamming into toughened chitin echoing. Linebreaker skills triggered, but so did line holder or reinforced armour skills, such that both groups were equally balanced.

Or at least, mostly. For the vanguard were a more advanced unit, tougher; they did more damage to the armoured croftu than they took. Even so, by the time their momentum was spent, when the initial rage and skill that had pushed them into the lines were exhausted, they had not managed to break through.

Ikuku watched as the lines parted from above, the tiny halfling Hero below waving his hands and giving commands that reinforced the damaged units, croftu swapping out and readying themselves for the next attack.

Yet, that was but one wing. On the other, the armoured croftu trundled forward, seeking to engage the mountain saakal and failing. They were too slow to catch up, their bodies continually being smashed by rocks, arrows, and the occasional explosion of seedlings. Each yard they gained, they left behind corpses.

But the line turned, the mountain saakal falling inwards, the saakal on the far end of the flank pulling away and letting this gap occur. Now, parts of the armoured croftu were turning, trying to keep an eye on the plain saakal, the basic units that might flank them.

All according to plan.

Which was why, of course, their enemy enacted their own plans.

The first sign was a disturbance under the sand. Ikuku saw it, not from the disturbance itself, but from the way the vanguard were shifting as they were readying themselves for another charge. Some glanced down at the ground, others shifted their feet as though they were desperate to keep their balance.

Moments later, explosions of movement, multiple creatures emerging from the ground. Not worms, but bug-like creatures, scorpions and sand beetles, flat-backed and able to traverse under the ground itself to make their way here. Laying into the saakal with impunity.

As they struggled to keep their lines, to deal with the creatures that had emerged right in the middle of the units and between them and other croftu, the enemy charged. By the time Braskar managed to get some degree of control, the frontline units were already engaged with the armoured croftu, many of them falling as they were forced back.

Now both lines were collapsing, firecracker flowers finding themselves compressed against the side and back lines of the croftu, the mountain saakal forced to stop their retreat. He could see an armoured croftu catching a mountain saakal by the arm, lift it off the ground, and flip it into the air, its pincers closing fully such that half the body tore and flipped away while the other half fell to the side in a spray of blood.

Even so, Braskar should have been able to handle the situation. Except for the emergence of a second Hero, coming from the ground and stalking towards him. A lizard-like brown-beige creature with four arms. It held a pair of clubs in hand, swinging them with alacrity and ability against a saakal vanguard that stumbled in front of it, smashing body and limbs in a series of quick staccato blows.

“Mine!” Braskar roared, his body tingeing red as he activated a Skill and leapt through the air.

Ikuku felt it, moments before the lightning reached downwards and struck the orc, burning him and the creatures beneath to a crisp, sending him sprawling to the ground as it caught him mid-jump. Perfect timing that left the Hero open for his opponents to finish.

“Volley!” Ikuku snarled, knowing it was his time now. He pointed and the harpies hesitated, readjusting their targets, holding off attacks or putting arrows to their bows before releasing all at once. The arrows blurred, cutting through the air in a loud whistle.

All targeted around the banner holder. It tore into the monsters around him, into the Hero himself, who staggered as a pair of arrows sprouted from his body. He was surprisingly alive after the attacks.

No more time to pay attention as Ikuku released the hovering harpies to tear into the back lines, to contribute to the attack of the engaged groups even as the entire battle line of saakal and croftu began to waver.

“Elements, heed me!” Ikuku howled, jerking his hand upwards. No lightning or air, the units were all too close. Rather, he had the sand clump together and throw his target into the sky, a fist punching upwards that the creature rode with surprising alacrity, causing it to flip through the air.

Little use when wind then caught him in a packed, hardened gust that threw him away from the back lines to his front lines, where he crashed into his own units. Another gesture and fire burst into being.

Three spells, all part of Elemental Casting. Ikuku would have called a fourth, but not only was water scarce, utilizing the power of life was more important. It flooded the staggering body of the orc, giving him vitality – temporary as it might be.

There was chaos on the battlefield as saakal ready to run were rallied by the roaring Braskar and the appearance of his flanking units at the back of the opponent’s right wing. Forced to turn and do battle there, their opponent lessened the pressure and the saakal, never good at holding back, rushed in.

An ordered line of battle became a crashing melee on the right, while the lines of battle stabilized on the left. Braskar, still burnt and woozy, managed to keep the now much depleted vanguard from breaking. He pulled them back, waiting for the croftu to take over, to do battle there.

More death, landing harpies in the back lines doing damage to simple croftu units, but they were vulnerable as they were attempting to escape. Many were pinned by bone spears shot through their slowly ascending bodies, the opponent’s ranged units untouched by any last minute change of plans.

Leaving them to wreak havoc on the fliers as they saw fit. 

Alchemical units, Ikuku noticed, were coming and he turned his own attention to them. He might not have his Skill-based magic to use on them, but he was not entirely defenseless without those skills.


Chapter 5

"Did we get him?" Matt muttered, spinning the map around and trying to spot the enemy Hero that had been cast back.

"Still alive. There!" Yiis said, pointing at her own map. It helped him little, for they were viewing from different angles, but her answer was enough. He hissed in frustration at the fact that Ikuku had not managed to kill their opponent, but was grateful at least that Braskar had managed to survive.

"We still got the Banner Hero, right?" Matt said. He wasn't certain, because the lines had devolved enough that if their enemy was giving orders, they were not managing to create much of a difference. Certainly not on the right, as the combined mountain and normal saakal forces along with the flanking unit rolled up the croftu there.

In fact, he could see them retreating, pulling back in good order. Or, at least, trying to. 

"He's stopping the pursuit," Matt growled, unhappy. "He should finish this."

"No, watch the flanking units," Yiis said.

Eyes drawn to the two units on either side, he realised why. Now that the groups were pulling apart a little, his opponent’s units in some cases literally fleeing from further engagement, the flanking units were coming in. Harassing the sides, interspersing themselves between Braskar's army and his own such that the damaged and tired frontline units would have to do battle against the fresh lancers.

A guaranteed loss in other times if the vanguard were fresh. But they weren't, and rather than take losses that he did not – could not – afford, Braskar kept his own units back. Of course, the mountain saakal and the firecracker flowers were quick to punish those flankers near them, loosing stones and seedlings into the lancers and dealing great losses. 

Perhaps not enough to remove entire units from play, but so long as they were not left to recover too long, even individual croftu figure losses were damaging to the overall combat ability. 

"He chose fire," Yiis said, amused a little.

Matt glanced sideways and up, noting how Ikuku was dealing with the alchemical units. They had pulled back after a trio had blown up from two shots, their unstable nature leaving them more a danger to the line than their presence would ever have. If he didn't have Ikuku though, Matt could have imagined the havoc the alchemical flasks or the suicidal croftu could have wrecked on his powerful front line.

“Do you think Braskar can finish this?” Matt said softly. He knew the answer but wanted to hear it.

“No. Your Warlord is not that foolish. If what I hear is right, the battle is too close, even with the enemy pulling away. Two living Heroes leave him too vulnerable to being overrun if something changes,” Yiis said.

“That’s what I thought.” Matt grunted as he watched the flanking units clash with the croftu while the vanguard took a few moments to rest. The lancers moving in were mowing down the allied croftu with ease, bouncing forward and slamming long arms or spiked legs into bodies. However, the usually fatal strikes sometimes weren’t as fatal as moved organs or just unnatural resilience left the croftu able to hold and delay their attackers.

When that happened, multiple of the created would swarm the lancers, swinging swords or bulky arms or even tearing into them with their teeth. Individually, the croftu were not strong enough to beat the lancers by themselves but when they grouped together, they were more than a match.

Which worked, because he had a lot of those units.

Between his ranged units and the croftu and saakal now swarming the lancers, those units were falling faster and faster. Harpy archers showered the remaining retreating units of armoured and normal croftu, pinning many to the ground as they fled. Matt’s lips thinned, wishing Braskar had chosen to send the saakal around to finish the normal units rather than the lancers, but he chose to keep his mouth shut.

He’d ask later.

Anyway, the harpies, now that they were in the air, were now doing sweep and claw attacks, harassing the opponents. Occasionally, two or three would co-ordinate and take down an armoured croftu that had split away far enough that there was no danger of being attacked when they were grounded.

“Your Warlord knows what he is doing,” Yiis said.

“Yeah, I just wish I did.” He hesitated, added, “What he was doing.”

For now though, with nothing else to do but wait and the fight being mostly over, he stood up. “Call me, eh? Otherwise, it’s time to eat something.”

***

“I fear we are looking at repeated engagements, my lord,” Braskar explained hours later. He looked exhausted, his face drawn and the usual robust energy faded. Ikuku was lounging backwards against a nearby log, looking wan and desultory whilst chewing on a hunk of meat.

“Why would you say that?”

“Too many units and neither party have a definite advantage,” Braskar grunted. “I’m pushing to wipe units off the board, to reduce their numbers and take away specific advantages.”

“Alchemist units are dangerous, but they’re splitting them.” Ikuku snapped his fingers, a spark flaring and then dying within moments. “I took out a half-dozen but I couldn’t finish any.”

“You and the rest of the archers,” Braskar said, exhausted.

Battle Report (Army #1 vs Enemy Croftu)

Results: Victory (1 Unit Lost, 3 Units Defeated, 16 Units Escaped)

Rewards: +4 Gold, +2 Reputation

Matt frowned, noting the loss of a croftu unit. They had come out the winner in this fight, at least on paper; they’d destroyed more units than their opponent. What it didn’t show was how many individual croftu creations had died, how thinned out the saakal and vanguard were.

“Two lances and one armoured croftu unit. Not bad at all, really…” he said instead of his own thoughts. “But at this rate…”

“It will be a while.” Braskar picked at his flesh, hissed as he shifted in his seat from the pain of having a lightning bolt land on him. “We’re lucky they used it so fast though.”

“Yes. That does concern me…” Yiis said.

“What does?” Matt asked.

“They must have known he might survive it, yet they utilized their magic already. What was the point?”

“Oh, come on. They couldn’t have known, right?”

"The battle with Lasya," Yiis said. "It would not have been surprising for them to guess from that, if not previous encounters."

"Fine. If that's the case, why waste it on Braskar now?"

Unfortunately, no one had an answer to that question. The only thing that they did decide upon now was that Braskar and Ikuku would continue the pursuit of their opponents rather than head for the town. Like the goblins, they too were forced to deal with the army upfront rather than get taken from behind.

***

Global Status Report

Day 154 (End of Day)

Pooled Gold: 60.50 (+211 Gold per day)

Total Units: 14 Woodlings, 14 Firecracker Flowers, 6 Saakal, 9 Mountain Saakal, 7 Saakal Vanguard, 10 Harpies, 14 Harpy Archers, 2 Rhym Harpies, 7 Heavy Cavalry, 3 Light Cavalry, 3 Mounted Archers, 5 Reisläufer, 8 Archers, 9 Croftu, 1 Croftu (Armoured), 1 Croftu (Alchemical), 1 Juggernaut Croftu

Cooldown: Burst Production (6/10)

Unit Organisation

Town 1: Carlos, 2 Woodlings, 2 Firecracker Flowers

Town 2: 2 Woodlings, 2 Firecracker Flowers, 2 Saakal, 4 Mountain Saakal, 3 Saakal Vanguard

Town 3: 1 Harpy Archer, 1 Rhym Harpies, 2 Firecracker Flowers, 3 Woodlings

Town 4: 2 Archers, 1 Firecracker Flower, 1 Light Cavalry, 2 Mounted Archers

Town 5: Irvine, 1 Firecracker Flower, 1 Mountain Saakal, 6 Archers, 1 Woodling, 4 Heavy Cavalry, 5 Reisläufer

Town 6: 2 Woodlings, 5 Croftu, 1 Croftu (Alchemical), 1 Juggernaut Croftu

Army 1: Braskar, Ikuku, 1 Firecracker Flower, 3 Harpies, 6 Harpy Archers, 4 Saakal, 3 Mountain Saakal, 3 Saakal Vanguard, 4 Croftu, 1 Croftu (Armoured)

Army 2: 1 Harpy, 2 Harpy Archers, 1 Rhym Harpies (en-route to Army 1)

Army 4: 2 Harpies, 1 Harpy Archer (scouting in north-east)

Army 6: Azimma, 1 Harpy, 2 Harpy Archers (scouting east)

Army 7: 1 Mountain Saakal, 1 Saakal Vanguard (guarding south-west near Town 2)

Army 8: 1 Harpy (scouting north-west desert)

Army 10: 1 Harpy (scouting north-west desert)

Army 11: Colombia, 2 Harpy Archers (scouting desert south of Town 6)

Army 12: Boudica, 4 Woodlings, 5 Firecracker Flowers, 2 Light Cavalry, 3 Heavy Cavalry, 1 Mounted Archer, 1 Harpy (next to Town 1)

Village 2: (Empty)

Village 3: (Empty)

Village 4: (Empty)

Vecasa (Village 5): (Empty)

Village 6: (Empty)

Village 7: (Empty)

Town 1 Status Report

In Production: Witch-Hazelbox (7/8), Marketplace (7/12), Whipping Aubrey Plantation (5/8), Woodling (4/5), Firecracker Flower (4/5), Stone Harbour (1/12)

Structures Completed: Grove (II), Road, Stall (II), Ranged Copse (II), Harbour, Village #2 – Watch Tower, Blacksmith (Upgraded), Fishing Dock, Basic Greenhouse (Researching: Melee Units), Watch Tower, Road to Village #3, Village #3 – Watch Tower, Village #3 – Horse Farm, Marketplace, Temple, Fishing Wharf, Trading Post, Tavern, Witch-Hazelbox Orchard

Structures Available: Shipyard, Brisk Nursery, Thread-Spinner Fields

Town 2 Status Report

In Production: Mountain Saakal (3/4), Saakal (1/5), Saakal Vanguard (1/5)

Structures Completed: Den (II), Tavern, Wall, Temple, Stall (II), Running Kennels, Mountain Saakal Cave, Blacksmith

Structures Available: Den (III), Javelin Range, Training House, Watch Tower, Blacksmith (Upgrade), Temple (II), Granary

Town 3 Status Report

In Production: Rhym Harpies (4/8), Harpy Archer (2/5)

Structures Completed: Nest (II), Archery Yard, Stall (II), Marketplace, Pairing Grounds (Researching: Magic Units), School of Rhym Control, Trading Post, Blacksmith, Village #4 – Watch Tower, Village #4 – Road to Town #3, Village #4 – Trading Oasis, Village #4 – Roads, Village #7 – Watch Tower, Village #7 – Roads

Structures Available: Nest (III), Archery Yard (II), Watch Tower, Ancestors Hut, Observatory, Racing Rings, Floating Market, Advanced Pairing Grounds, Trading Post (II), Blacksmith (Upgrade), Sky Shaman Rings

Town 4 Status Report

In Production: Heavy Cavalry (6/7), Light Cavalry (2/5), Blacksmith (0/5)

Structures Completed: Knightly Stables, Stables, Archery Range (II), Tavern, Wall, Stall (II), Trading Post, Road

Structures Available: Stables (II), Knightly Stables (II), Barracks, Archery Range (III), Watch Tower, Marketplace, Temple, Tavern (II), Trading Post (II)

Town 5 Status Report

In Production: Reisläufer (1/6)

Structures Completed: Barracks (II), Knightly Stables, Stables, Archery Range, Tavern (II), Wall, Stall (II), Marketplace, Watch Tower, Blacksmith, Training Hall, Trading Post, Road to Town #4, Road to Village #6, Village #6 - Watch Tower

Structures Available: Stables (II), Knightly Stables (II), Archery Range (II), Watch Tower, Blacksmith (Upgrade), Temple, Mercenary Hall, Granary, Guild of Merchants

Town 6 Status Report

In Production: Armoured Croftu (0/8)

Structures Completed: Creation Pond (II), Morgue, Lightning Towers, Waste Treatment Plant, Recycling Center, Stall (II), Blacksmith, Watch Tower, Trading Post

Structures Available: Hydroponic Producer, Morgue (II), Recycling Center (II), Explorers Guild, Blacksmith (Upgrade), Temple, Tavern, Marketplace


Chapter 6

"Boudica, report?" Matt called out. At the same time, he walked away from the projection table, poking his head out of the tower's window. He could see the enemy army if he squinted. Little figures moving away from the road, more a mass of movement that kicked up dirt than individual units that made sense.

What he would do for a telescope, a good one. Or a pair of binoculars. Or, you know, a drone hovering over the group, giving him live video. If he was wishing for things he could not have, he might as well go all out.

"They are coming for me, as expected, my lord. We're waiting," she said.

"Any surprises?" Matt asked.

"No. The scouts did not join them as we feared."

"Lends credence to the fact that there might be a second army," Yiis said worriedly. "Are you sure it would not be better to send the saakal to stymie further approaches through the mountains, my liege?"

"Sure?" Matt could not help but say the words wryly. "I'm not sure of anything. But Boudica wanted them for reinforcements when she is done." He drummed his fingers, eyeing the distances involved. "But you're right too. No reason we can't get them a little closer to the action. Not when we know there aren't any enemies around."

A small adjustment on the maps and he had the saakal headed for the other army. At worst, they'd be close enough to join the battle faster. If not, he could also send them to do battle directly or even, if he was lucky, link up with Colombia. After all, she was going to scout out the new village soon.

"You still confident?" Matt said softly. 

"I am, my lord. You need not worry." The woman sounded confident, almost thrilled. Glancing at her portrait, he could not help but note how intimidating she seemed, clad in the armour and armoured skirt, astride the chariot – why she had that and not a horse, he had no idea – at the top of the hill. Woodlings and firecracker flowers were arrayed before her, a pair of light cavalry on either flank in full visibility.

"I don’t," he lied. He'd done everything that he could think of, from throwing money into Blacksmiths to pulling reinforcements for her. Still, she was making full use of the terrain, the area around, to take on the goblins. And he could not help but wonder if she was risking things too much. After all… "Don't forget to call for help. And I will help if I think it's necessary."

"As will I," Yiis said.

"But only if we have to," Matt added, frowning at the harpy queen, who nodded back. While they had a major advantage in utilizing two spells compared to their opponent’s one, revealing their hand too early was something he wanted to avoid. After all, the goblins were someone he expected to do battle with a lot more.

"I will not need it." Boudica hesitated, then added, "Though, if you locate a Hero..."

"I'll take them out, if possible." It made sense, after all. Even if all he did was damage them, it would force said Hero to be more circumspect. And the other side of the equation was that the other major fight – the one with Braskar – was not one he could affect. Though…

“Azimma?” he asked.

“They still follow me down. In a few days, the groundbound will near the town. I have led them there, as requested,” Azimma said.

“Great.” Not really, but he’d rather they break themselves against a prepared town than run around everywhere and hurt him otherwise. “Still no word or any discussion with them?”

“Nothing.”

He was beginning to realise how rare Colombia’s skill set was. It also made him think that having her run off, even if it had helped assuage her feelings, had been a foolish move. Sure, she had done good work scouting out the goblins, but now he could really have used her.

“Colombia… I think, once you’re done, if you can make it back…”

“My liege.”

He took that as unhappy agreement. Rather than push matters, he took one last look at the table and stretched. “Alright, I’m getting some lunch and some paper. If anything else happens, shout.”

What they never told you about war was that it was really just a lot of waiting.

A lot.

***

Hurry up and wait. Matt had mentioned that was a common saying among his people, and Boudica could not help but reflect that it was not an incorrect description of war. Not that she had not found the boy impatient and time-conscious to an extraordinary degree. His latest project – a clock that he was utilizing to judge the passing of the hour – was just part and parcel of that.

It felt strange to judge existence by minutes and hours rather than days and weeks and seasons. Of course, time was important, but this impatience for a few minutes’ wait, for a few hours’ delay, for someone not showing up on time – the need to constantly be doing. It had to be an artefact of the environment the boy had grown up in.

And a boy he was. Not age wise, though she was older than him. Or felt older than him. It was… difficult to judge such things, for portions of her memories were gone. Time wore away at memories, of course, but also, reincarnation seemed to have given her a second wind. Not just with a body that was at its peak physically, somewhere in the late teens or early twenties, but also mentally.

A lovely thing to just stand here, feeling the air blowing past, smelling the flowers and flow of fresh sap, listening to the creak of wood and the chirp of birds and other wildlife. They had been here long enough, still enough, that many had returned.

Eventually, they would leave. When the enemy arrived with their myriad units and hungering mouths. She shuddered a little at the idea of the goblins, of the green-skinned monsters that might have come from a story from her past.

Creatures of the dark and the edges of civilisation, organised and ready to do battle.

Well, so was she.

“They’re not pushing out scouts,” Boudica said, satisfied.

“They aren’t very tough units,” Matt pointed out.

“They should still be sending out scouts,” she said patiently. She was surprised that Braskar had not taught him such things, but not every general was a teacher. The boy was also rather surprising, both a vast store of knowledge and randomly ignorant. Another aspect of his modern world and this ‘Internet’ he spoke of. “They should be checking the hills, the forests, looking for other units that are hidden or close enough to affect the battle. Not doing so is the sign of an inexperienced commander.”

“That why the harpies been flying over them the entire day?” Matt asked.

“Exactly. We can confirm what their plans are without sending out further scouts.” A small smile at how fast he had drawn the right conclusions. “That’s also the reason why we’ll be harassing them soon with the mounted archers. Reduces the chance of them spreading their units apart.”

“Keeps your surprise a surprise too, eh?”

She smiled, falling silent. She was waiting for reports to come in to see how her enemy reacted.

***

Matt winced at the sudden flare of light, the burst of power, and the falling of his people. Harpies fell from the sky, conjured ball lightning tearing through the scouts – one, and then again, as the units managed to get themselves into proper order. They had no real protection and the second attack would have been overkill, except for the fact that it wiped out all the flying units.

“What do you think?” Matt said. “Skill or just normal spell?”

Yiis, who he had directed the question at, frowned before answering slowly. “I believe it must be the shaman’s special ability. Two strikes, both powerful, but not what I would expect.” Then, she shrugged after a moment. “I was watching them, though. They seem… slow.”

“Might be that’s the trade-off. Infrequent attacks but regular? They might be able to do that again.”

“That sounds like something that is possible. We should tell Boudica to be careful of that,” Yiis said.

“On it.” Matt passed on their speculation, which was just enough to make the general nod idly. Once he was done, he continued, “Do you think they might be splitting off their units now? For scouts?”

“Perhaps. If so, they’re about to be unpleasantly surprised,” Boudica said.

He knew why, for moments later, the mounted archers rode up the nearby crest, barely a few hundred meters away from their opponents. Together, they unleashed a series of arrows at their opponents, volleying thrice before they wheeled away and rode down the hill and out of sight. Belatedly, a few slingstones rained across over the hill, striking nothing.

On the other side, the goblins suffered from the sudden surprise attack, the entire army slowing as they pulled in tight. They left behind a couple of slingers, a scout body, and one unlucky boar rider who had been thrown off his mount and then trampled by his own people.

“Do you think they’ll send the boars after them?” Matt asked Yiis, frowning. He doubted the skirmishers, who were just goblins with a mishmash of arms – javelins, short spears, short swords that might as well be big knives – were going to be able to run down the mounted archers. Which left the boars. Those things were huge, massive creatures that easily outweighed their own horses. Some of the larger boars even had two or three riders clutching onto makeshift straps rather than the single unit.

“They seem closer to your heavy cavalry, my liege,” Yiis quietly pointed out. “I doubt they are likely to chase down your mounted archers.”

“Yeah, wish we had a few more.”

“As do I. Or a chariot unit or two,” Boudica said. “We could ride around them again and again, firing into the crowd till they got tired. If we rode close enough, we could even tear their legs up with the spears we tied to the wheels.”

Matt winced, imagining it. “Sounds vicious.”

“War is.”

And really, there wasn’t much to say to that, now was there?


Chapter 7

Between the magically enhanced viewpoint of her lord, the harassing attacks of her too few mounted archers, and the range, Boudica was certain that her enemy had not split any of their units away. Nor did they seem intent on parting their forces, even though any warrior with good sense might question the placement of the battlefield.

A small rise, dense foliage on one side that would make a charge upwards difficult. Too bad it hadn’t rained much, the light sprinkling late last night insufficient to do more than wet the grass a little, a wetting that had mostly dissolved in the afternoon light.

On the other side of the hill, clear land so that they could spread out a little if they wished, though the occasional tree and rut made the going a little further and longer. Not an issue for an individual to climb, for an army in line, they would slow down a little, spread out further if they intended to utilize it. And beyond that, set just a little farther away, a grove of trees, dense and dark, near a pond.

To her eyes, it was the perfect location – so perfect that she had wondered if her enemy would see through the stratagem. That she would have to alter her plans. Yet, whoever it was in charge of this army had made no such moves. Instead, they’d pushed forward without care.

“No Heroes spotted as yet?” she asked.

“Nothing.”

The only rot in her tree. There was not much time left to worry about that though.

Skirmishers ranged forward with their slingers, bounding ahead of the army, stones and the occasional tossed javelin arcing towards her units. The woodlings weathered the series of sticks and stones with casual aplomb. Just about uncaring, though the occasional shifting creak as a javelin plunged deep or a stone broke off a branch indicated that there was some effect.

Her firecracker flowers stayed still, unable to release their own attacks, not yet. Too far for the shorter ranged units to do damage, even as the mounted archers, seated on the far right, conserved their remaining arrows. They had few enough of those after the hours of harassment.

Behind the lighter infantry units, so reminiscent of the traitor clans, were the linebreakers and infantry. The hobgoblins were bigger, much larger than the skirmishers before her – nearly half-again as tall and as wide around as a barrel. Not as big as the mounted archers or the woodling saplings by far, but about the size of her people.

Well armed and armoured too, clad in boiled plate and riveted metal, the linebreakers bearing paired axes with wicked blades and the normal infantry large shields that reminded her of the Romans. Weapons meant to hold the line, to protect against sparsely armoured warriors in a line.

Dangerous.

Nearly as dangerous as those boars that ranged between the units, the hobs spaced far apart enough to allow the massive, ill-tempered creatures space. Their riders were constantly tugging on the reins or prodding them with their sticks, pushing them forward or pulling them back from charging.

Lousy discipline, but deadly when they’d arrive, she was certain.

She stood behind her units, waiting. A lucky stone slammed into her shoulder pauldron, skipped upwards, and sliced a line of fiery pain across her neck along the side. She didn’t even flinch, focused as she was on the range, waiting.

Slowly, slowly, the front line approached, the skirmishers and slingers compressing in the space between. Not daring to close in too far on her woodlings, scared to be counter-charged and caught out, and so they began to slow even as they ascended.

Until it was time and she gave the order.

Flowers exploding, dozens of firecracker flowers unleashing their seedlings filled the air abruptly. It made her ears ache, the sudden change in pressure a physical feeling in her ears and chest. Thousands of seedlings, metal-tipped and deadly, scattered across the surroundings, tearing into vulnerable unarmoured or lightly armoured flesh.

In moments, dozens of goblins fell. A couple of unlucky hobgoblins behind were injured, only one staggering backwards and falling out of line with its face mangled. Goblin skirmishers ran for it, too scared to stay in the battle line, but not before the flowers released the next attack from their lower arms.

Oh, yes. They might have a shorter range, but there were advantages to these flowers. Rate of fire being just one of them, as more goblins and now hobs fell. She wanted to keep her attacks back for the boars but also needed to make her enemies wary of her. Force them to throw the boars early to break her line.

“Send them up,” she whispered. “Commit already.”

"They're waiting," Matt muttered as they continued their slow, quiet ascent. "Cavalry?" 

"Only when we know what they'll do." Though she gestured for them to ready themselves, to aim themselves at the sides where they would do the most damage. If they got a chance, of course. 

Then, there was no need to worry about that, no need to think about when their enemy would attack, because they were doing it. Boars charged upwards, the infantry and linebreakers picking up speed. She saw it then, how they intended to do it, because the linebreakers were not coming in directly, but chasing behind the boars, waiting for the creatures to crack open her formation like a walnut between a pair of strong fingers.

"No," she said. "You won't."

She did not need to give the order for the firecracker flowers to keep firing. Crack, crack, crack went the elementals, hands raised between her own units, again and again till she had to order them to pull back, to back away before they became victims of the charge. Before she hardened her woodlings and they braced for impact.

When giant boars ridden by screaming, panicked goblins crashed into living trees, flesh and wood tested one another.

Which woodling fell, which – braced against another or just larger and more sturdy – managed to stay upright was a toss up. Boudica watched as unit after unit was pushed back, some massive boars knocked back and some staggering about, concussed.

Branches lowered, striking again and again, goblin riders pulped with each blow or knocked off the creatures. Sometimes sharpened points dipped, punching through muscle and bone, leaving the boars bleeding.

Those whose riders were killed turned sideways, fleeing the battlefield. In doing so, they crashed into the line behind, tried to push through the woodlings, or ran parallel to them. Other times, the boars gored and tore woodflesh apart, cracking and breaking the creatures and leaving sap spurting out of the woodlings. Even hardened skin could do little against the mass and enraged tusks.

“They’re dropping the goblins in the back line!” Boudica exclaimed as she realised something else. The other goblins, the ones that had ridden the boars all the way in, let themselves down after the first impact, rushing between the woodlings. They carried short knives and daggers, stabbing and slashing but pushing inwards till they reached the firecracker flowers they wanted to target.

In the mass of the wood elementals, the tiny goblins caused chaos and died hard, forcing the bigger elementals to swing down as they tried to end them. In the midst of all this, the hobgoblin linebreakers reached the line, only a couple bowled over by the fleeing boars.

Massive axes swung left and right to tear into the woodlings. They left deep gouges in the creatures’ bodies, forcing an opening as they pushed forward, always forward. At times, they shoulder-charged the creatures, pushing an opening so that the infantry that was approaching could come in.

Yet, for all their strength, the line held.

Which was, of course, why the goblin shamans cast their spell next.


Chapter 8

Water rose up from the ground. Earth turned into mud and the pond spread. Footing grew slippery beneath massive trees, forcing them to stagger about as they were struck by the hobgoblins. If that were the extent of the spell, it would have been annoying but not line-breaking.

However, the spell did not end there. Mud grew, arms reaching out of the earth and gripping at legs, pulling them down. They slowed and forced the creatures off-balance further, threw strikes off, and allowed the linebreakers ever deeper. These creatures were slow in falling, though they did fall, but it was the infantry behind that Boudica knew would break her army if left unchecked.

"Fire into the gaps!" she snarled. The firecracker flowers hesitated, common sense warring against her Aura of Command. The aura overrode it moments later, and the crack of flowers exploding filled the air once again. Woodlings and hobgoblins were struck, the few remaining goblins becoming nothing more than shreds of meat, blood and sap spraying everywhere.

"Cavalry. Now!" Another command, and on the flanks the light cavalry moved forward. They began with a trot, picking up speed as they crested the hill and aimed their light spears at the flanks. They tore into the skirmishers and slingers, who had begun sending stones the moment they’d charged, and were clear of the other units, pushing in at an angle to target the shamans, who stood on a small clearing, covered only by the lighter units.

For all that, there was not enough space, not enough time to really charge down and build up speed. The goblins were scared, but they held the line, unwilling to break.

And all the while, the goblin infantry pushed on.

Cavalry thundered, horses rode around, all trying to break in as the skirmishers and slingers compressed. The goblin shamans chanted, skulls and bones scattered around them beginning to glow while others crumbled and fell apart.

Boudica leaned forward, hand hammering the edge of her chariot. The horses tossed their heads a little but did not move as her impatience boiled over. “Hold, damn it, hold.”

The woodling line wavered, saplings falling as linebreaker goblins cut them down. Yet, the muscular creatures were falling too, their numbers dwindling. Behind, in a more ordered formation, shields rose and blocked off attacks, short swords stabbing at branches and trunks when openings were found.

Fewer woodlings fell to the infantry, their tactics never meant for the quick death. No, theirs was the slow grind, the push that cracked open the line, that allowed other members of their group to come in, to split the line behind. To get to her archers and wreak havoc till morale failed.

She had seen that work time and time again with her people. As friends and family died, even the bravest warrior would turn tail, retreat to protect the vulnerable. First one and then another and then the front line was gone.

Leaving nothing but the cavalry to mop up. And she saw that here too, for the boars were turning around. The half-dozen that had survived regrouped, goblins somehow reappearing on them magically. She tutted, the creatures shaking out and moving forwards, intending to intercept her cavalry.

Her heavy cavalry. The units that she had positioned behind in that grove of trees, waiting for her signal. A small signal, a waving of flags and an intention of will, and one unit of the heavy cavalry peeled off to meet the incoming goblins. They might not win, they might even perish on the horse, but they should still do their job.

Buy the rest of the cavalry, which were closing in on the back line, time to impact. They were shifting to a trot now, speeding up, falling into the rhythm of the charge. Up the gentle hill, not too steep such that they could make it up without exhausting themselves. A perfect hill to charge up on, lances lowered to plunge into the back.

She wondered if the goblins understood. Some seemed to, screaming and chittering and waving weapons around. Problem was that they were chaotic creatures, not well disciplined, too worried about the horses around them now.

Too worried to care about the cavalry that had picked up speed even more, charging at full speed, two units headed for the shamans, the third to peel off a portion of the heavy infantry. Enough to disrupt the back lines, to kill and hurt.

She saw the sacrificial unit crash into the boars. Massive creatures knocked over horses when they impacted, but most avoided direct charges. Lances dipped in briefly, their bodies glowing long enough to plant the enchanted attack in fat and heavy bodies, killing more boars as they rode past one another.

The heavy cavalry did the same to the skirmishers, slingers, and shamans as they arrived. She heard the pounding hooves, the screams of horses and goblins, and the crack of broken branches, the heavy beating of flesh and snap of bones. Bodies were lifted off the ground, impaled on lances.

Light cavalry pulled away to regroup and came in from the back, striking at the infantry unit from behind. They no longer cared about the shamans, the ranged units, not as heavy cavalry carved a long line of death and destruction along one side of the enemy army.

The battle flow shifted, and Boudica grinned. She drew her sword, pointed it down, and shouted the order as she flicked the reins.

“CHARGE!”

Around her, her Honoured Guard flickered to life, two on her chariot with spear and bow and arrow, another four on horses. They charged into the gaps created as the entire army pushed forward, ignoring those creatures at the sides spreading away from the largest gap to give their enemy a straight route to the back.

Where she was charging, horses thundered and chariot wheels creaked, a ululating cry on her lips.

Now there was no more time for strategy or tactics, just for blood and death and prayers to the Morrigan.

Let her and her children feast well today.

Boudica would find more offerings for the trinity soon enough.

***

Matt shuddered, waving a hand to dismiss the carnage of the battlefield. It was over, all but the final cleanup, but the world seemed to agree with him. As the sun set, as the enemy fled as best they could, the notification long awaited finally arrived.

Taking longer than ever, but the enemy’s retreat had been long and bloody, light cavalry and mounted archers mopping up the routed goblins for hours. Chasing them down, finding them in their ditches and knolls and up trees, spearing them and leaving them to die slowly and painfully.

Battle Report (Army #12 vs Enemy Goblin Army)

Results: Victory (3 Units Lost, 11 Units Defeated, 9 Units Escaped)

Rewards: +24 Gold, +9 Reputation

Close. It would have been four units lost – the heavy cavalry, a harpy unit, and two woodlings – but he had managed to use his healing spell in time so that one of the woodling units was not entirely lost. A good thing too, because a lot of his units had gotten good experience.

Helped when you killed so many.

A swipe of his hand pulled up information on the remaining army, a grim smile on his lips.

Goblin Army: 1 Scout Goblins, 2 Skirmisher Goblins, 2 Boar Goblin Riders, 1 Goblin Slingers, 2 Hobgoblin Infantry, 1 Linebreaker Hobgoblins

A resounding defeat.

“Quite the warrior, that one,” Yiis said.

“Scary,” Matt added.

“Yes. And you’re the one who invited her into your bed.” There was amusement in her voice as she pointed that out to Matt.

“Yeah… Not sure how much of that was my idea.” Matt chuckled good-naturedly. It didn’t matter. He wouldn’t be seeing her anytime soon. Not while she was out, chasing down the goblin army and pushing them out of his territory.

Bringing the fight to his enemies.


Chapter 9

A day after the big battle with Boudica – two after Braskar's own tussle – Matt was beginning to understand the damn croftu Lord’s plans. Since his own units were too slow to run down the other army, they had just retreated, fleeing him each time Braskar attempted to push the battle. While their enemy lost a few creations each time due to the faster harpy archers, he was taking damage too as the bone javelin throwers caught the occasional harpy. If not for the presence of Ikuku, who managed to wear away at those units step by step, he might even be worried.

As it stood, the Heroes kept hidden and protected so that Ikuku could not snipe them.

"Braskar, he's pulling you out of position."

"I know." 

"So what are we going to do about it?" Matt said, throwing his hands up. "At this rate, by the time you get back, they'll have another army ready."

"Send a second one to attack the town?" Yiis offered. "My harpies could rain death from above." 

"Would be great, except we don't have any normal harpies in production to bolster your attack. Even if we pull the scouts back from trying to find the other cities, what you have isn't enough." Three units available were just too few. They needed more. "I can start production of harpies again. We've got the gold..."

"But it does not solve our current problems."

"Saakal from the other town?" Boudica offered. "It would hurt my own attempts, but they are quick to move."

"No, we still don't know what else is past that range," Matt said. 

"I have yet to encounter a town, though I believe I spot a village in the distance," Colombia said.

"Good. Go for it." Matt made note of that, though he wasn't sure if he wanted it empty or not.

"We could continue to build croftu," Ikuku offered. "While they are expensive – other than the normal units – they do allow us to test new strategies and are closest."

"I…" Matt made a face. He hated those creations, not just because of the cost but on an intrinsic, ‘uncanny valley, this is just wrong’ level. On the other hand, they were not wrong. They needed reinforcements and a single town far away was just not enough. “Fine, but are we committed to running them down then?”

“Two Heroes,” Braskar rumbled.

“Or you could bait them closer,” Irvine said. “You could return to the town and when they come after you, force them to fight you then.”

“We would be in danger of being flanked,” Braskar said.

“You’re in danger now,” Irvine pointed out. “Or what, you think they’re just going to let you run around till they’re ready?”

Braskar hesitated and Boudica cut in. “The Alchemist is right. Your choices are either to act immediately and wage a two-front war or retreat.”

“I will not retreat,” Braskar growled.

“Then your choice is easy.”

Matt’s lips thinned as he considered how best to play it out. Braskar was already giving orders, turning the army around. At the same time, Matt was staring at the distances involved, debating how to provide Braskar with what he needed. If it made sense.

“Alright, I’m sending the juggernaut and more croftu after you.” He sighed. “Turn around if you need to, but you’re going to need help if you want to take the town.”

"Very well." 

Silence, a rather grumpy one, but Matt did not have time to worry about that. He had other armies to handle, after all.

"How goes the chase?" Matt asked.

"Poorly. They retreat constantly. I am requesting – again – to be allowed to break my cavalry off to finish this," Boudica said.

"Denied. Again," Matt said patiently. "I have the cavalry from Town 4 on the way to reinforce you, and you'll meet up with the saakal eventually. You hold till you get them and then you can have your separate army."

“They could reinforce,” she grumbled.

“True enough. But we can reinforce faster.” He raised a hand. “On that note, the witch-hazelboxes. Do you want them now or wait till we have more than one unit?”

“Wait,” Boudica confirmed firmly. “You could use them in the town too. You drew down heavily there.”

“Yeah…” Matt grimaced. He was actually pretty low on gold too, with a few days dipping very close to zero. Of course, gold didn’t earn him any interest so making full use of it was the smart thing, but he couldn’t wait for the Marketplaces and Stone Harbour to kick in.

On that note, he’d have to start looking at expanding outside of his own capital. He was tempted to see what the second Trading Post could do. Or build the Trading Post up in the croftu town, though he was leery of that one. Mostly because he wanted to raze the entire place the moment he could.

Playing Dr. Frankenstein was still giving him nightmares. And not in the sexy Lady Munster ways, but the kind that makes you want to find a loofah and scrub your brain out. Frankly speaking, he didn’t even like looking at the image of the town, because the little bit he could glimpse – especially of the insides of the tanks and the like – were bad.

He really was looking forward to getting some new options at some point. Because if he was forced to make use of the croftu, he was going to be really, really unhappy.

“What are you considering, my liege?” Yiis asked, curious.

“Gold. And future building options. I’d love to get that second Temple up too and see if we can get some use of our Priests.” Matt sighed, glancing back to Carlos. The conversation they’d had when the Priest had declined to join the armies had been… well… not heated. Matt very well understood that he had no leverage on the other. Passive aggressive guilt tripping, perhaps, but no actual leverage.

After all, what was he going to do? Throw the man into jail? Tie him to a horse and send him out with Boudica?

Okay, he had considered that briefly. More for the fun of the idea than any actual expectation he would do it, but in the end, he had his own morals, lines he would not cross, and however much Matt might disagree, there wasn’t anything he could do about it.

"What if they do the same with me?" Boudica asked, curious. "Retreat to open a gap for their armies?"

"You keep harassing them," Matt said firmly. "Unlike Braskar, the people running out of time are the goblins here."

“Very well.” Giving up on her quest to run the goblins down, his general grew quiet. They still had more to discuss, though it would not need to be an all-hands meeting. While matters were progressing, they had won their major battles.

Now, the question was: what next?

***

Global Status Report

Day 156 (End of Day)

Pooled Gold: 18.50 (+216 Gold per day)

Total Units: 14 Woodlings, 15 Firecracker Flowers, 6 Saakal, 10 Mountain Saakal, 7 Saakal Vanguard, 9 Harpies, 14 Harpy Archers, 2 Rhym Harpies, 7 Heavy Cavalry, 3 Light Cavalry, 3 Mounted Archers, 5 Reisläufer, 8 Archers, 10 Croftu, 1 Croftu (Armoured), 1 Croftu (Alchemical), 1 Juggernaut Croftu, 1 Witch-Hazelbox

Cooldown: Burst Production (8/10), Spell Casting (M) (1/7)

Unit Organisation

Town 1: Carlos, 3 Woodlings, 3 Firecracker Flowers, 1 Witch-Hazelbox

Town 2: 2 Woodlings, 2 Firecracker Flowers, 1 Mountain Saakal

Town 3: 1 Harpy Archer, 1 Rhym Harpies, 2 Firecracker Flowers, 3 Woodlings

Town 4: 2 Archers, 1 Firecracker Flower, 1 Light Cavalry, 1 Heavy Cavalry, 2 Mounted Archers

Town 5: Irvine, 1 Firecracker Flower, 1 Mountain Saakal, 6 Archers, 1 Woodling, 4 Heavy Cavalry, 5 Reisläufer

Town 6: 2 Woodlings, 3 Croftu, 1 Croftu (Alchemical)

Army 1: Braskar, Ikuku, 1 Firecracker Flower, 3 Harpies, 6 Harpy Archers, 4 Saakal, 3 Mountain Saakal, 3 Saakal Vanguard, 4 Croftu, 1 Croftu (Armoured)

Army 2: 1 Harpy, 2 Harpy Archers, 1 Rhym Harpies (en-route to Army 1)

Army 3: 3 Croftu, 1 Juggernaut Croftu (en-route to Army 1)

Army 4: 2 Harpies, 1 Harpy Archer (scouting in north-east)

Army 5: 2 Saakal, 4 Mountain Saakal, 3 Saakal Vanguard (en-route to Army 7)

Army 6: Azimma, 1 Harpy, 2 Harpy Archers (scouting east)

Army 7: 1 Mountain Saakal, 1 Saakal Vanguard (guarding south-west near Town 2)

Army 8: 1 Harpy (scouting north-west desert)

Army 10: 1 Harpy (scouting north-west desert)

Army 11: Colombia, 2 Harpy Archers (scouting desert south of Town 6)

Army 12: Boudica, 3 Woodlings, 5 Firecracker Flowers, 2 Light Cavalry, 2 Heavy Cavalry, 1 Mounted Archer (chasing Goblin Army)

Village 1: (Empty)

Village 2: (Empty)

Village 3: (Empty)

Village 4: (Empty)

Vecasa (Village 5): (Empty)

Village 6: (Empty)

Village 7: (Empty)

Town 1 Status Report

In Production: Marketplace (9/12), Whipping Aubrey Plantation (7/8), Stone Harbour (3/12), Woodling (1/5), Firecracker Flower (1/5), Witch-Hazelbox (1/8)

Structures Completed: Grove (II), Road, Stall (II), Ranged Copse (II), Harbour, Village #2 – Watch Tower, Blacksmith (Upgraded), Fishing Dock, Basic Greenhouse (Researching: Melee Units), Watch Tower, Road to Village #3, Village #3 – Watch Tower, Village #3 – Horse Farm, Marketplace, Temple, Fishing Wharf, Trading Post, Tavern, Witch-Hazelbox Orchard

Structures Available: Shipyard, Brisk Nursery, Thread-Spinner Fields

Town 2 Status Report

In Production: Saakal (3/5), Saakal Vanguard (3/5), Mountain Saakal (1/4)

Structures Completed: Den (II), Tavern, Wall, Temple, Stall (II), Running Kennels, Mountain Saakal Cave, Blacksmith

Structures Available: Den (III), Javelin Range, Training House, Watch Tower, Blacksmith (Upgrade), Temple (II), Granary

Town 3 Status Report

In Production: Rhym Harpies (6/8), Harpy Archer (4/5), Harpy (0/3)

Structures Completed: Nest (II), Archery Yard, Stall (II), Marketplace, Pairing Grounds (Researching: Magic Units), School of Rhym Control, Trading Post, Blacksmith, Village #4 – Watch Tower, Village #4 – Road to Town #3, Village #4 – Trading Oasis, Village #4 – Roads, Village #7 – Watch Tower, Village #7 – Roads

Structures Available: Nest (III), Archery Yard (II), Watch Tower, Ancestors Hut, Observatory, Racing Rings, Floating Market, Blacksmith (Upgrade), Advanced Pair Grounds, Trading Post (II), Sky Shaman Rings

Town 4 Status Report

In Production: Light Cavalry (4/5), Blacksmith (2/5), Heavy Cavalry (0/7), Mounted Archers (0/4)

Structures Completed: Knightly Stables, Stables, Archery Range (II), Tavern, Wall, Stall (II), Trading Post, Road

Structures Available: Stables (II), Knightly Stables (II), Barracks, Archery Range (III), Watch Tower, Marketplace, Temple, Tavern (II), Trading Post (II)

Town 5 Status Report

In Production: Reisläufer (3/6), Blacksmith (Upgrade) (1/5), Heavy Cavalry (0/7), Archer (0/4)

Structures Completed: Barracks (II), Knightly Stables, Stables, Archery Range, Tavern (II), Wall, Stall (II), Marketplace, Watch Tower, Blacksmith, Training Hall, Trading Post, Road to Town #4, Road to Village #6, Village #6 - Watch Tower

Structures Available: Stables (II), Knightly Stables (II), Archery Range (II), Watch Tower, Temple, Mercenary Hall, Granary, Guild of Merchants

Town 6 Status Report

In Production: Armoured Croftu (2/8), Croftu (0/1)

Structures Completed: Creation Pond (II), Morgue, Lightning Towers, Waste Treatment Plant, Recycling Center, Stall (II), Blacksmith, Watch Tower, Trading Post

Structures Available: Hydroponic Producer, Morgue (II), Recycling Center (II), Explorers Guild, Blacksmith (Upgrade), Temple, Tavern, Marketplace


Chapter 10

Colombia stared at the pennants that indicated the presence of a new Lord. A visceral fear ran through her, and while she might never say it to Lord Fang directly, she was grateful that the Priest had chosen not to leave to do battle. That meant he was back in the capital with her Lord. If things went badly, if somehow this enemy Lord could hurt him too, Carlos could do something about it.

As it was, she was deathly afraid of utilizing her Skill. The fear was only allayed by two facts. Firstly, it was only Lord Fang. Though their existence was tied to his, it would not be the worst thing if her queen became the leader again. There was even a small chance that, if Lord Fang died, she would gain control and opportunity to attack her opponents.

A not unwelcome thought.

The other reason, outside of him directly ordering her to utilize her Skill, was that she did not wish to be Carlos. She had to find something, anything. Though she had flown out here to be a scout, it was her queen who had pointed out that even the gods of this world had not seen fit to make her one.

No, they had made her a Negotiator. A Diplomat. So she would be one.

Red and grey colors on the pennants, the red the color of dried blood and the grey the faded black of badly dyed cloth. In the middle, a leering figure of a shaman goblin. Not the kind of pennant that boded well for their discussions. Still, she could feel her power wrapping itself around her as she landed, her units high above and ready to reinforce her if needed. Though she doubted that would come to pass.

"I am here to open diplomatic channels between Lord Fang and your master!" she called out, staring at the ghostly militia that stared back even as she catalogued the village, the road that led south and further west. The lack of units. 

There was silence for a very long moment, to the point that she almost felt that her Skill had failed. Then, the world lurched and she was gone, her conscious thought no more as she became nothing more than a conduit for the two.

***

Matt found himself drawn from his tower, back into an open and empty land. Plain grass, a simple pavilion, a figure before him. He eyed the other, trying to grasp the basics of his opponent quickly, reaching sideways in his mind to make sure he had the option to leave at any time.

This time around, he would leave the moment aggression was chosen. He would not trust in the supposed safety of the Skill.

Short, shorter than even Matt, which made him smile a little. Perhaps five four. Something glittered on its brow, more than those large, limpid black eyes that seemed to stare into his soul as they regarded him – eyes that would have been cute even, if they were not so malevolent. It took Matt a little while longer to realise what it was: a rather beaten circlet with a single gem inset in the middle. For a moment, he wondered if it might be something enchanted, but it was a little too dull and dirty for what he would consider proper enchanted material.

Then again, what did he know?

"Human." The word came out low and guttural, not at all like the childlike body would make him expect. The entire creature before him, with the gray-green skin and emaciated body, gave off the appearance of a child aping adults. The ragged clothing that might have once been taken off the bodies of others – he swore that large stain across the chest was dried blood – and the too large, muddy and dirty jewelry all added to the same impression.

"Goblin," Matt answered in turn.

"You come surrender?"

"Nope. You?"

A cackling, wheezing laugh as the creature slapped its leg. "No surrender. Not allowed."

"Allowed?" Matt raised an eyebrow. "So you might if you had an option."

"Weak surrender, strong."

It took Matt a moment to parse that sentence. "The weak surrender to the strong. And you think I'm stronger than you?"

Now the goblin Lord looked puzzled. "Not?"

Realising he was screwing things up, Matt straightened his back and puffed out his chest a little. He almost raised his hand in the classic 'black bear, make yourself big' pose with hands outstretched before he realised how silly that would be. "I am. My armies are, for sure."

"Armies? Many?"

"Many many." Matt walked closer, eyeing the creature. There was an instinctive shrinking away at first, but the goblin stopped. "You should stop attacking me. Or else I'll get angry."

"Can't." 

"You sure about that?" Matt said, frowning. "Surely you have some leeway."

"Lee-hay?" 

"Leeway. Umm... ability to choose."

"Must fight."

There was a hint of sadness in the way the goblin looked and spoke, as though it was unhappy with the fact. A rather surprising thing, considering Matt figured they were more likely to want to fight, from what little he knew of them. Or what the non-Earth residents had offered.

Then again, nothing was as he had expected, so perhaps the goblins really weren't an aggressive race. Or perhaps, they just weren't one that liked fighting someone who was more powerful. None of those thoughts fixed the current problem though, which was getting the damn creature to stop attacking him. 

Except…

"Then, fight someone else." Matt raised a finger and pointed to the creature's left. "Go east. Or north. Fight somewhere else, not across the mountains."

"Fight… somewhere else?"

"Yeah. Not with me, but someone else. We call a stalemate. You don't come across my mountains, I won't send my armies over."

"Forever?"

"No. Neither of us can do that, can we?" Matt sighed. "But how about a hundred days? You can do that, right?"

"Too long."

"Is it?" Matt frowned. "Then?"

"Five." A hand raised up and Matt frowned. There were only four fingers on that hand. 

"You only have four fingers."

"Five!" Again the goblin insisted, pushing the hand forward. Once, then again. In fact, he did it five times.

"Oh! Five fours. So… twenty?"

"Yes!"

"I…" Matt frowned, trying to decide if that was too long or too short or whatever. It really depended on what he intended to do with the days, but twenty days would give him time to finish – or at least bring closer to an end – the war up north. Still, part of him knew that in any negotiation, you never accepted the first counteroffer. So…

"Seven fours. Twenty-eight."

"Six."

"Okay." Matt stuck his hand forward and then jerked it back a moment later when he realised what he had been about to do. Truthfully, he wasn't even sure it was a bad idea, but handshaking wasn't entirely universal for sealing a deal.

Anyway, the world seemed to not care. For he received a notification moments later.

Cease Fire Negotiations Completed!

Terms: Twenty-Four Days. No approach by either party past designated mountains. 

"Good." The goblin nodded, seeming to read something, then did a strange shuffle step. Moments later, it was gone and Matt found himself pulled back into his body.

Overall, a better negotiation than before, though he was left feeling as though he had been the one conned.


Chapter 11

"Oh, come on!" Matt complained the next day when Boudica let him know exactly how he had been conned. "I never agreed to that!"

"It seems a cease fire is all-encompassing," Yiis said clinically.

“I certainly will not require any more reinforcements for a while,” Boudica said dryly. “Unless you want to risk breaking this agreement?”

“What are the penalties?” Matt asked.

Yiis shook her head and looked over to Colombia. The Negotiator was frowning, her eyes distant as she tried to understand this Skill. In the end, she spoke slowly. “I think it might affect your reputation and your gold production.”

“I don’t really care about reputation, but gold…” Matt shook his head. That would hurt.

“You should,” Colombia said. “Why do you think he agreed to a ceasefire at all?”

“From context, I’d say my reputation?”

“Both total and the difference.” She said the words slowly as she felt her way around the answer that she intuitively knew. “Total to make it clear you were someone worth talking to. Difference indicating the amount of deference he should show you, how much stronger you are than him.”

“Because I get reputation from winning battles.” Matt grinned a little. “Thank you, croftu Lord.”

“Exactly.”

“Fine, so we have to let the goblin army retreat without harrying them. Doesn’t mean Boudica shouldn’t follow them, though. Block off the pass with your army till it’s time.”

“Get ready to assault them the moment the ceasefire is over?” Boudica said.

“Seems the best option, doesn’t it?”

She nodded mutely. “I shall see to it then. Unless you have other ideas, Warlord Braskar?”

“I trust that you’ll manage the war below. I have my own to deal with.”

And that, Matt knew, was all too true. After all, today was the day he was assaulting the town.

***

Braskar dismissed the conversation from his mind, focusing instead on the city before him. Once more, there were no walls to assault, just a wide open, sprawling city. Normally, he would prefer such a battle – if not for the enemy at his rear.

“You have eyes on them?” he asked out loud, grateful at least for the way that he could speak to the Hero, even when they were hundreds of feet apart and Ikuku was in the air.

“I do. Still approaching,” Ikuku said.

“Very well. When they near, fill them with arrows. Delay is the name of the game,” Braskar said. “We’ll lure our enemies out of their city.”

“Yes. I know.”

Braskar waved the croftu in first. He had a ton of those creations and chose to utilize them in place of the saakal. Better to let them be killed while locating his enemies in the maze of streets. If he did this right, he could also draw them out for his saakal to finish.

He would follow them, using the saakal vanguard as his wedge to punch through to the center once he worked out the best route. The good thing was that he could have the harpies point him in the right direction, but the problem was that there was a question of what was in the way.

Block after block, the croftu went in. The occasional enemy javelin croftu loosed an attack from a rooftop, but the harpies were perfect counters for them. They dived low, plucked the creatures off the roofs when they exposed themselves, and pulled up.

Halfway into the town was when their opposition finally made their presence known. The first to attack his croftu with vigorous violence were strange creatures coming out of the buildings. The attackers screamed and screamed and screamed as they emerged, never even bothering to protect themselves as they tore into the croftu. Within moments of clashing, a dozen of the croftu – an entire unit – had fallen. Just as fast to fall though were the berserker croftu, their aggression costing them as they bled out.

“Two streets,” Braskar muttered, listening to the relayed information from his Lord and the harpies before he gave quick commands to the saakal. They took off at a run, one group pulling back and taking a left turn, the other heading right. Within moments, they were rushing down the streets, loping forward quickly.

Not quickly enough. By the time they arrived and tore through the berserkers from behind and via sidestreets, there was only a single croftu unit left. Braskar stepped over the numerous corpses, pushing forward another block before having the team hold and rearrange themselves.

Then, it was time to move on.

At the same time, Ikuku was fighting his own battle, one that was reported to the Warlord via short messages.

“Calling water.”

“Javelin croftu firing. Lost four harpies.”

“Low losses of enemy; enemy Hero controlling movement well.”

“Enemy bogged down in mud pit. Volleying.”

“Alchemicals deployed via javelins. Harpy archers burning.”

Each new report punctuated the tense march as the enemy now filled the town with units, pouring them out in single unit groups, over and over again. Croftu, sent to bleed his own units, were dying easily but serving their main purpose.

Buying time.

“Reaching marked point.” Ikuku’s voice, reporting in one last time, forced Braskar to hiss in frustration. “Orders, Warlord?”

“How are we, my lord?” Braskar asked.

“Two thirds. But you’re going to face a lot more opposition from now on,” his Lord replied immediately. “They’ve packed the last few streets with armoured croftu. I see at least three variants and something massive lurking at the end.”

“I see.” The orcs front lip curled in disgust. He would never make it through the army gathered before him, not in time. “Number of units?”

“Lower. At a guess… nine units left.”

He had nine melee units himself, not counting the firecracker flower and armoured croftu left behind to slow his enemy. An even fight, considering these were his best units. No sign of a Hero involved, and if he concentrated his harpies and Ikuku, he might break through.

Might.

Not good odds. One thing Braskar had learnt was that you didn’t gamble with lives, not when you had a choice. It had been worth it to push inward, to try his opponents and see if they had few enough units for him to take the town in time.

It was not. They would be pincered.

“We are leaving,” Braskar rumbled. “Going east.”

“Skip the next road, take the one right after. It’s wider and curves around, and you’ll meet an almost straight road that runs parallel for a bit,” Matt replied immediately. “You need to move though.”

“Why?”

“Our enemies have sped up,” Ikuku replied. “I shall do my best to delay them.”

“Moving,” Braskar said. “Keep them off our back as best you can.”

“Understood.”

Then, there was no more time to discuss matters, for he would need to screen his units as they retreated. It would not take long for their enemies to understand their trap would not work.


Chapter 12

Ikuku stared at the results of his last cast, the churned mud of the desert sand having slowed his opponent down only a little. It would have been much more preferable if he had his students with him. Together, they could have turned the entire surroundings into a true quagmire instead of slowing down only the leading edge of the army.

Now, having marched around the mudpit, the enemy was speeding up, intending to catch Braskar in the streets. It would be a messy fight, especially as the remaining harpy units would be significantly less useful. Assuming, of course, he intended to waste his archers on fighting in melee.

For they were nearly out of arrows. Arrow after arrow had been sent into the air, and though a trail of corpses had been left behind, for the sheer number of arrows spent, it was a pitiful number. 

"This bannerman is having an outsized influence on his army," Ikuku said in a side conversation with his queen. "We should consider acquiring additional such individuals, for unit cohesion continues at high levels."

"Lord Fang dislikes Bards."

"An irrational dislike in the face of current evidence of their usefulness." 

"He is at times quite irrational," Queen Yiis said. "It is, at times, an advantage."

"Not presently." Sensing that his rhym organ had refilled sufficiently, Ikuku raised his hands again. "Next elemental test: glass.”

Blowing sand transformed into glass, dozens of shards gusting in the ever-present desert wind to catch his opponents unaware. There was no protection to be had, not from the tiny shards of glass that tore at exposed skin and filtered into gaps between chitin. More dangerously, it entered breathing tubes and open mouths, causing the small number that were caught in the gust to stumble to a halt, their breathing compromised.

“Success. Most effective element thus far.” Ikuku wished for a quill and paper, something that he could use to write his findings down. Thankfully – and shamefully – his queen was taking notes for him as he explored the full extent of his Skills.

“It affected fewer total number of units than your acid though,” Queen Yiis pointed out.

“More overall fatalities.”

Idly, he shifted the angle of his feathers and hitched one arm higher, banking to the side to avoid the javelin that lanced through the air where he would have been if he had kept his present course. The bannerman had kept a few of his units targeted on him, even if he stayed higher than all his other units. Perhaps he hoped for a moment of inattentiveness.

Or perhaps he had other ideas.

Smart opponents were always dangerous, though the Banner Bearer faced the usual problem of dealing with the sky blessed. You could not kill what could not be reached. Which was why they had hunted down their eyries, smashed their homes, and killed their young. Poisoned the waters and harried them till the late of the night when the blessed finally had to land. Killed them in their sleep or when they could no longer retreat.

Scum.

“Do you think the orc’s choice was the correct one?” Queen Yiis asked.

“I cannot say. Matters of violence are still new to me and he has much more experience, I fear,” Ikuku replied. “We shall learn soon.”

The croftu arrived at last, streaming into the city. Multiple units broke up and he watched carefully for sign of the Hero. He wished to utilize his main Skill on them, though he debated if that was the best course of action. With their enemy so compressed, it was possible he could wipe out an entire unit if he timed it well.

A single Hero who might or might not survive his strike was more of a gamble.

“Flowers to engage in five,” Ikuku said. One flap of his wings, then another, and three more before the croftu, so busy rushing down the street to the waiting unit that they did not think of why that might be.

The orc had left the firecracker flowers and armoured croftu behind near the entrance of the city. The flowers now acted, opening up their arms and tearing the croftu to shreds. Piled up close and compressed as they were, they fell easily. Each explosion sent a half-dozen falling to the ground, some dead, most only injured.

Mattered little when the creatures right behind trampled them in their haste to reach the flowers. The wood elementals held, unconcerned as their bottom arms let loose, dropping another line. Another group of croftu were crushed under, a whole unit gone just like that.

The ones behind managed to make it a half-dozen steps closer before the top limbs fired again.

“Retreat,” Ikuku ordered, waving a hand downwards. He pulled on the stones, sharpening them and creating multiple spikes. Fragile things that could be broken easily, their points too sharp, too thin for the material.

All the best, for when the croftu pushed forward, they left with the stone embedded in their bodies, leaving them to fall soon after, crippled. He bought the flowers time to fire their bottom and top arms once more before they streamed between members of the armoured croftu.

Massive things, lumbering forward slowly even as the flowers retreated.

The crash of beetle-like croftu and the normal amalgamations saw the enemy die, pulped by their units. However, those behind pushed in, armoured croftu meeting armoured croftu in a stalemate that held the main road, allowing the firecracker flowers to retreat further, to set up for the next attack as their arms recharged.

Of course, it was a big city.

While they had concentrated their energy and focus on the main route in, half his harpy archers killing the units that had piled up behind, putting arrow after arrow into that group, the other half had been doing their best to harass the armoured croftu who had split into other streets.

Then, after the enemy had run out of armoured croftu, normal croftu, lancers, even javelin archers had pulled apart. Only the alchemicals had stayed out of the city, a good thing overall. Even Ikuku had ignored them as they went the long way to attempt to intercept Braskar.

They would not make it, but he could admire the persistence.

“Two to three arrows left,” Queen Yiis said softly. He could hear the sadness in her voice, the exhaustion that came from watching one’s people die over and over again. Knowing that it was about to happen again and not being able to do anything about it. Survivor’s guilt.

Foolish.

“Yes. I will have them dive once when they are out.” Ikuku watched as the firecracker flowers, now close to being encircled, redirected down a side street. They would hold there, the small alleyway and their attacks liable to enact a heavy toll on the attackers. He would send the harpies down when it was time to destroy their opponents.

“They’ll die,” Queen Yiis said.

“Yes. But done correctly, we should only lose a few of the flock for each unit. Sufficient that they can regenerate during our retreat.” Ikuku wove his hand together, yanked upwards, and watched as the flames he had lit under the armoured croftu burst to life. There had only been a few left, so the explosion of fire that engulfed the unit and the enemy saw to their and many of the opponents’ deaths. “The green one is correct. Bleed them on their way in, buy time, and kill units. That is what we must do here and now.”

“Even if more of the flock die?”

“They are not real. None of us are. We are but the vengeful ghosts of a lost people,” Ikuku said. “Some of us are more cognizant of our circumstance than others, but in the end, our lives – their lives – matter not.”

“Then, why fight?’

“Why do ghosts do anything? To bring fear and pain to others, of course. To return to them what they brought upon us, many times over.”


Chapter 13

Pacing back and forth, watching the units pull back, Matt struggled with his inability to act in silence. Occasionally, he would offer a suggestion or report on a new unit breaking off, though for the most part, he kept quiet. Ikuku had things well in-hand at the back, even going so far as to wipe out two entire units – badly mauled armoured croftu and a joined spear-chucker group – in a square when they had run into one another.

Only when his spell had been cast did the enemy Hero make himself known, bringing his troops under direct control and rushing forward. All too late though, for by that point, the sacrifice of wood elementals and armoured croftu were sufficient to allow Braskar to pull back.

He was far enough away, even under constant battle, to exit the city. They were retreating in ignominious defeat, having lost all of his croftu units, his wood elementals, two saakal units, even a harpy unit. 

However, the damage left behind was telling. For nearly every unit fallen, he had taken two. He had bled his opponents, forced a fight and managed to escape the closing trap. All while forcing his opponent to commit in a way they had not wished. His parting shot of flanking units that had torn into the remaining alchemicals trying to sneak up on them had been the bloody cherry on top of the meat cake.

Even so, watching Ikuku and Braskar throw units and lives away without blinking, the battle teetering on the edge of disaster more than a few times, had left Matt with a whole lot of nervous energy and what he could swear was the start of an ulcer. 

"I think that's it?" Matt muttered as Braskar walked out of the city with his units, the entire group pulling back under the shower of more stones. Those few croftu that had managed to stay in contact backed off rather than be brained by the fast-moving projectiles, the mountainous saakal never running out of them.

At least, not in the city. That might change once they were in the desert, though Matt had never seen the saakal pick up stones from the streets either. Just reach into a never-emptying pouch to keep sending attacks over. Possibly an artefact of their creation, like the magical quivers that refilled each night.

In other words, system insanity.

"I believe you are right," Carlos said. The Priest's presence had been mostly silent, offering no suggestions on the battle itself. Yet, with Yiis speaking with Ikuku and helping him manage his side of the battle, Carlos had been a useful verbal pressure valve, one that Matt had blasted with thoughts, worries, and concerns all through the day. "The enemy does not seem to have any more of these… lancers?"

"Cavalry equivalents, yeah." Matt let out a breath, his shoulders unknotting. Then, he grabbed the table as a wave of exhaustion hit him, the sudden loss of adrenaline making him weak. "Oh. Head rush."

"Sit down." Carlos helped guide Matt to a chair and then grabbed a cup of water, though after Matt raised a shaking hand, he elected to keep hold of it instead. "Are you well?"

"Post-battle fatigue. Adrenaline dump disappearing," Matt said. "I'll be fine. Haven't had it this bad in... well... a while." His stomach, knotted the whole day and fed only small bites, began to clench and complain, reminding him. "Food. Sugar. Get enough of that, I'll be fine."

"I can do that." Carlos frowned, raised a hand, and whispered a prayer. His hand glowed and energy washed through Matt, perking him up a little as his body was filled with magical energy. It was not a complete fix, of course, since half the exhaustion – at least – was mental rather than physical. 

But it helped.

By the time he had finished the meal that Carlos had brought back, reviewed the map, and partaken in some basic conversation about the food – the weirdness of it and the lack of proper spices – the day had passed further and the much awaited notification had finally, finally arrived.

Battle Report (Army #1 vs Enemy Town & Croftu)

Results: Defeat! (9 Units Lost, 14 Units Escaped, 19 Units Defeated)

Penalties: -2 Gold, -1 Reputation

Matt could not help but wince at the numbers. The only good news was that beyond a cursory penalty, he had not much gold taken from him. Entirely because they had managed to wreak so much havoc on his opponents. Of course, even with nineteen (!) units defeated, his enemies still had nearly as many left.

And those units would not be the cakewalk simple basic croftu he had slain by the wagonload.

Of course that left his army rather sparse.

Braskar, Ikuku, 2 Harpies, 6 Harpy Archers, 3 Saakal, 2 Mountain Saakal, 3 Saakal Vanguard

Sure, the harpy archers were numerous and while he had lost a number of the flock during their dive bombing attacks, there were still enough to cause trouble. But they were irritations, ways to weaken his opponents, not the hammer that crushed them.

He needed other units for those and, sadly, those were all far behind. Numbers-wise, he might have gotten closer to parity, but numbers did not tell the full story. Not in this case. He could not just throw his units at the town and hope to win.

“If we’ve got a real ceasefire here…” Matt hesitated, tracing the route back. “I’m tempted to send Braskar the saakal.”

“Army 7?”

“Yes.”

“Boudica will be unhappy,” Carlos said neutrally.

“Yeah.” He could imagine that coming discussion, but in the end, there was a reason he was the boss. He had to weigh the needs of the group, and the damn croftu were expensive, variable, and just terrible in general.

Even if reinforcements started moving now, it would take them forever to arrive. Better to plan for the future, especially since…

“At least two more cities. If not three.” Matt grimaced, making note to keep producing more croftu. It really was not going to end well if he didn’t keep up with his opponent. The only advantage he could see was that his opponent did not have the same gold capacity he did.

"Are you certain?"

"Of what?" Matt groused at Carlos. "I'm certain of nothing but the fact that we have to keep pushing. And if we have a moment of respite, we have to use it."

And wasn't that the rub. Because in a few days, Azimma and his enemies would arrive, and that was a whole different kettle of fish.

***

Global Status Report

Day 157 (End of Day)

Pooled Gold: 27.50 (+216 Gold per day)

Total Units: 14 Woodlings, 14 Firecracker Flowers, 5 Saakal, 9 Mountain Saakal, 7 Saakal Vanguard, 8 Harpies, 15 Harpy Archers, 2 Rhym Harpies, 7 Heavy Cavalry, 4 Light Cavalry, 3 Mounted Archers, 5 Reisläufer, 8 Archers, 7 Croftu, 1 Croftu (Alchemical), 1 Juggernaut Croftu, 1 Witch-Hazelbox

Cooldown: Burst Production (9/10), Spell Casting (M) (2/7)

Diplomatic Notes: Ceasefire with Lord Itz (23 days remaining)

Unit Organisation

Town 1: Carlos, 3 Woodlings, 3 Firecracker Flowers, 1 Witch-Hazelbox

Town 2: 2 Woodlings, 2 Firecracker Flowers, 1 Mountain Saakal

Town 3: 2 Harpy Archers, 1 Rhym Harpies, 2 Firecracker Flowers, 3 Woodlings

Town 4: 2 Archers, 1 Firecracker Flower, 2 Light Cavalry, 1 Heavy Cavalry, 2 Mounted Archers

Town 5: Irvine, 1 Firecracker Flower, 1 Mountain Saakal, 6 Archers, 1 Woodling, 4 Heavy Cavalry, 5 Reisläufer

Town 6: 2 Woodlings, 4 Croftu, 1 Croftu (Alchemical)

Army 1: Braskar, Ikuku, 2 Harpies, 6 Harpy Archers, 3 Saakal, 2 Mountain Saakal, 3 Saakal Vanguard

Army 2: 1 Harpy, 2 Harpy Archers, 1 Rhym Harpies (en-route to Army 1)

Army 3: 3 Croftu, 1 Juggernaut Croftu (en-route to Army 1)

Army 4: 2 Harpies, 1 Harpy Archer (scouting in north-east)

Army 6: Azimma, 1 Harpy, 2 Harpy Archers (scouting east)

Army 7: 2 Saakal, 5 Mountain Saakal, 4 Saakal Vanguard (en-route to Army 1)

Army 8: 1 Harpy (scouting north-west desert)

Army 10: 1 Harpy (scouting north-west desert)

Army 11: Colombia, 2 Harpy Archers (en-route to Town 2 via mountain pass)

Army 12: Boudica, 3 Woodlings, 5 Firecracker Flowers, 2 Light Cavalry, 2 Heavy Cavalry, 1 Mounted Archer

Village 1: (Empty)

Village 2: (Empty)

Village 3: (Empty)

Village 4: (Empty)

Vecasa (Village 5): (Empty)

Village 6: (Empty)

Village 7: (Empty)

Town 1 Status Report

In Production: Marketplace (10/12), Stone Harbour (4/12), Woodling (2/5), Firecracker Flower (2/5), Witch-Hazelbox (2/8), Whipping Aubrey (0/5)

Structures Completed: Grove (II), Road, Stall (II), Ranged Copse (II), Harbour, Village #2 – Watch Tower, Blacksmith (Upgraded), Fishing Dock, Basic Greenhouse (Researching: Melee Units), Watch Tower, Road to Village #3, Village #3 – Watch Tower, Village #3 – Horse Farm, Marketplace, Temple, Fishing Wharf, Trading Post, Tavern, Witch-Hazelbox Orchard, Whipping Aubrey Plantation

Structures Available: Shipyard, Brisk Nursery, Thread-Spinner Fields

Town 2 Status Report

In Production: Saakal (4/5), Saakal Vanguard (4/5), Mountain Saakal (2/4)

Structures Completed: Den (II), Tavern, Wall, Temple, Stall (II), Running Kennels, Mountain Saakal Cave, Blacksmith

Structures Available: Den (III), Javelin Range, Training House, Watch Tower, Blacksmith (Upgrade), Temple (II), Granary

Town 3 Status Report

In Production: Rhym Harpies (7/8), Harpy (1/3), Harpy Archer (0/5)

Structures Completed: Nest (II), Archery Yard, Stall (II), Marketplace, Pairing Grounds (Researching: Magic Units), School of Rhym Control, Trading Post, Blacksmith, Village #4 – Watch Tower, Village #4 – Road to Town #3, Village #4 – Trading Oasis, Village #4 – Roads, Village #7 – Watch Tower, Village #7 – Roads

Structures Available: Nest (III), Archery Yard (II), Watch Tower, Ancestors Hut, Observatory, Racing Rings, Floating Market, Blacksmith (Upgrade), Advanced Pair Grounds, Trading Post (II), Sky Shaman Rings

Town 4 Status Report

In Production: Blacksmith (3/5), Heavy Cavalry (1/7), Mounted Archers (1/4), Light Cavalry (0/5)

Structures Completed: Knightly Stables, Stables, Archery Range (II), Tavern, Wall, Stall (II), Trading Post, Road

Structures Available: Stables (II), Knightly Stables (II), Barracks, Archery Range (III), Watch Tower, Marketplace, Temple, Tavern (II), Trading Post (II)

Town 5 Status Report

In Production: Reisläufer (4/6), Blacksmith (Upgrade) (2/5), Heavy Cavalry (1/7), Archer (1/4)

Structures Completed: Barracks (II), Knightly Stables, Stables, Archery Range, Tavern (II), Wall, Stall (II), Marketplace, Watch Tower, Blacksmith, Training Hall, Trading Post, Road to Town #4, Road to Village #6, Village #6 - Watch Tower

Structures Available: Stables (II), Knightly Stables (II), Archery Range (II), Watch Tower, Temple, Mercenary Hall, Granary, Guild of Merchants

Town 6 Status Report

In Production: Armoured Croftu (3/8), Croftu (Experiment) (0/6), Croftu (0/1)

Structures Completed: Creation Pond (II), Morgue, Lightning Towers, Waste Treatment Plant, Recycling Center, Stall (II), Blacksmith, Watch Tower, Trading Post

Structures Available: Hydroponic Producer, Morgue (II), Recycling Center (II), Explorers Guild, Blacksmith (Upgrade), Temple, Tavern, Marketplace


Chapter 14

"I am not complaining about you creating your catapult variant," Boudica said patiently.

"Cannon," Matt said. "Or trebuchet? I guess it's closer to a trebuchet. Not a cannon, I guess, though it's getting there."

"I am not concerned with that. But you sent my – your – saakal northward to the orc."

"I did. He needs reinforcements."

"I agree," Boudica said.

"Then, why are we arguing?"

“Because you did it without consulting me first!” Boudica snapped. “Those were my troops, those were my plans you destroyed. If you had asked, I would have agreed but you. Didn’t. Ask.”

“Oh.”

Yiis, hands crossed before her, was watching the entire proceedings silently. He could see the ‘told you so’ in her eyes though, what with the various management and rulership lessons that had been drilled into him over the last few months. However, it was one thing to be told how to do something right.

Another to do it.

“Sorry.” Matt scratched at the back of his head. “I… I’m not used to this.”

“That is clear enough.” A long, frosty silence before she let out a breath, visibly cooling as she did so. He was rather impressed at how fast she had gone from livid to pleasant. Something he wished he could learn to do. His family had always done the long-term grudge till one or the other died kind of thing.

Which, you’d think, would mean he would be more careful about others’ feelings.

You’d think.

“Now, tell me about these whipping aubreys.”

“Oh, I can do that.” Visibly excited, Matt pulled the information forward.

Unit Name: Whipping Aubreys

Type: Wood Elemental

Tier: Lesser Tier IIb

Number: 2

Movement: 1

Cost: 50 Gold

Melee Attack: 0

Melee Defense: 2

Ranged Attack: 25

Ranged Defense: 5

Hit Points: 4

Speed: 4

Special Abilities: Extremely Long Range, Hardened Seed

Vulnerabilities: Fire (Medium)

Growth Potential: Low

Unfortunately, Boudica was less impressed than he was. “Two units only? And what is that melee attack and defense?”

“They’re not really good at defending themselves,” Matt said. “You shouldn’t even have them in a place where they can be attacked. That's pretty much standard for artillery, isn't it? And look at that ranged attack!"

"It is powerful, though your woodlings, once bloodied and trained, and the pikemen are nearly as strong."

"Yeah, but extremely long range," Matt said. "You could set up a while before and keep them firing. More importantly, the point is to use them against towns and forts, the walls and the keep."

"Do you know what happens when you destroy buildings and towns though?" Boudica said. "Destroying a wall or fort becomes a lot less interesting if you have to occupy it later."

Matt shrugged. "I'm hoping for magical fixes?" 

She snorted and then gestured around her. "Well, I've wasted enough of my morning. We will follow the goblins across the mountain and block it off. If you can send more cavalry, at the least, we will be ready when they come back."

"You think they will?" 

"I am certain." She cocked her head to the side and continued, "Also, those mortars you’ve spoken of, send them.”

“Of course.”

Turning a little as though dismissing him from the conversation, Boudica frowned, concentrating. Moments later, Matt felt the connection happen, pulling Boudica and Braskar in together. He raised an eyebrow, a little surprised that she managed to even do that.

“Warlord Braskar. Do you have an update on your status?” she spoke firmly.

“We have retreated to a nearby hex at this time and are holding position there,” Braskar said. “Our enemies have chosen to join together in the town but are not attacking or chasing us at this time.”

“Could they catch you?” Matt asked, curious.

“If they choose to try, possibly,” the Warlord growled. “We do not know the full strength of our enemy, nor do we know what units they might have held in reserve and hidden.”

“Yeah, that town is good at that,” Matt said.

“Could you lure them out and then send units to take over the town?” Boudica asked. “It seems to me that you could attempt a second attack tomorrow to continue the siege if they do not attempt to chase you away.”

“I have considered it. With the loss of both croftu and firecracker flowers, we are better positioned to conduct a mobile battle.” Braskar grimaced and his voice showed doubt clearly as he continued, “I fear that is why they have chosen not to pursue us.”

“So, keep hitting them,” Matt said. “You have time to do it today too, no?”

Braskar nodded. “You wish me to harass them as before?”

“Exactly.”

“I fear it might drain our resources if we do so. And the enemy Hero—”

“Won’t dare show his face,” Matt said. “Or else Ikuku will put a lightning bolt through him.”

"Very well, my lord." Braskar raised his hand and waved his units forward. For a moment, the angle changed and Matt realised that the units had been holding, facing the town. Not turned around, ready to flee. It seemed his orc had just been waiting to speak with him before he went back in.

"Good luck."

"It will not be required."

Matt wasn't sure he agreed, but he could guess what the orc intended. Constant harassment, making full use of Ikuku and his flying harpies and maybe even the mountain saakal, never delving deep enough to get stuck in town, if you would. Laying siege and making full use of the magical nature of their replenishments.

Until his reinforcements arrived and he had enough strength to fight. 

He wanted to watch further, but the fact stood that he had other things to do. In particular, after dismissing Braskar, he called forth Azimma's point-of-view.

"Yes?"

"Status?"

"They continue to follow. Slowly." Azimma made a movement like he was stringing a bow and continued, "I could have bled them. Again and again."

"You know why we didn't," Matt said.

"You hope for peace with the green groundbound, the lizards." Azimma snorted. "Your hope will see to many deaths."

Ignoring the comment, Matt asked, "You have the army count?" 

Rather than tell him, Azimma just made the army numbers appear.

Enemy Army (Izalmen): 4 Izal'li Riders, 3 Red Izal, 2 Green Izal, 11 Izal

“Not a lot of variety. Any idea what the colours mean?” Matt asked.

“The basic Izal are javelin users. Three javelins, longer one held in hand. Gauntlet on left arm. Green is heavy infantry. More armour, bigger spears. Red is light armour, no throwing spears.” Azimma rattled off the information quickly.

“Anything else on the red?”

“No.”

Before Matt could ask for details, Boudica cut in. “Magic, probably.”

“You think so?” Matt asked.

“It suits what we know of this world,” Boudica said. “Otherwise, they will be skirmishers, but it seems all their basic units are skirmishers already.”

“So, easy to beat on the field but numerous?” Matt said.

“Unlikely to be easy. Just because they have less armour does not make them easy,” Boudica said.

“Yeah, fair.” He grunted after a moment. “Just waiting for the dwarves and their basic heavy infantry.”

Of course, then he had to explain dwarves – especially dwarves as envisioned by hundreds of DnD nerds – to Boudica. At some point, Azimma cut their connection, leaving Matt to grumble about rude harpies.

“Do you believe your people can hold against those numbers?” Boudica asked eventually.

“Even numbers, and we have the fort and two Heroes.” Matt shrugged. “And they’re mainly basic units. If we can’t, we’re in real trouble. Reinforcements aren’t going to show up till it’s over.”

Boudica looked guilty then about demanding her own reinforcements. But Matt could not help but wave it away. It was always going to be tight when they were fighting a three-way war. And if the battle was going to be a little closer fought than he hoped, it did have the advantage of perhaps making his enemies underestimate him.

Which was important, because they were going to need every advantage they could get. At least, so long as they had to fight against three different armies. And yeah, the temporary ceasefire counted, as far as he was concerned.

Not as though goblins were exactly known for their peace-loving and trustworthy nature in stories, after all.

***

Global Status Report

Day 158 (End of Day)

Pooled Gold: 53.50 (+216 Gold per day)

Total Units: 14 Woodlings, 14 Firecracker Flowers, 6 Saakal, 9 Mountain Saakal, 8 Saakal Vanguard, 8 Harpies, 15 Harpy Archers, 3 Rhym Harpies, 7 Heavy Cavalry, 4 Light Cavalry, 3 Mounted Archers, 5 Reisläufer, 8 Archers, 8 Croftu, 1 Croftu (Alchemical), 1 Juggernaut Croftu, 1 Witch-Hazelbox

Cooldown: Spell Casting (M) (3/7)

Diplomatic Notes: Ceasefire with Lord Itz (22 days remaining)

Unit Organisation

Town 1: Carlos, 3 Woodlings, 3 Firecracker Flowers, 1 Witch-Hazelbox

Town 2: 2 Woodlings, 2 Firecracker Flowers, 1 Saakal, 1 Mountain Saakal, 1 Saakal Vanguard

Town 3: 2 Harpy Archers, 2 Rhym Harpies, 2 Firecracker Flowers, 3 Woodlings

Town 4: 2 Archers, 1 Firecracker Flower, 2 Light Cavalry, 1 Heavy Cavalry, 2 Mounted Archers

Town 5: Irvine, 1 Firecracker Flower, 1 Mountain Saakal, 6 Archers, 1 Woodling, 4 Heavy Cavalry, 5 Reisläufer

Town 6: 2 Woodlings, 5 Croftu, 1 Croftu (Alchemical)

Army 1: Braskar, Ikuku, 2 Harpies, 6 Harpy Archers, 3 Saakal, 2 Mountain Saakal, 3 Saakal Vanguard

Army 2: 1 Harpy, 2 Harpy Archers, 1 Rhym Harpies (en-route to Army 1)

Army 3: 3 Croftu, 1 Juggernaut Croftu (en-route to Army 1)

Army 4: 2 Harpies, 1 Harpy Archer (scouting in north-east)

Army 6: Azimma, 1 Harpy, 2 Harpy Archers (scouting east)

Army 7: 2 Saakal, 5 Mountain Saakal, 4 Saakal Vanguard (guarding south-west near Town 2)

Army 8: 1 Harpy (scouting north-west desert)

Army 10: 1 Harpy (scouting north-west desert)

Army 11: Colombia, 2 Harpy Archers (en-route to Town 2 via mountain pass)

Army 12: Boudica, 3 Woodlings, 5 Firecracker Flowers, 2 Light Cavalry, 2 Heavy Cavalry, 1 Mounted Archer

Village 1: (Empty)

Village 2: (Empty)

Village 3: (Empty)

Village 4: (Empty)

Vecasa (Village 5): (Empty)

Village 6: (Empty)

Village 7: (Empty)

Town 1 Status Report

In Production: Marketplace (11/12), Stone Harbour (5/12), Woodling (3/5), Firecracker Flower (3/5), Witch-Hazelbox (3/8), Whipping Aubrey (1/5)

Structures Completed: Grove (II), Road, Stall (II), Ranged Copse (II), Harbour, Village #2 – Watch Tower, Blacksmith (Upgraded), Fishing Dock, Basic Greenhouse (Researching: Melee Units), Watch Tower, Road to Village #3, Village #3 – Watch Tower, Village #3 – Horse Farm, Marketplace, Temple, Fishing Wharf, Trading Post, Tavern, Witch-Hazelbox Orchard, Whipping Aubrey Plantation

Structures Available: Shipyard, Brisk Nursery, Thread-Spinner Fields

Town 2 Status Report

In Production: Mountain Saakal (3/4), Saakal Vanguard (0/5), Saakal (0/5)

Structures Completed: Den (II), Tavern, Wall, Temple, Stall (II), Running Kennels, Mountain Saakal Cave, Blacksmith

Structures Available: Den (III), Javelin Range, Training House, Watch Tower, Blacksmith (Upgrade), Temple (II), Granary

Town 3 Status Report

In Production: Harpy (2/3), Harpy Archer (1/5), Rhym Harpies (0/8)

Structures Completed: Nest (II), Archery Yard, Stall (II), Marketplace, Pairing Grounds (Researching: Magic Units), School of Rhym Control, Trading Post, Blacksmith, Village #4 – Watch Tower, Village #4 – Road to Town #3, Village #4 – Trading Oasis, Village #4 – Roads, Village #7 – Watch Tower, Village #7 – Roads

Structures Available: Nest (III), Archery Yard (II), Watch Tower, Ancestors Hut, Observatory, Racing Rings, Floating Market, Blacksmith (Upgrade), Advanced Pair Grounds, Trading Post (II), Sky Shaman Rings

Town 4 Status Report

In Production: Blacksmith (4/5), Heavy Cavalry (2/7), Mounted Archers (2/4), Light Cavalry (1/5)

Structures Completed: Knightly Stables, Stables, Archery Range (II), Tavern, Wall, Stall (II), Trading Post, Road

Structures Available: Stables (II), Knightly Stables (II), Barracks, Archery Range (III), Watch Tower, Marketplace, Temple, Tavern (II), Trading Post (II), Blacksmith (Upgrade)

Town 5 Status Report

In Production: Reisläufer (5/6), Blacksmith (Upgrade) (3/5), Archer (2/4), Heavy Cavalry (2/7)

Structures Completed: Barracks (II), Knightly Stables, Stables, Archery Range, Tavern (II), Wall, Stall (II), Marketplace, Watch Tower, Blacksmith, Training Hall, Trading Post, Road to Town #4, Road to Village #6, Village #6 - Watch Tower

Structures Available: Stables (II), Knightly Stables (II), Archery Range (II), Watch Tower, Temple, Mercenary Hall, Granary, Guild of Merchants

Town 6 Status Report

In Production: Armoured Croftu (4/8), Croftu (Experiment) (1/6), Croftu (0/1)

Structures Completed: Creation Pond (II), Morgue, Lightning Towers, Waste Treatment Plant, Recycling Center, Stall (II), Blacksmith, Watch Tower, Trading Post

Structures Available: Hydroponic Producer, Morgue (II), Recycling Center (II), Explorers Guild, Blacksmith (Upgrade), Temple, Tavern, Marketplace


Chapter 15

Matt waved away the battle notification that told him he had lost. Again. The only thing that mattered in that notification was not the gold or reputation he’d lost, but the number of units – one – that Braskar had managed to destroy.

Or, more specifically, that Ikuku and his spell had managed to kill.

As important as keeping their enemies on their toes and destroying units were, that was only one portion of the war that Matt was watching. Nor was Boudica's continued shadowing of the departing goblin army that interesting. Or even projections of what kind of units he might need, though having to plan for five to eight days in the future with limited gold reserves was always compelling.

No, today was the day that he had to deal with the enemy in the north-east that Azimma had led, by the nose, to his own town. He could only hope that, left with a very clear target, they would either choose to speak – or at least avoid fighting till Colombia arrived and he could speak to them – or depart. Or, in a worse case, that they’d try their hand at the town itself. 

The worst case though would be them following the road, leaving Matt with no choice but to deploy his army out of Town 5.

It took them half a day before the army was in range, lizard after lizard showing up on the map. Azimma flew into the town, joining up with Irvine and the rest of the army, all of them waiting. The harpies took turns taking to the sky, gliding on thermals as they waited for the enemy to commit.

“Come on, come on,” Matt whispered, shifting his weight from foot to foot.

The enemy army approached, stopping outside the gates. Lizards lined up before the fort. Riders were on the edge, waiting. Dark green izal were in separate blocks, the normal olive-colored lizards making up the majority. They waited, standing in line, watching the fort.

Ten minutes, twenty.

Until they began to approach, all in a block. They marched forward slowly. Matt frowned, staring at the izal army, worrying his lower lip as he tried to decide what to do. Or how to do it.

“Don’t think they’re going to talk, boy,” Irvine called out, breaking into his thoughts.

“I want to give them one more chance,” Matt admitted.

“One more?” The Alchemist sounded frustrated. “The potions on the boil, boy. No more time to dilly-dally, got to add the eye of newt in or it’ll combust.”

“I understand.” A twitch of his hand as he brought the connection to Azimma to the front. “Get the rest of the archers up, harpies later. Azimma, can you put an arrow, say, about twenty feet ahead of them?”

“What for?” Yiis asked.

“That’s the line. A visible line that once they cross, you rain down hell on them.”

“Wasteful.” But for all that he said it, Azimma was wheeling over, his wings flapping and holding for a moment as he drew his bow and released an arrow. It flew through the sky, arcing through the air before slamming into the ground about the right distance away. Perhaps a little short if Matt was feeling picky.

But hell, he was beginning to understand how difficult it was to actually hit things properly – and that was standing on two feet with a ground that was, for all intents and purposes, unmoving. Not as though people noticed the slow spin of the planet or the shifting of tectonic plates. Unless you were a really good sniper, of course.

That being said, Matt had to wonder if any of those calculations held true. Was this planet or world a sphere? It could have been four elephants stacked on a turtle for all he knew. Not as though anyone was actually telling him and he wasn’t even certain how he’d go about verifying that. Some form of high-level mathematics, star watching, and a bunch of instruments to gauge what angle everything was, he figured. But knowing a vague theory was very far away from knowing how to actually do it.

All that time thinking silly thoughts meant that he’d missed the part where the army, never even slowing down, passed the arrow. He didn’t miss the wave of arrows striking the bodies almost immediately after, certain they had been launched before the iskal had crossed the line.

He could complain, but Azimma had the right of it. They had been given enough chances; it was time to finish them.

The first volley killed the most, partly due to surprise, partly due to how closely packed the units were. The subsequent rain of arrows, loosed at will, did less damage. Hands and gauntlets were raised, heads lowered, ranks parted a little to give more space.

“No Hero,” Matt muttered, almost certain now. It might have been hard to tell, and he might still be wrong, but there were no major differences in the ranks, in the way they stood or moved. Entirely similar in type, overall. If the Hero was around, they were doing a damn good job of hiding.

“All the better,” Irvine said.

The incoming army weathered the harpy archer storm relatively well. After all, there were only two units up in the air, so even though the initial attacks had worked, there was only so much damage the pair of units could do. However, once the army reached a point where the archery units could fire, the first volley caught the izal out.

One after the other, the lizards fell, their hardened scales insufficient to stop the broadhead arrows from punching through. In the first volley, as many izal fell in that moment as the entire preceding march.

“Good job,” Matt muttered.

Irvine grinned. “I also have a new present for them…”

He waved the harpies onwards, the group bearing big bags. They flew over the army, tearing the bags open and letting a dust cloud fall. Not pink or grainy but a fine dust.

“Improved itching powder?” Matt asked.

“Worse. Watch.” Irvine just grinned, something malicious in his eyes.

At first, the steady march by the izal continued through the rain of dust. Then, one after the other began to break stride. One turned to another, twisted, and swung, another shouted at the sky, then a few more bumped into one another. Others were less affected, only a slight twitch or frown showing the effect of the dust on them.

A few more affected started growing aggressive, swinging weapons or attacking one another. The units that had previously been moving cohesively broke up, no longer in a straight line. That was when the gates to the fort swung open, unit after unit of cavalry trotting out, none of them even pausing to shake out before they began to close the gap.

“Loose at will,” Azimma growled, waving at the harpy archers. The ones on the wall kept loosing arrows, one after the other, into the scrum. Izal turned, fighting one another or the air, wandering aimlessly around. Some fell over, again and again, the front lines unable to form to meet the upcoming charge, not with the dust still affecting them.

So when the heavy cavalry hit, it was with the thunder and fury of dozens of horses plowing through, only a few riders taken down by the irregular flurry of javelins that were thrown by the izal that weren’t affected by the dust.

Dozens of lizards were knocked over, trampled, cut, or pinned.

And that was just the start of the battle.


Chapter 16

Wings flaring high above the fight, Azimma strung his bow again and tracked one of the green izal. He watched as it turned, trying to strike at one of the heavy cavalry. While it was distracted, he released his arrow. It buzzed through the air, cutting into the creature when it landed, sinking in just above the collar bone.

Already, the heavy cavalry was pulling away, turning around. The space between the walls and the army had shortened such that there were barely a few hundred meters left, the arrows from harpies and archers on the walls going up high at an angle to fall into the backline where the cavalry had never managed to near.

Instead, they'd punched in at an angle, cutting to the sides and disrupting the lines further before turning about, pulling away to the sides before they began the long retreat back to the fort. He could see the Alchemist waving his hands around, herding the four-footed groundbound back in, loud and nervous as the enemy cavalry met them on the field.

Fool for sending them out. 

Now, they might not even make it back.

“You should let the harpies help,” Yiis said.

"They will die."

"But the cavalry won't." Her voice dropped as she continued, "You know it's the right thing to do."

"I do." A grunt, anger flaring for a moment, before he gestured. Harpy units, individuals turning in the air, aimed for the charging cavalry and lizards. The groundbound greenskins. "Target the riders."

Matt spoke then, coming to the same conclusion moments later. Reiterating the suggestion to use the harpies to buy the heavy cavalry time. "Target the riders, keep them distracted. Don't get trapped on the ground."

"I have already ordered their deaths."

"I'm not asking them to die!" the groundbound Lord began but then fell silent, head lowered. "You're right. I am. But the cavalry needs to get back and the harpies won't all die." Softer, as though he thought Azimma could not hear, he added, "I hope."

He could tell the boy that hope was a fool's decision, a choice that would never see him rewarded. There was nothing to be hoped for, no prey at the end of the talons, no rotten meat forgotten in the pile to be savored. There was but pain and loss and regret behind that false door of emotion, hope.

But he did not. He owed the boy nothing more than the loyalty to follow his orders, and even then, only so long as it suited Azimma's own goals. 

Good thing for the boy his needs were simple – and violent.

He watched as his harpies impacted the riders, some managing to sweep down and up, pulling riders off the massive lizards or even pinning them, taking them into the sky to be dropped later. He noted it was easier for them with these smaller green lizards. He had heard there were some green-skinned goblins that were even smaller, better prey.

Azimma looked forward to meeting them and feasting on their livers.

"Good. Gaining space…" Matt was muttering. "Irvine, can you get the firecracker flowers and mountain saakal to volley down into the riders when they come up?"

"The cavalry is too close. They might get hit."

"They're a lot more defended," Matt said. "Acceptable risk."

The boy was changing, even if he did not realise it. Talking about acceptable risks, acceptable losses. Growing callous. A good thing, because war had no place for the weak or the caring. It was only a place for the savage and the violent, and even then, it was never enough. Not to protect one's family. Not in the end.

"I can try. Azimma, can you?" Irvine asked.

The harpy sighed, but he threw his own will and orders at the remaining ranged units on the wall. He felt the resistance, but perhaps it was their higher levels or the boy’s, but eventually the crack of exploding flowers, the smack of stone, and the ping of metal-tipped seedlings rang through the air.

A couple of the cavalry members stumbled, though only one ended up on the ground, forced to fight the incoming enemy cavalry on his feet. The others limped back in through the gates before the withering fire from the remaining archery units and the lack of armour drove their attackers away, leaving corpses of lizards, Izal, and other fleeing and bleeding creatures behind.

He wondered how those lizards tasted? Probably not as good as the izal.

Sapients always tasted better.

His harpies were in the air now, only a third of them lost to the dive. Not a bad number, though the javelins that had taken out some of them as they had risen had been an unpleasant surprise. He was glad he had chosen not to go down. The calculus and randomness of war chose no sides.

It could as easily have been him pinned to the ground by a javelin, lizards stabbing him with their spears. He watched a female harpy trying to escape, twitching in her death throes, and then dying, knowing it was just bad luck. 

He still punished the one who had thrown the javelin with an arrow through the eye anyway.

Then, the fire turned to the main army. To the green izal and the rest of the units who had, at last, managed to sort themselves out, the last of the Alchemist's dust dispersing. Not very long lived, but it had done quite a bit of damage. A good contribution, if not sufficient.

When they made it close enough to start using their javelins, he watched as izal threw them in a rain of arcing projectiles. A good quarter never even cleared the wall, another third flew too high and landed behind the wall. Less than half managed to land along the wall where archers and pikemen waited, but they were ready.

Crouched down, waiting, hiding. 

One set of javelins, then another, and then the final third. A few units died, but not enough to make a real difference.

Now came the rushing, the magical appearance of ladders as they reached the walls. Stones and arrows and seedlings rained down on the group, over and over again, dozens of figures falling by the wayside each moment. Pikemen with their long weapons stabbed downwards, knocking over ladders or embedding their polearms into heads and bodies.

Even he could tell that the izal were getting nowhere, not on the walls. No chance of them making it over.

There was no chance of them breaking through the number behind the gate, even if they could break those open. His lord’s heavy cavalry was right behind them, all of them ready to charge forth to shatter the incoming army if the polearm wielders failed.

They could hold so easily.

The red izal marched closer, finally at the walls. Not on the ladders, but underneath the structure, a long line of red amidst the green that streamed around them. They inhaled and then breathed flames from their mouths to strike the top of the walls. Pikemen fell back as well as some of the archers, screaming in surprise and pain as hair and armour and skin caught alight. 

In the gap, little green lizards scrambled up the ladders, hands and legs pulling their bodies upwards. 

"Archers, target red units!" Azimma snarled at the harpies in the sky, making them wheel around and over to hover, facing the fort itself. They loosed arrows as best they could, not daring to get too close in case they were pinned by the units at the back, the ones who hadn't managed to throw away all their javelins.

"Fire, eh?" Irvine growled. He was on the walls, twisting and throwing something down at the closest cluster of red izal. It was caught in a stream of fire, the ensuing explosion creating a small hole in the ground and misting multiple members of the izal. Almost immediately, the Alchemist was running for the next portion of the wall.

He was doing his best to contribute to the battle. One that they were winning handily.

Which left Azimma worried about what might come next.


Chapter 17

Morning was a pain and a half.

Battle Report (Town #5 vs Lord Poppard)

Results: Victory! (0 Units Lost, 15 Units Escaped, 5 Units Defeated)

Rewards: +10 Gold, +5 Reputation

A quick glance showed the remains of the besieging army, a number that wasn’t that high but nothing to scoff at either. Certainly not a number that Matt was certain he wanted his units to meet.

Enemy Army (Izalmen): 2 Izal'li Riders, 2 Red Izal, 2 Green Izal, 9 Izal

Especially when Azimma had provided the last piece of information late last night.

Enemy Army Sighted!

Izalmen: 1 Hero, 4 Izal'li Riders, 4 Red Izal, 4 Green Izal, 2 Izal

That put the total army that the pair of Heroes was facing at thirty, nearly one and a half times their own. More importantly, the second army, now only two hexes away, was mainly comprised of more powerful and specialized izal.

“I shall continue to harass the besieging army,” Azimma growled. “The groundbound have nothing on us and I can continue to reduce their numbers.”

“Yeah, go for it. Irvine, if you can offer anything…” Matt said absently. Sleeping had been hard, knowing how much danger the pair was in. The battle was definitely not tilted in their favor, though it wasn’t as bad. While the maxim of offense needed to be three times the defense – or was that surprise? Really, it didn’t matter, since it didn’t hold true as much in this magic kingdom.

End of the day, the margins were a lot tighter than he’d like, even if the town was gaining units and a Blacksmith upgrade. A concern that had left Matt unable to sleep properly last night as he’d debated what to do.

“Got it,” Irvine said. Then, not getting an answer from Matt, he asked bluntly, “What is it, boy?”

“I just…” He hesitated, recalling a recent bollocking, then waved a hand to pull the Heroes and Yiis into the conversation. Including Braskar, though he knew the Warlord was getting ready for battle. “Should we reinforce Irvine? Or will they be able to hold?”

“I thought we had decided against this last night?”

“That was before we found out they had a second army right behind the first. There might be another one right behind this one too,” Matt said.

“And my own reinforcements?” Boudica asked, curious.

“You don’t need them. The peace treaty is holding for a lot more days,” Matt said.

“Except I have spotted many units moving to the pass,” Colombia said. “I am protected from direct attack, but this gathering so close to our peace treaty..."

"You believe they will breach the non-aggression pact," Yiis said. "How certain are you?"

"As certain as the baby nestling chirps at dawn."

"I'm going to call that very certain," Matt said, rubbing his temples. "What does that mean? Via the system? Surely there have to be some penalties or something for doing that."

"There will be." Colombia's voice was very firm at first, then softened as she added, "But I don't know what."

"Great. Very useful." Then, before Yiis could complain, he raised a hand in apology. "Sorry, I'm being bitchy. I didn't sleep well. Worry and stress." Another grimace. "Being the Lord of an interdimensional war is not great for ones hypertension.”

"Then we have two active fronts and one that is liable to begin soon." Yiis peered at Colombia. "How many are coming?"

"Uncertain, but many. I spotted at least two large armies and not just basic units either."

"Then we must be ready for us to have three fronts,” Yiis said. “We should increase unit production to the maximum.”

“Maximum maximum?” Matt said. “Because we have some basic units we’re not producing – like the infantry in each of the human towns – because they’re just not as good.”

“Are they at least comparable to the basic units of our opponents?” Braskar asked.

“Of the izal? Probably. Just about, at least,” Matt admitted. “Certainly better than the goblins and croftu, not as good as the woodlings or saakal.”

“Then we should add to them.”

“Is that gold not earmarked for the Temple?” Carlos spoke up, interrupting the generals.

“Prayers do not matter at this time,” Ikuku said. “Superstition will not aid us.”

“God is real!” Carlos snapped. “It is no superstition and learning why we are here and what we can do is important. If I had a better Temple, I’m sure I would have a better connection.”

“And if you are wrong?”

When he got the silence he’d wanted, Matt added, “Let’s do the math. We could add infantry and archers to Towns 4 and 5. That's about a hundred gold. Light cavalry in Town 5 is also another option. Can't do mounted archers there." Drumming his fingers a little, Matt did a quick count. "That's what? A hundred and thirty or so more gold, but spread out over multiple days. It'll be a blow right this second, but eventually, we'll be able to buy the Temple in a day or two at worst."

"Assuming we don't add any additional items," Yiis said. "We should be considering the Granary for the saakal. Blacksmith upgrades for all towns. Upgrades to the Trading Posts. The Observatory. Marketplace in Town 4. That Guild of Merchants, which you yourself have said might be of use."

"Ooooh, the Guild." Matt had forgotten that one. That was the problem with so many competing demands. "Still, much of that sounds like long-term upgrades. Right now, we've got a three-front war to win, which means more units on the ground and maybe the Blacksmith."

"If we had guidance…" Carlos started.

"Then you best get praying," Matt snapped. "Guidance isn't much use if we don't have the ability to survive." Then, seeing the hurt on Carlos' face, he added, "I know. I know we need it. Just… give me a few days."

"Of course."

Once he had assured himself that he had enough gold to produce the extra units to supplement his existing ones, the only other real question was whether it made sense to purchase a Blacksmith upgrade.

Eventually though, after glancing at Carlos, Matt had to admit that he probably should wait. While important, it was unlikely to make a major difference if he waited a day or two. And like the Priest, whose own insistence likely arose from a shaking of his faith, Matt too wanted answers.

All he had to do was survive the upcoming wars long enough to get them.

###

***

Global Status Report

Day 160 (End of Day)

Pooled Gold: 153.50 (+226 Gold per day)

Total Units: 15 Woodlings, 15 Firecracker Flowers, 6 Saakal, 10 Mountain Saakal, 8 Saakal Vanguard, 9 Harpies, 15 Harpy Archers, 3 Rhym Harpies, 7 Heavy Cavalry, 4 Light Cavalry, 4 Mounted Archers, 6 Reisläufer, 9 Archers, 10 Croftu, 1 Croftu (Alchemical), 1 Juggernaut Croftu, 1 Witch-Hazelbox

Cooldown: Spell Casting (M) (5/7)

Diplomatic Notes: Ceasefire with Lord Itz (20 days remaining)

Unit Organisation

Town 1: Carlos, 4 Woodlings, 4 Firecracker Flowers, 1 Witch-Hazelbox

Town 2: 2 Woodlings, 2 Firecracker Flowers, 1 Saakal, 2 Mountain Saakal, 1 Saakal Vanguard

Town 3: 1 Harpy, 2 Harpy Archers, 2 Rhym Harpies, 2 Firecracker Flowers, 3 Woodlings

Town 4: 2 Archers, 1 Firecracker Flower, 2 Light Cavalry, 1 Heavy Cavalry, 3 Mounted Archers

Town 5: Irvine, Azimma, 1 Harpy, 2 Harpy Archers, 1 Firecracker Flower, 1 Mountain Saakal, 7 Archers, 1 Woodling, 4 Heavy Cavalry, 6 Reisläufer

Town 6: 2 Woodlings, 7 Croftu, 1 Croftu (Alchemical)

Army 1: Braskar, Ikuku, 2 Harpies, 6 Harpy Archers, 3 Saakal, 2 Mountain Saakal, 3 Saakal Vanguard

Army 2: 1 Harpy, 2 Harpy Archers, 1 Rhym Harpies (en-route to Army 1)

Army 2: 3 Croftu, 1 Juggernaut Croftu (en-route to Army 1)

Army 4: 2 Harpies, 1 Harpy Archer (scouting in north-east)

Army 7: 2 Saakal, 5 Mountain Saakal, 4 Saakal Vanguard (guarding south-west near Town 2)

Army 8: 1 Harpy (scouting north-west desert)

Army 10: 1 Harpy (scouting north-west desert)

Army 11: Colombia, 2 Harpy Archers (en-route to Town 2 via mountain pass)

Army 12: Boudica, 3 Woodlings, 5 Firecracker Flowers, 2 Light Cavalry, 2 Heavy Cavalry, 1 Mounted Archer (en-route to Army 7)

Village 1: (Empty)

Village 2: (Empty)

Village 3: (Empty)

Village 4: (Empty)

Vecasa (Village 5): (Empty)

Village 6: (Empty)

Village 7: (Empty)

Town 1 Status Report

In Production: Stone Harbour (7/12), Witch-Hazelbox (5/8), Whipping Aubrey (3/5), Woodling (0/5), Firecracker Flower (0/5)

Structures Completed: Grove (II), Road, Stall (II), Ranged Copse (II), Harbour, Village #2 – Watch Tower, Blacksmith (Upgraded), Fishing Dock, Basic Greenhouse (Researching: Melee Units), Watch Tower, Road to Village #3, Village #3 – Watch Tower, Village #3 – Horse Farm, Marketplace, Temple, Fishing Wharf, Trading Post, Tavern, Witch-Hazelbox Orchard, Whipping Aubrey Plantation, Marketplace

Structures Available: Shipyard, Brisk Nursery, Thread-Spinner Fields

Town 2 Status Report

In Production: Saakal (2/5), Saakal Vanguard (2/5), Mountain Saakal (1/4)

Structures Completed: Den (II), Tavern, Wall, Temple, Stall (II), Running Kennels, Mountain Saakal Cave, Blacksmith

Structures Available: Den (III), Javelin Range, Training House, Watch Tower, Blacksmith (Upgrade), Temple (II), Granary

Town 3 Status Report

In Production: Harpy Archer (3/5), Rhym Harpies (2/8), Harpy (1/3)

Structures Completed: Nest (II), Archery Yard, Stall (II), Marketplace, Pairing Grounds (Researching: Magic Units), School of Rhym Control, Trading Post, Blacksmith, Village #4 – Watch Tower, Village #4 – Road to Town #3, Village #4 – Trading Oasis, Village #4 – Roads, Village #7 – Watch Tower, Village #7 – Roads

Structures Available: Nest (III), Archery Yard (II), Watch Tower, Ancestors Hut, Observatory, Racing Rings, Floating Market, Blacksmith (Upgrade), Advanced Pair Grounds, Trading Post (II), Sky Shaman Rings

Town 4 Status Report

In Production: Heavy Cavalry (4/7), Light Cavalry (3/5), Mounted Archers (0/4), Infantry (0/4), Archer (0/4)

Structures Completed: Knightly Stables, Stables, Archery Range (II), Tavern, Wall, Stall (II), Trading Post, Blacksmith, Road

Structures Available: Stables (II), Knightly Stables (II), Barracks, Archery Range (III), Watch Tower, Marketplace, Temple, Tavern (II), Trading Post (II), Blacksmith (Upgrade)

Town 5 Status Report

In Production: Heavy Cavalry (4/7), Reisläufer (1/6), Light Cavalry (0/5), Infantry (0/4), Archer (0/4)

Structures Completed: Barracks (II), Knightly Stables, Stables, Archery Range, Tavern (II), Wall, Stall (II), Marketplace, Watch Tower, Training Hall, Trading Post, Blacksmith (Upgrade), Road to Town #4, Road to Village #6, Village #6 - Watch Tower

Structures Available: Stables (II), Knightly Stables (II), Archery Range (II), Watch Tower, Temple, Mercenary Hall, Granary, Guild of Merchants

Town 6 Status Report

In Production: Armoured Croftu (6/8), Croftu (Experiment) (3/6), Croftu (0/1),

Structures Completed: Creation Pond (II), Morgue, Lightning Towers, Waste Treatment Plant, Recycling Center, Stall (II), Blacksmith, Watch Tower, Trading Post

Structures Available: Hydroponic Producer, Morgue (II), Recycling Center (II), Explorers Guild, Blacksmith (Upgrade), Temple, Tavern, Marketplace
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