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​Shadow Wars
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I'm a loot-hunting adventurer, not a general.

I play online MMOs for exciting quests, to level my character and find cool loot. Not to lead armies.

But now I have to fight a battle to get the quest item I desperately need.

I've never commanded troops or built bases or strategized an attack more complex than a dungeon raid. When it comes to war, I'm a complete noob.

Yet, defeat isn't an option. I've got to win or everything I've worked so hard for will be lost.

So, they want a war? 

I'll give them one.
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​CHAPTER ONE
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My view-screen suddenly went dark, and a message appeared before me: 

You Have Died. 

Still shaking with the adrenaline rush of combat, I stared at the floating text in shock. What the heck? How did that happen? 

I'd been engaged in a ferocious knockdown, drag-out fight with an Elite Cyclops who happened to be the final obstacle in completing my quest. For two full weeks, I followed an elaborate chain of interlinked quests all leading to a final goal: The Lost War Banner of Y'Godda. 

After a lot of quest related angst and bother, the location of the War Banner had finally been revealed to me; a magically sealed cave hidden in the Forest of Dreams. The elation of my discovery soon evaporated when I arrived at the cave to find the Elite Cyclops guarding it, massive obsidian club in hand.

Assessing the monster gave me pause. He was more powerful than me but not by much. Still, given everything I'd been through, giving up wasn't an option. We fought for nearly an hour. He, with is club and innate Cyclops abilities (like the One Eyed Death Stare), and me with sword and bow.

My Shadow class granted me Shadow Form, the ability to effectively turn almost invisible. When he swung at me, I'd activate my Shadow Form and dodge away, only to reappear and strike at him from a different angle.

It was going great for a while, too. Despite the Cyclops' near infinite reservoir of hit points, I'd chipped away at his health until it dropped to roughly fifteen percent remaining. Then disaster struck – I got cocky. Which, it turns out, is a fatal mistake when dealing with an Elite monster.

I'd fired a Disorientation arrow that temporarily blinded him. But, apparently, the Cyclops race has a strong resistance to blinding attacks – go figure. When I switched to my sword and ran in close for a final kill-strike, the Cyclops had recovered. The towering humanoid dropped his club and, before I could even react, clapped his meaty hands together.

The result of using the Thunder Clap ability sent out a concussive wave which threw my little avatar pinwheeling across the clearing to splat against a tree.

My view-screen distorted to simulate being nearly knocked out and disoriented. When my vision cleared, I found the Cyclops towering over me and massive obsidian club descending fast.

I tried to roll out of the way, but not fast enough.

Now I stared at a death screen. Something I hadn't experienced in what felt like ages.

With no more fight to engage in, I masochistically scrolled through the combat log at the bottom left of my view-screen. Here was a detailed statistical account of the fight. Just from these messages alone, things had looked good for me.

Vivian Valesh strikes Elite Cyclops in the left leg for 220 hit points of damage.

Vivian Valesh hits Elite Cyclops with an arrow in the right shoulder for 125 hit points of damage.

And on, and on it read with similar messages, all showing how I'd bled away the creature's hit points to almost nothing.

But then there was the final message.

Elite Cyclops crits Vivian Valesh with Obsidian Club of Smashing. Elite Cyclops critical damage bonus is x5. Vivian Valesh takes 3,500 hit points of damage. 

Vivian Valesh is dead.

3,500 hit points of damage. Yup, that killed me alright, considering I was down to 700 hit points at that point.

I sighed and sagged back in my simulation suit its rigging and attachments pulling at my body. Normally my view was of the game's world and moving about in the suit went unnoticed. But confronted by the blackness of character death, its apparatus felt more prominent.

Now what? I thought, trying not to sulk. I could go back to work, but the IceStation was humming along just fine without me loitering about. My job was effectively to simply be present as the station AI performed all the necessary tasks to harvest ice on Callisto. Instead of twiddling my thumbs I play Unlimited Fantasy Worlds Online. Corny title, freaking amazing game!

But now my character was dead.

Death meant I had to start all over again. Never mind the time wasted trying to locate the Lost War Banner of Y'Godda. All the progress my character made attaining levels over the months had been wiped out in one fell swoop of a crit-charged obsidian club.

Such is the fickle nature of playing the game.

Restarting my character meant suffering time in one of the dreaded newbie zones, areas filled with simple quests designed to coddle new characters through their first few levels.

I silently cursed myself for being overconfident. The image of the club filled my vision.

My frustration had gotten the better of me. I even considered slipping out of my simulation suit and just walking away from the game. (Sacrilege!)

But I was an addict. Even in death, I needed my fix.

I gave the view-screen my full attention. Sensing my eye movement the game faded the death message away in preparation for bringing up the character creation screen.

But it didn't.

Blackness, like a void, stared back at me.

I wiggled my fingers and made gestures with my hands. Nothing happened. Did the game get hung up? Although an incredibly rare event, the game did bug-out on occasion, sending players back to their login screens.

But no login screen appeared.

After a few moments of finger karate and arm flapping, I decided to make an angry call to Customer Support. But before I did, a new message appeared before me.

Amara Frostwalker has used a Ruby of Resurrection on you.

Do you wish to be resurrected? Yes/No?

Stunned, it was all I could do but stare at the screen. A resurrection. What are the odds? Me, way out in the middle of nowhere all on my own and someone walks by and offers to save me.

Amara Frostwalker? Didn't know this person as far as I could remember. But I'll remember now.

I selected Yes.

The blackness of my view-screen dissolved away.

Blue sky filled my vision, and I realized my avatar was laying on the ground. An elven woman's face peered down at me.

“Hello,” said the elf. “You should be okay now.”

I sat up, blinking in amazement.

“Wow,” I said and jumped to my feet. “Now this is a first.”

“A first what?” asked the elf. “First time dying, or first time getting killed by a Cyclops?”

“First time being resurrected,” I said with a smile. Then I looked about in alarm. “The Cyclops?”

The elven woman pointed to the edge of the clearing. A large body was splayed out on the grass. Its huge eye stared sightlessly into the sky.

“How did you kill him?” I asked while checking the icons on my view-screen. Health was at maximum and no indications of any lingering effects.

The elf shrugged. “While he was smashing your head with the club, over and over, I snuck up and back-stabbed him. Took him out in one go.” She smiled impishly. “It was easy because you'd taken his health down so low.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Thanks for that. And for resurrecting me. It was such a surprise. I'm not use to the kindness of passing strangers. Most players are pretty hardcore.” That was an understatement. Considering how high the stakes were in this game, you had to be really motivated to save another player. Especially when it might mean you could die, too. Instead of one person being sent to the newbie zone, it could easily become two.

The elf woman nodded and looked a little nervous. She said, “I'm Amara Frostwalker, by the way. But you'd already know that now from the system message.”

I let out a nervous laugh. “I'm Vivian Valesh, pleased to meet you. And I really mean that.” I laughed a little more and as we shook hands, I got a better look at her.

Like me, she was a Shadow class character, only her race was elven. She wore a nearly identical outfit as mine; hooded cloak, leather leggings and vest. But unlike my solid black garb, hers was a muted gray, with different tones.

Across her back was a quiver full of arrows. On her thigh was a sheathed short sword. She stood a head shorter than me with a narrow frame which was typical elven bone structure.

Her eyes were a bright emerald green, with hair a snowy white pulled back under her hood.

“No worries,” Amara said. “It's not every day I get to rescue a legend.”

“Legend? Me?” I said, taken aback.

Amara's expression changed to one of disbelief. “Yeah! You're Vivian Valesh, the Shadow who defeated the Demon King and got the Legendary Cloak of Shadows.”

“Oh, right,” I said. “That.” Uh-oh, I thought. Did I have a groupie on my hands?

Amara beamed. “And you killed the Ogden Trite! The richest and most powerful player in the entire game.”

“I'd argue against him being the richest and most powerful. But I'm sure he thinks that. And still does.” I am not a Player Killer by heart, but Ogden Trite had put me in a position where I had to take action. Lucky for me, it worked out in my favor.

Amara nodded with enthusiasm. “Your exploits are all over the net. Engraved forever in the wikis, too.”

Not sure what was expected of me I decided to make her an offer. “Let me pay you back for the Ruby of Resurrection. It's the least I can do.”

Amara shook her head. “No, not at all. I didn't buy it. It was a random drop on a Daily Quest awhile back. Just never had the need to use it until now. I'm a solo player, mostly.”

“Cool,” I said. Well, that would save me a huge pile of gold I couldn't really afford.

Amara suddenly said, “I've gotta run, so I'll leave you to your quest.” She turned to walk out of the clearing and into the forest.

Before she left I asked, “Hey, can I ask you a question?”

Amara paused at the tree line. “Sure.”

“Why'd you do it? Why'd you save me?”

The elven woman raised an eyebrow in thought. Then said, “Because you never know when helping someone else might pay off in the future.” And with that, she vanished into the trees.

Huh, I thought. Okay, sounds reasonable. Kinda. But a little strange. What she had done was big, yet she wanting nothing in return.

I shrugged and gave my character stats a quick once over.

Name: Vivian Valesh

Race: Human

Class: Thief

Subclass: Shadow

Level: 45, 18% toward next level

Hit Points: 1250, Mana: 120

Attributes:

Strength: 34

Agility: 46

Constitution: 40

Wisdom: 15

Intelligence: 15

Charisma: 20

Main Skills: (Level 3 or greater)

Archery: Level 8, 81%

Acrobatics: Level 3, 55%

Climbing: Level 7, 20%

Dodge: Level 7, 12%

Parry: Level 6, 20%

Sneak: Level 7, 42%

Swords: Level 9, 72%

Minor Skills: (Under level 3 - Select to view)

Having been stuck at level 44 for what seemed like forever, I'd hit 45 a couple of days prior. I'd stuffed two Attribute points into Constitution, bumping up my hit points, and one point into Strength.

My 3 Ability points went into a brand new ability I'd wanted for a long time.

Multi-Shot Ability (3/6)

+15% Damage, -30 second to cooldown.

Allows for four normal arrows to be shot at the same time. Cannot be used with special arrows. 2 minutes 30 seconds cooldown. Next level grants +20% Damage bonus and -40 seconds to cooldown.

Nice, huh? I originally was only going to put two points into it, but the third point gave four arrows to shoot at once, instead of three. Couldn't resist.

Satisfied everything was fine, I swiped away the stats and turned to look at a large stone door set within a nearby outcrop of rocks. The door's surface was covered with a magical barrier which rippled like a rainbow as sunlight played across it.

My elation at being brought back to life morphed into an equally thrilling feeling: accomplishment.

This was the end of my long quest chain, the final stop. Had the stupid Cyclops not nuked me, I could claim to have finished it all on my own. But who was I to argue with luck? I stepped around the corpse of the Cyclops and stood before the sealed door.

With an outstretched arm, I placed a hand against the barrier. Having completed all the steps necessary to get here, I was now allowed to pass. The barrier dissolved at my touch. Gears thunked and turned from within. The stone door then slowly opened, sliding to one side and disappearing into the rock itself. A dark passage presented itself.

Finally, I thought. If nearly being sent to the newbie zone was the cost of getting here, then so be it. Totally worth it.

I crossed the threshold, then stopped. Something wasn't right.

I spun around to look back outside at the clearing. Grass and trees swayed with a breeze.

For long moments, I waited and watched. Nothing changed. Eventually, the corpse of cyclops faded away, the game's way of cleaning house. Bodies of opponents and monsters did not rot as they might in the real world. Of that I was grateful. I'd be responsible for a lot of dead bodies cluttering the ground across the gaming universe. Thousands of them. Tens of thousands, even.

I shook my head. There was nothing. I was just on edge after having my head crushed.

I followed the passage deeper.

It opened up to a large cavern, and I paused, stunned.

The entire floor was covered in skeletons, more than could be counted. Some were clad in armor while others clasped swords. They formed a macabre carpet of death. And each one held out an arm and pointed with a skeletal hand to the center of the cavern.

There, upon a rocky rise, stood a banner flag which billowed from an undetectable breeze. A shaft of sunlight fell from a hole in the ceiling to envelope the banner, causing it to emanate with a magical glow.

The Lost War Banner of Y'Godda.

“Sweet,” I said, impressed with the ambiance. Talk about a cool room to hold the final quest item. Gotta love it when the developers go the extra mile to make the game feel even more special than it already was.

A row of skulls formed a pathway through the skeletons from where I stood to the banner. With a quick look around I cautiously walked across it, wary of a trap.

I crossed and soon stood before the banner. Nothing happened. No traps, no worries. Time to cross off another quest from my quest log.

I sheathed my sword, grabbed the banner's wooden pole with both hands and pulled.

Nothing happened.

Frowning, I pulled again. The banner didn't budge. Not an inch.

What the heck?

I looked down to see someone else was also grabbing onto the banner's wooden pole with two hands.

I gasped in surprise. It was Amara

She'd dropped out of Shadow form and grabbed the banner the same moment I did.

“What the heck?” I blurted. Why was she here, and what did she want with the banner?

Amara's face contorted with anger. “This is mine, FILTERED. Let go of it!” My language filter kept me from hearing the colorful and nasty words some people threw at me.

Amara tried to pull the banner away, but it held fast, stuck in the rocks.

“This is not yours,” I said, confused. I tried to pull the banner away from her, but it still didn't budge.

For a few moments we both feebly tugged at the banner but it didn't yield to either of us.

Frustrated with this nonsense I decided to unsheathe my sword, but was struck with a thought.

What would happen to the banner when I let it go? Technically, it was the final item to obtain in my quest chain, but could it still be claimed by Amara? She'd grabbed it the exact moment I did, and as a result the game hadn't assigned the item to either one of us, yet.

“What the heck do you think you're doing?” I said, anger flaring in my chest. “This is my quest item. I earned it.”

Amara, still holding steadfast to the banner, tried to kick at me with her closest leg. I blocked it with a knee.

“Open world quest, FILTERED,” she said, almost spitting out the words. “Why should I spend weeks trying to finish a stupid quest chain when I could just wait for an idiot like you to finish it for me?”

She kicked again, and I blocked it.

Unfortunately, she was right. This quest was open to anyone, and so its quest items were available to any other player. They didn't need to follow the entire quest to get the reward, they just needed the items.

This was an item based quest. I needed the Lost Banner to take to the final quest giver to get the reward. But Amara hadn't bothered to do the quest herself, she wanted to steal the final item and claim the quest reward for herself, without doing any of the work.

Then it hit me.

“You resurrected me so I'd open the sealed door!” I said, almost shouting.

Amara laughed, like a witch's cackle. “You dumb FILTERED. Now you figured it out. Well done, FILTERED.”

She certainly had a potty mouth, and the more we kicked at each other and tried to wrestle the banner free, the more likely I was going to start swearing, too.

For several moments we kicked at one another, and Amara would punctuate each one with a filtered curse.

This was ridiculous. The moment either one of us let go of the banner, the game would assign it to the other.

What could I do? Wait until one of us had kicked the other to death?

Turned out I didn't have to come up with a solution. As chance would have it, the solution presented itself.

The cavern suddenly brightened, and a large figure materialized next to us.

Both Amara and I paused in our kickfest to look in amazement at the new arrival.

A dwarf stood next to the banner, frowning at us. He was clad in heavy white armor. A voluminous red beard hung down to his waist where twin hand axes were tucked into his belt.

Although surprised at his appearance, it was the name above his head which caused me to gasp in surprise.

Y'Godda the Warrior King (Spirit)

“Oh, FILTERED,” said Amara.

Y'Godda's frown deepened. “What do we have here?” he said, his baritone voice echoing around the chamber. “Two adventurers are trying to claim my banner? Yet, only one may have such an honor.”

He looked between us. “Who shall it be?”

Not realizing the spirit was asking rhetorically, Amara blurted out an answer. “Me! It's me that should have it! The honor should be mine!”

Y'Godda turned to fix his ghostly eyes on me.

Figuring he wanted an answer, I said, “I have been seeking your banner for a long time, sire. The quest has been difficult and fraught with peril. It was by my hand that the magical seal on the door to this place opened. Only the rightful quester could do that.” I swallowed hard when he didn't immediately respond. “The banner is mine by right.” I finished.

Y'Godda's eyes bounced between the two of us in contemplation.

Come on! I wanted to shout. This is my quest, so this is my quest item!

I scowled at Amara who sneered at me in turn.

Finally, Y'Godda spoke. “There is only one rightful owner to this banner.”

Oh, thank the gaming gods, I thought. He was going to let me have it.

The spirit said, “This banner was meant to rally my troops during times of great strife, and it served me well.”

Until it got him killed, I thought. According to gaming lore Y'Godda overextended his troops and was overrun by some troll army. Not that I was going to point this out to him now.

“It was meant to be used in war,” he said.

Uh-oh, I thought.

“And therefore, can only be claimed in battle,” he continued.

Double uh-oh.

He raised his hands and grinned at us. “If you both wish to make a claim for my banner, then there is only one way you can earn it.”

The light in the cavern brightened, and Y'godda seemed to grow in size with his proclamation.

“You both must go to the Battle Field!”

The brightness grew until the world around me became a white void. Things were about to change, and in a big way.

“Oh, FILTERED,” I said.
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My view-screen went completely white. 

As I waited impatiently my thoughts went to Amara and what she'd done. My anger toward her grew. She'd used me to try to obtain the banner. Had she been stalking me, shadowing me while I worked my way through the quest chain?

Or maybe it was as simple as her waiting outside the sealed cavern until someone came along who had the ability to open it.

Regardless. Now, because of her, my chance to complete the quest had been delayed, if not outright stolen. Whatever was in store for me, I had to win. I couldn't let that thieving elf get the better of me.

A system message appeared before my vision.

Entering Battle Field.

I grimaced with disappointment. Battle Fields were not my favorite activity in the game. In fact, up until now, I'd never once ventured into one. Delving into the role-playing aspect of this universe was why I played, not for war games.

The message continued.

Objective: Retrieve your opponent's banner and bring it to the Battle Field's center platform. The first player to keep their opponent's banner on the platform for five continuous minutes wins.

Note: Only players can take or return a banner.

Use resources to build a base to defend your banner. Assemble offensive units to help you capture the opponent's banner.

A feeling of dread washed over my like ice water. This was something I didn't have any experience with, commanding armies or defending bases. I'd gone through my entire game playing existence as a solo player. Participating in group quests, sure. But actually commanding, or strategizing? Not my style.

This didn't look good for my prospects of winning. How much experience did Amara have with these?

If units are eliminated, they can be replaced if you have the resources to do so. If you die, your avatar will be resurrected at your crypt.

That, at least, was good news and an aspect of the Battle Fields I was aware of. Upon death, you did not get sent to the newbie zone at level one. You could continue on until the battle was finally finished.

A line up of humanoids appeared before me.

Choose the race of your army. Each race has advantages and disadvantages, so choose wisely.

Choose wisely? I thought. I don't even know what I'm doing!

Sighing, I called up the information on the first race, a troll.

Tall, green and with long gangly limbs, it certainly wasn't pretty. But was it a good Battle race?

Race: Troll

Hit Points: 100

Speed: 25

Racial Notes: +10% speed when using mounts. Takes +15% additional damage from fire attacks.

Worker Notes: +5% to stone gathering.

Defensive Notes: None.

Attack Notes: +10% damage when using spears.

I'll be honest, I didn't quite know what to think of this information. These statistics were an extremely simplified version of what you would see in the gaming universe, itself. But here, in the Battle Fields, many stats were missing, like Intelligence or Strength. Which was fine. These weren't the same kind of Non-Player Characters you would normally find. These were pawns in a game of violent chess. It wasn't the tiny details which would make or break them it was how they were used overall.

I pulled up the Ogre figure. Tall, wide and brutish, it looked like something I would not want to face while questing, let alone on a battlefield.

Race: Ogre

Hit Points: 150

Speed: 10

Racial Notes: +15% damage in melee combat. Cannot use mounts of any kind. +15% damage taken by fire attacks.

Worker Notes: +10% to stone gathering.

Defensive Notes: +5% damage when close to a Unit Leader.

Attack notes: +20% damage to walls or other base structures.

Wow. Ogres, with their bonuses made them the tanks of the battle ground. But their lack of speed, coupled with no mounted units - which meant no cavalry - sucked big time.

Next was the Goblin race, who looked like a smaller version of the troll, only slightly less hideous.

Race: Goblin

Hit Points: 85

Speed: 25

Racial Notes: +10% damage bonus when using spears. +15% chance to avoid arrow attacks. +20% damage taken against fire.

Worker Notes: -5% to stone & wood gathering.

Defensive Notes: +10% to morale when near another army unit.

Attacking Notes: +15% speed when using mounts. +5% accuracy with archer ability.

Small, fast, but with crappy hit points. The hit to the resource gathering was glaring. From what little I knew of Battle Fields, this game was about resources. The more you had the better your ability to create defenses and units.

I scratched Goblins of my list.

Next was the elf. Thin to the point of being reed-like, it had long flowing hair and stared pensively into the distance.

Race: Elf

Hit Points: 100

Speed: 25

Racial Notes: +15% accuracy, +15% speed when using mounts.

Worker Notes: +10% to wood gathering.

Defensive Notes: +20% morale when defending the banner. +10% chance to avoid arrow attacks. Cannot use heavy armor.

Attacking Notes: +15% to accuracy when near a forest tile. +10% damage with archery. Cannot use heavy weapons.

Light-footed and good with bows. Not surprising. The wood gathering bonus was nice, but the lack of any heavy armored units was a let down.

The last selection was Human.

Race: Human

Hit Points: 100

Speed: 20

Racial Notes: +10% damage bonus when using bows. +5 morale boost when near a Unit Leader.

Worker Notes: +10% to stone gathering. +10% to wood gathering.

Defensive Notes: +10% morale when defending the banner.

Attacking Notes: +5% to melee damage. +5% Hit Points to structures. +10% damage taken when attacked by fire.

Perhaps because my avatar was human, I liked what I saw. The bonus to melee damage and structures looked great. But what really got my attention was the advantages with resources gathering.

If I was going to flail around trying to learn how to command an army, I needed all the resources I could get (and potentially squander).

Selecting Human was a no-brainer for me.

Race selected.

I wondered which Amara had chosen.

Then it asked:

If you would like to send a message to your opponent, do so now.

Huh, I didn't quite know what to say that didn't involve cursing, so I just sent: That banner is mine!

Yeah, lame, I know.

Amara responded with: Eat FILTERED, you FILTERing FILTERED!

Charming.

Then my view-screen cleared again, the line of races vanishing. A message appeared which made my heart race with anticipation.

Prepare For Battle!
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You Have Entered The Battle Field.

The white void which enveloped me dissolved into a picturesque landscape.

I stood on a grassy plain. The blue sky above was dotted with white puffy clouds. A breeze tugged at my cloak. This was no longer the cavern.

The plain which stretched off in all directions, was encompassed by a forest, thickly packed with trees almost resembling a green wall. Beyond, on all sides, were high vaulted cliffs.

The only direction that did not have these imposing cliffs was north. At first glance it appeared the forest thinned out to the northeast and northwest.

There was another aspect I took immediate note of.

I was completely alone. No army, no buildings, no base, no anything. It would appear I would be starting from scratch.

It was then I noticed I held a wooden pole which was topped with a flowing banner. It looked identical to the Lost War Banner of Y'Godda, only its color was red.

I looked at my cloak and leather armor. They, too, were the same deep red coloring.

Guess I'm team red, I thought, glancing around with confusion. But what do I do now? And where was Amara?

As if sensing my thoughts, the game brought up a small rectangular map which appeared at the top right of my view-screen. Near its bottom, surrounded by a mass of dark trees was a tiny red icon.

Me.

Okay. This was the map of the Battle Field. I was at the south end so I could assume Amara was standing, holding a banner, at its top northern end.

A system message appeared.

Amara Frostwalker has placed her banner.

I frowned up at mine. Where to put it?

I gave the map another look. If Amara was going to be attacking from the north, then I needed to keep as far back to the south as I could get.

The southern part of the plain ended at the tree line forming a natural cul de sac. I'd set up at the back and work from there.

I jogged south about a hundred paces feeling like I was just wasting time, now that Amara had begun building the apparatus which would potentially bring about my destruction.

Now, now, I admonished myself. An able commander must always be optimistic. No one else would be.

I stopped about thirty paces from the trees and gave my domain the once over. Seemed as good a place as any.

Gripped firmly in both hands, I brought the end of the banner's wooden pole down into the ground.

Instantly the earth boiled, forcing me to stumble backward.

From the roiling earth emerged skeletons.

My sword appeared in my hand as I looked at these undead apparitions with alarm.

Almost a dozen of the things forced their way up out of the ground, but none gave me the slightest bit of attention. Crawling over one another they each reached forward with a hand and grasped the banner's pole.

Then they all went still.

I blinked at this strange sight. In a macabre form of an altar, the skeletons had created the base from which my red banner fluttered.

Then a large shaft of light fell upon the banner and its grotesque keepers. The light formed a column that reached up into the sky, shifting like a curtain and glowing brightly.

I stepped back, head craned up to look at this bright column. Like a spotlight. Then a thought hit me.

I spun around and looked north.

There, far in the distance, well beyond the trees, like a golden thread but still noticeable, was another column of light that stretched up into the sky.

The location of Amara's banner.

Be seeing you soon, I thought.

A new icon shaped like a shield flashed at the left of my view-screen. Selecting it brought up a menu with various selections.

Command Menu:

Build Keep: 1,000 gold, 300 stone, 150 wood (upgradeable)

Other Buildings: (Keep required)

Build Woodyard: 200 gold, 100 wood

Build Quarry: 200 gold, 150 wood

Build Goldmine: 200 gold, 150 wood

Build Barracks: 350 gold, 200 wood

Upgrade Keep: 3,500 gold, 1000 stone, 600 wood.

I frowned at my selection. Was I to use my own gold to make the initial purchases? That didn't make sense, but no one said this game had to be fair, either.

A loud clinking of metal drew my attention back to the banner's skeletal altar. A large sack was held up by a pair of bony hands.

Okay, then. I approached to find the sack was partially open. Gold coins glittered within. My start up fund.

When I grabbed the sack, it vanished, and the hands holding it curled into fists. Suddenly, a status line appeared at the top of my view screen.

Gold x 2,000 – Stone x 0 – Wood x 0

Sweet, I thought. The keep was needed to start this party, but I lacked the wood and stone resources. I looked to the nearby tree line. Hacking at the trees with my sword didn't seem plausible. Then I noticed there were other items being held by the skeletal hands of the banner's altar.

One grasped a thick tree branch. Another held a large stone as if ready to throw it.

With some hesitation I took the branch, and the hand curled into a fist. The branch dissolved into a thousand moths that fluttered away in the breeze.

My status line updated.

Gold x 2,000 – Stone x 0 – Wood x 500

Next, I snatched the stone out of the other hand's grasp, but as it curled into a fist, its middle finger remained pointed upward.

Same to you buddy, I thought.

The stone cracked like an egg in my hand, and dozens of little gray lizards squirmed out to fall to the ground. They quickly buried themselves into the dirt and were gone.

Another status line update.

Gold x 2,000 – Stone x 450 – Wood x 500

Now we're in business. Flush with gold and resources I brought up the command menu and selected the Build Keep option. An information screen floated before me.

Keep:

The key building of your base, it is required to construct other buildings. It is also required for hiring Worker Units. Worker Units can construct buildings.

Cost: 1,000 Gold + 300 Stone + 150 Wood.

Do you wish to purchase this building? Yes/No?

But what if I didn't have any workers to build the keep in the first place? The chicken before the egg syndrome.

Only one way to find out, I thought, with a shrug and selected Yes.

A clattering of bones gave me a start.

From the banner's base, a tall skeleton emerged from the ground and stood before me. Cupped in its hands, causing it to stoop with its weight, was a large block of stone.

I blinked in surprise at this new arrival. Very cool, if not a bit creepy.

The skeleton's jaw worked open and closed. A voice slithered in my ear.

Where?

I repressed the urge to tell it to put the block anywhere just to get rid of the undead thing. But a strategic spot needed to be found. Everything I built should also be placed to impede an attacking force from getting to the banner.

I walked fifteen paces directly north of the banner's altar, then pointed at the spot between my feet. To the skeleton, I said, “Here, please.”

The thing moved to the indicated spot, waddling under the weight of the block. As it approached, I took a few steps backward.

The skeleton stopped right on the spot and froze. It turned its skull to face in my direction.

The voice returned to squirm in my ear.

Back.

Not wanting to hear it speak again, I moved all the way back to the altar.

Once I was clear, the skeleton dropped the block to the ground with a dull thud. Then the bones of the undead apparition became unhinged and fell apart into a heap. The bones crumbled away into dust.

The upright stone block shimmered, then began to grow bigger and bigger. As it ballooned in size, a progress meter appeared next to it. 15%. 22%. 35%.

As it got larger, so did the number on the progress meter. The block began to change shape, forming a squat tower.

At 100% the tower stopped growing and a system message appeared.

Keep construction completed.

I marveled at this new structure. It was about three stories high and about ten paces in diameter. Stone battlements ringed its crown and arrow slits dotted its surface at different levels.

And it was mine!

A large wooden door was at its base, facing south.

Maybe I'll go inside and look around my new keep, I thought.

But before I even moved, the door flew open and people spilled out of it. So surprised, I jumped back, sword in hand.

As the last person exited the Keep, the door slammed shut.

Twelve men stood before me in two neat rows of six. Each were identical to the others, with a mat of dark hair and a mustache. They also wore a pair of dirty overalls with a red shirt underneath – my banner color. Some held hammers, others axes or hand saws. A single name card appeared above the group. Worker Unit.

They all looked expectantly at me.

“Uh, hello,” I said for lack of anything else to say.

One of the workers stepped forward, and a small flowing red banner appeared above his head. The unit's leader.

“Whatcha want us to build, boss?” the leader asked.

Good question. Now that I had workers it was time to put them to constructing the next building.

Making the Keep took nearly all my gold and resources, but was a necessity. So I pointed at the line of trees to the south and said, “Cut those down and get me more wood.”

The unit leader scratched his head. “Gonna need a woodyard first, boss. Can't do much without one, afraid to say.”

Right. Woodyard. I selected it from my command menu.

Woodyard:

Required to receive and process chopped wood into building materials and for other usable products like weapons.

Cost: 200 gold + 100 wood.

Do you wish to purchase this building? Yes/No?

I selected Yes.

The worker leader perked up. “Right on, boss! Where do you want it?”

I pointed at a spot about ten paces from the southern tree line. As I did so an outline of a red square appeared on the ground. When I moved my finger, the outline skipped along with it. I settled the outline onto the spot I wanted and said, “Build it there.”

The outline froze into place, and I lowered my hand.

“Let's do this, men!” shouted the unit leader, and the workers rushed over to the woodyard outline. They spaced themselves around the outline's perimeter and began to hammer and saw at it. The noise of their tools echoed off the trees.

From the ground a small log warehouse began to slowly emerge from the ground. Its progress indicator increased rapidly and in moments it was at 100%.

Woodyard completed.

The workers let out a brief cheer and wiped sweat from their brows. Then the unit leader pointed at the trees. “Time to chop wood!” he shouted. The tools in their hands changed to axes, and they each attacked a tree with gusto.

I caught myself grinning at them. Despite my initial trepidation I thought this was actually kind of fun.

With a little time to get the hang of things, I could get my base built, raise an army, and get Amara's banner.

How hard could that really be?

A shout pulled me out of my thoughts and I looked to the source.

At the top of the keep, leaning over the battlements, was a soldier clad in light armor. The indicator 'Lookout' was above his head. He pointed to the northwest. “Enemy spotted!” He shouted.

Shocked, I looked to where he pointed.

A large group of humanoids were running across the grass plains directly at me. They were tall, green and armed with spears. Each wore basic trousers and a simple blue colored jerkin.

Trolls.

Behind them, mounted on a sparkling white horse, was Amara. Even from this distance I could see her grin.

The trolls were approaching at an alarming speed, such was their racial advantage.

I found myself paralyzed with indecision. I had no soldiers or defenses and was about to be hit with what many players considered the most notorious tactic in a Battle Field game.

A grunt rush.
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Faced with little choice I decided to engage the enemy full on. Once within my base's perimeter they would slaughter the workers and raze the Keep. And worst of all, the banner would be lost.

I had to stop them, but doing so on foot would be folly.

Summon Shadow Steed.

A magnificent black horse with full rider's tack appeared before me. He nickered in greeting. This was my mount, Smoke.

I leapt up into his saddle and kicked him forward. As we closed the distance with the approaching trolls, I pulled up their stats.

Unit: Foot Soldiers

Battle Rank: Grunt

Hit Points: 100

Speed: 25

Main Weapon: Spear

A quick count told me that there were twelve trolls all together, with Amara as their back up. She'd pulled this tactic as a way to overrun my defenseless base and grab the banner. Never mind a long protracted battle, she was going for the quick and easy victory.

I found myself getting pretty angry and summoned my bow with a quiver of arrows. Several volleys into the grunts scored hits, but I had an accuracy penalty while riding so fast.

With neither the trolls nor I altering our course, I charged straight into them. At the last second I switched to my sword and swung at the nearest grunt. I sliced the top of his spear off and followed through to lop off his head.

A system message appeared.

You have killed a grunt. +1 Battle Points.

You have gained 125 experience points toward your next level.

The status bar at the top of my view expanded to include a new indicator. Battle Points: 1.

But I barely noticed any of this, caught up in the heat of combat.

As the grunt's corpse fell to the ground, the other trolls ran right past, without trying to engage me at all. Their target was obvious: my workers, who blissfully chopped away at the trees.

I yanked at Smoke's reigns to bring him around and swung at the head of the nearest troll.

You have killed a grunt. +1 Battle Points.

You have gained 125 experience points toward your next level.

A sudden pain pierced my lower back, and I looked around.

Amara grinned at me as she nocked another arrow in her bow. She kept her distance to get better aim at me.
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