A Level-by-Level Analysis of Gameplay in Myth I and II
In an effort to refine my own mapmaking abilities, I have decided to go through the original TFL and Soulblighter levels and write up a detailed analysis of what made each level complex, fun, and unique.  I will concentrate on four areas: Light and Dark Forces, which will examine the choices in unit sets and their impact on gameplay; Gameplay Overview, which will look at the flow of the level, and the effect of various aspects of gameplay on each other and on the player—in other words, why the gameplay decisions matter; and finally, the various Interesting Details that added just a little more depth and flavor to the levels. Thinking hard about these things will improve my perspective when making my own maps; when I finish, I will post this somewhere for the benefit of others.
Myth: The Fallen Lords:

1) Crow’s Bridge:

-Light Force: Ten Warriors, four Fir’bolg, one Dwarf.  The Light force in this level couldn’t be more basic, though of course this time around that’s exactly the point.  The one oddity here is that you start divided in two, with the more important missile units all back in the town.  This doesn’t actually have much of an effect on gameplay though, at least not if you head them to meet the bridge forces straight away.  Perhaps the player was intended to try to fight the Thralls with just Warriors and discover what a bad idea that was.

-Dark Force:  Thralls, Soulless, Ghols; you are pitted against a force roughly equal to your own in size and power.  Again, fitting for a first level.  The interesting thing is that an entire extra force is added on the higher difficulties, assuming that the player on Leg will have already become familiar with gameplay and have some experience.  Bungie’s tendency—to which pretty much all mapmakers seem to have followed suit—is to keep the same number of enemy groups and merely increase the numbers of each on Heroic and Legendary.  The choice here is therefore an interesting one, and has a nice effect.  Gameplay, rather than being a more difficult version of the same, changes entirely, because the extra platoon not only adds enemies from a different direction, but also has those enemies avert your attention from the bridge so that you can’t take out the Thralls in advance as you would on Normal.

-Gameplay Overview:  If you start right away, your force from the town will arrive at the bridge just as the Ghols cross, allowing you to choose how and when to deal with them.  You also have time to send your dwarf in for a tentative pass or two at the Thralls, which on lower difficulties will allow you to clear them entirely.  They will engage you, but not permanently, a style of combat that isn’t often utilized by mapmakers (except maybe in Legions), and which is much more interesting than just having the Thralls rush you until they die.  You get to play cat-and-mouse with these Thralls, although the Ghol harassers can complicate this for you if you aren’t careful and don’t have your attacking Dwarf covered.  The presence of the Villagers and the willingness of the Ghols to butcher them also complicates gameplay, depending on your level of compassion.  If the Ghols get past you initially, their mayhem adds another distraction and a reason to draw you away from the bridge on a wild goose chase.  Finally, the small “main” force comes across the bridge to join up with the Thrall guards—they join up to form a single Platoon force, which is a nice touch.  At this point you fight the main battle, which isn’t hard, although at this point if you let the Ghols slip by they’re likely to flank you, making things more difficult.  See how important that handful of Ghols is, and how many roles they can play?  That’s important, especially in a level where the focus is on a small number of enemies.
-Interesting Details:


*The Soulless will retreat if there numbers dwindle and they have no backup.  It feels both triumphant and frustrating, since you win at this point and don’t get to finish the job.  I like it though.  I haven’t really seen it done outside of TFL.


*The two Thralls that patrol back and forth in front of the bridge.

2) A Traitor’s Grave:

-Light Force:  Five Fir’bolg, one Dwarf, one Journeyman.  A really interesting unit set, and one that forces you to make the most of every unit.  If enemies get past you, you don’t have melee to clean up and save the day—except the Journeyman; this is one level where his melee ability feels like it means something, although it’s a very small blessing.  You have to hold together and plan carefully to deal with groups of enemies that would otherwise be simple to overcome.  This is an early level and not really that hard, but it would be interesting to adapt the unit set concept to something bigger and more challenging.
-Dark Force:  Thralls, Soulless, Ghols, The Mayor.  The Ghols are especially important here, anti-missile units that they are, and each seems to be placed carefully to be a surprise and a challenge.  The Soulless are scary too, with so few archers.  The combination of immediately threatening Ghols, Soulless that will slowly wear you down, and Thralls that will eventually get to you if you ignore them, means that you have to choose carefully who to deal with at what time.

-Gameplay Overview:  There’s only one encounter in this level that could be called a battle, against two patrols of Soulless and Thralls, and it’s pretty straightforward.  The Ghols again add some depth to it.  They harass and drive you crazy up until the battle (juking while they do so, which they don’t do naturally in M2, even with Magma’s new “Timid” flag that supposedly makes them behave like in TFL.  I wonder if it requires extra script; I’m sure it’s possible to do).  Then when the battle starts they head straight for you.  The Mayor’s assassination is made to be a tricky task.  The interesting thing about cowardly, helpless targets (as opposed to, say, The Summoner), is that they try to get away rather than fight—so the challenge in scripting (and layout) is to make it difficult for them to be caught.  You can’t follow him down the path he takes, because he has too much of a head start—and the Ghol trio that comes after you forces you to delay.  So you have to chase him through the forest; the thick, scattered trees and thick, scattered Thralls turn an otherwise easy kill into something much more desperate—especially since his ring of bodyguard Thralls absorb some of the arrows you fire at him.
-Interesting Details:


*One Ghol shows up very early, alone.  I, for one, always want to chase him down, but he can’t be caught.
3) The Siege of Madrigal

-Light Force: Eighteen Warriors, eight Fir’bolg.  It’s quite obvious what’s missing here; when you don’t have artillery to batter a large enemy force into submission, you have to be careful, or take it on the chin.  But, I think, the level fits around this unit set quite well, and in my opinion it was a good choice.  You never see a level like this in Myth II, or in third-party creations, but Siege of Madrigal is proof that you don’t need to give the player Dwarves all the time.
-Dark Force: Thralls, Soulless, Ghols, Wights.  This is the first time you go up against Wights (even if you played the demo), and it introduces them well (by well, I mean terrifyingly).

-Gameplay Overview:  I once used Siege of Madrigal as an example of why Myth levels shouldn’t always play homogenously, and I stand by it.  There are Ghol bands in the beginning, but they’re just a nuisance and an excuse to sharpen your blades.  The first Soulless group that comes across the bridge is no more difficult.  So you’ve got a big force and you’re lulled into thinking you can handle this level.  The huge group on the other side of the river makes you think twice.  There are more of them than there are of you, and you don’t have a Dwarf to make things easy.  The bridge is a chokepoint; you have to get your troops across quickly and start engaging.  And given the unit sets, you just have to accept that you’re going to take losses.  After an easy beginning, you’ve hit a tough spot.  It’s pretty early too, to be hurting so badly.  And then, as you move your bloody, battered force up the level, the Wights start to come.  This section of the level is pretty simple, but if you haven’t done well in the big battle (which means keeping your archers alive at the expense of the Warriors, mostly), you’ll just be so much meat for the Wights.  Finally, you come to the main army, which of course you don’t have to fight—but the Ghol frontrunners can still swarm you if you’ve lost too many units.  This level has gone in four distinct stages, each quite different from the others, but they fit together perfectly, designed to slowly eliminate you in a very specific way.  It’s quite brilliant, and it still leaves me hurting every time I play it.
-Interesting Details:


*The two Ghols guarding the bridge will not fight, but run back over the river, too quick to kill.  Maybe they join the army’s frontrunners, maybe not.  You never get to find out, or have the satisfaction of knowing you got them after all.  It’s unsatisfying, but in a good way.  You can’t always get everything.

*The first group of Soulless that comes across the bridge does so in a very strung out way, not in formation.  It actually looks nicer that way, I think—more drifty, more atmospheric, somehow adding to the creepy night mood.  The enemy shouldn’t always travel in lines.

4) Homecoming

-Light Forces: Seventeen Warriors, eight Fir’bolg, two Dwarves, one Journeyman.  It’s a large force—the level pits larger groups against each other than most levels in the campaign, at least on Legendary.  A lot of blood gets shed, and it’s definitely a change of pace.
-Dark Forces:  Thralls, Soulless, Ghols.  By the end of this level you will have been through four levels fighting only four unit types, three types for three and a half of those levels.  But it doesn’t get boring, because they keep getting used in different ways.  That’s the story of the TFL campaign.  In this level, you’re fighting massive armies—just a few of these instead of lots of smaller groups.
-Gameplay Overview:  You start out clumped up on the knot.  You’re being harassed; there aren’t many enemies, but they’re still a problem.  They’re up where the Warriors can’t get to them, so the Warriors have to back off and let in the archers and Dwarves.  Having the Light force coming in waves is a nice touch and adds some more dimension to the task of clearing the first few enemies.  The Soulless will harass, retreating and coming back every so often when the opportunity is right, much more interesting than simply squatting on the walls.  The batch on the other side of the arena does the same.  From there on, you’re facing big groups of Thralls and Soulless, making for nice, big battles.  Beating each one feels like a major accomplishment, even though you usually lose a few units.  There’s a lot of heavy fighting around the Codex.  You feel like you’re going through a tougher challenge than the previous level, which is interesting because you aren’t--you can handle the large numbers of Thralls and Soulless with your powerful raiding party.  Again you can’t take too many casualties, because the final stage of the level is the pus-bearing Ghols, the real challenge.  The swarm on Legendary is an enormous challenge, and they all have pus—a bold move on the part of the mapmaker, because most of us aren’t willing to go quite that far, especially for the first time pus-throwing Ghols actually appear.  You may have to fight a running retreat.  It’s very scary, which is exactly what it’s meant to be.  After the big, proud victories earlier in the level, your pride is getting squashed messily.  Taking away the Journeyman here might be a little unfair; I’m not sure if I’d do that myself.  But in any case, you pretty much have to take a beating, even if you win.  Third-party maps don’t tend to get designed that way; they’re much tidier (meaning that in most cases, you either win with most of your force intact, or at some point lose a critical unit and quickly get wiped out.  Every enemy force is isolated, and each is designed to be quite beatable when you haven’t lost anyone.  TFL doesn’t feel that way.  It’s much more fluid.  A group doesn’t beat you; a whole level, working together, beats you.).  A particularly tough challenge that can’t be beaten by conventional means also pushes people to innovate; I finally managed to get through the Ghols by putting my Warriors in a huge, widely spaced ring around my vulnerable missile units, minimizing the damage of the pus.
-Interesting Details:


*The battle at the cathedral before you arrive adds a nice touch of flavor.  You can hear it and see the bodies fall, and maybe if you rush in you can really watch it.  It’s not exactly cinematic, because it doesn’t halt your control, but it’s interesting to witness.  And it lets you feel like when you fight that huge army yourself, they’ll be softened up a little.

*Your starting force is mixed between the units with Covenant collection references and the standard ones (exactly as many as you have vets).  It’s really cool, although I’m pretty sure it’s a TFL engine thing—it can’t be done in Myth II without a lot of scripting; not to say it wouldn’t be worth doing every once in awhile if you could afford the script.  This is done throughout TFL; I’ll only comment on it this once.
5) Flight From Covenant

-Light Force:  Seventeen Warriors, eight Fir’Bolg, two Dwarves, one Journeyman, Mauriac.  I always loved Mauriac’s presence here.  He was the first experience we have with a hero unit, and he’s got a nice combat bonus in addition to just being there as a piece of flavor.  He doesn’t actually add that much, but feels like he adds more.  Nowadays, everyone puts minor heroes in their levels, and it has become kind of meaningless…but if you don’t overdo it, it can probably still have some power.
-Dark Force: Thralls, Wights, Myrmidons, Soulblighter.  This is one of my favorite levels in TFL, so it’s really interesting that there’s only two types of units in it that you actually fight…Thralls and Wights.  The presence of the others is definitely felt, even if it doesn’t add to the gameplay per se.  It’s just really cool that they’re there, telling a part of the story and adding to the mood.  They sit there, foreshadowing the nasty things you suspect they will do to you later, saying “hey: check out my badass flavor text.  Yeah, I ripped off my face.  Don’t you want to fight me in level 25?  Scared yet?”  It’s a good way to introduce units, at least in a campaign.
-Gameplay Overview:  The opening battle, a swarm of Thralls from all sides (and a few sneaky Wights to get you if you aren’t watching closely) is one of the toughest and most fun fights so far…and also the hardest in this level by far.  The Wights here are timed well, and can act as either a weapon in your favor or a trap that will ruin you, particularly if you make the mistake of having your Warriors too far fighting Thralls when a Wight comes in behind them.  You immediately take a lot of damage; the rest of the level will finish you off if you didn’t do well enough, but is simple otherwise.  The Myrmidons block the fast route, so you detour through the swamp (advanced players these days can probably take the Myrms, but the level wasn’t meant to be played that way, and imo it would somewhat ruin the experience), watching out for small Thrall groups and scattered Wights who hide in the water.  It’s another one of those levels that’s more atmospheric than bloody—that is, after the initial battle.  It’s pretty cool that the level has both.  Soulblighter’s crow flight is the icing on the dark, creepy cake.  The small group of Thralls you face early retreats for awhile, leading you further into Wight territory so that when they attack you, some of the Wights get a chance to sneak you—or if you follow them too quickly and get separated, the Wights can get you that way too.
-Interesting Details:


*The last group of Wights is being led down the road by a Myrmidon, who then runs off to meet the big roadblock gang.


*The Thralls here have different colors from the ones so far.  Heraldry is always a really nice touch, and helps a map or campaign to feel like it has more of a story to it.  In TFL, the heraldry was really confusing, with different colors showing up under a single Fallen Lord, or the same colors under multiple Fallen Lords.  I didn’t notice that the first time I played; it was just really neat, and added some variety.  I, on the other hand, tend to use heraldry very methodically.  Either way can be good, as long as you do it; it’s so easy, there’s no excuse not to.  This is done throughout the game (this one, anyway—the sequel abandoned it, unfortunately, and it was one thing I didn’t like about it).
6) Force Ten From Stoneheim

-Light Force: Three/five Berserks, six Fir’Bolg, eight Dwarves.  Obviously a fairly unconventional unitset in terms of melee vs. artillery.  You get those cool new Berserks, but you can’t rely on them much; instead, you have to manage all of those Dwarves well in order to beat all the enemies, which is no easy task.  As with the second and third levels, the unit set here presents a unique challenge.

-Dark Force:  Thralls, Soulless, Ghols, one Wight.  Nothing new here, although they get used in new ways.  The large numbers of Thralls and Soulless, not to mention the couple of bands of Ghols, would be simple if you had a fair amount of melee, but the lack thereof makes them more intimidating in large groups.

-Gameplay Overview:  There is an early platoon that doesn’t really do much but keep you occupied—which is fine, sometimes.  It also gives you that little bit of false security again, like in Siege of Madrigal.  Then you see that huge legion on the other side of the crossing, and get worried.  They outnumber you quite significantly.  So you play a game of mouse-and-cat for awhile, doing what you can with your archers.  This section doesn’t always work perfectly on the part of the script; but soon (sooner on Leg, it seems?) you get them mad enough to come after you—first the middle, so that you don’t think you have to worry too much—but then the flanks start coming in behind them, and you have to start frantically controlling your archers and Dwarves to do everything.  And at that same time, the Ghol platoon comes up the river and hits you from the side, and only slightly later the other Ghols start coming in to attack the Villagers from a couple of different sides.  After the buildup of anticipation, everything has exploded.  It’s a really intense battle.  It could be handled a little better though; the Soulless should engage a little more before retreating, so that they aren’t just taking hits without returning anything, and once the flanks have come at you they shouldn’t be allowed to retreat again (one of them did this time, and I was able to deal with it on its own).  Allow me to reiterate that this battle is really intense because so much happens in just the right order with just the right timing, even though it’s just Thralls and Soulless and Ghols.  The worst is over, but the rest isn’t smooth sailing—more large Thrall/Soulless bands that can easily finish a battered force.  It feels like you do a lot of fighting in this level; large groups of weak enemies are usually more fun to fight than small groups of tougher ones.  The knot is trapped, so that enemies will port in just as you get close.  The Wight gets your Dwarves if you aren’t expecting it, and then the Thralls and Soulless port in to finish the job.  It’s a well executed trap, and the single Wight is kind of interesting, since you haven’t fought any others in this level.
-Interesting Details:


*The villager band that hangs around the shrine complicates things.  I really like that you aren’t obligated to save them, and have to choose whether to deal with them or not; trying to do both at once can make the crossing battle even more intense.  I hate “keep at least one peasant alive” missions, which have been made a few times by third-party mappers.  These are there to add depth and give you choices; if they were an objective they’d only feel like a nuisance.

7) Bagrada

-Light Force: Six/eight Berserks, five/three Warriors, four Fir’Bolg, two Dwarves, one Journeyman; reinforcements two Warriors, two/three Fir’Bolg, one Dwarf, one Journeyman.  There’s no really great reason for there to be two types of melee on this level, but I like it that way.  It helps a little in terms of double-clicking and being able to maintain two separate melee groups, but more importantly it just gives the level a slightly different feel.  Also, the Berserks feel a little more important when you know that even though you’ll get more of everything else, you won’t get more of them.  The lack of archers early on is quite noticeable, since you face a fair number of Soulless; you have to worry about them more, and manage them better.  The Dwarves don’t do so much good on this level, and I always used to leave them in the back on Normal, but on higher difficulties you need to get all you can out of them in spite of the snow.
-Dark Force:  Thralls, Soulless, Myrmidons, one Trow.  The Trow, of course, is essential to making this level what it is.  More on that later.
-Gameplay Overview:  The first couple of Platoons are pretty small, although with your few archers evenly matched or outnumbered against the Soulless, they feel slightly tougher.  But they’re about the largest force you’ll fight in the level; there are some small bands of Myrmidons, and Soulless alone or in pairs on ledges.  I really like the ledge Soulless here—they’re not overdone as they often are in third party maps.  The mood is really nice; all those small, separated groups sort of make the level feel big and empty, and scary—you always know something worse is coming, but it takes a long time to come.  Nothing feels too hard (unless you’re playing the demo and all you’ve been through is Crow’s Bridge).  But between the platoons and the more scattered units, they’ll wear you down little by little, especially if you give into temptation and use your Berserks too much.  The end, after all of that moderate resistance, is quite climactic.  The platoon that comes first is much like the others you’ve fought, though with more Thralls, and there are Myrmidons with them who strike from your side.  But it doesn’t feel like the end yet.  This is no big deal.  And then the Trow comes.  He’s timed so that you almost certainly haven’t beaten the platoon yet, making things harder; your melee is scattered and blocked by Thralls, so it’s hard to pull them together to fight the Trow.  And your units are wounded, and maybe you’ve lost some.  Generally, the Trow will tear you to pieces, even if you beat it.  And thus you learn to fear them forever.
-Interesting Details:


*Once you do enough damage to the first platoon, the last couple of Soulless will retreat onto a high peak.  You’ll see them later, and they’ll come down to strike at you again when you’ve gotten past them.


*Some Myrmidons will patrol just inside your field of vision and then run off for awhile, only to appear later, often behind you.  It’s both a good tactic and an addition to the isolated, somewhat creepy mood of the level.


*There are two Soulless near the end that you usually can’t kill because you’re occupied with the last platoon and Trow.  They retreat when you win, keeping you from getting them.


*Several Warriors have been detonated around the scattered, smoking remnant of their campfire.  When you see it, you know you’re getting close to what killed them.  And it’s just a nice narrative detail.

*The Trow is blueish, sort of matching with the landscape.  It’s the only one like it in the game.

8) Ambush at Devil’s Overlook

-Light Force: Thirteen Dwarves, five Berserks.  Definitely an interesting selection with which to face a hundred Soulless.  You have to rely entirely on Dwarves vs. Soulless, always an uncertain match.  The Berserks can only clean up and help a little.  The number of Satchels is obviously important here.
-Dark Force:  One hundred Soulless.  I’m not going to lie; I really hate this level.  One hundred Soulless is not a good idea.

-Gameplay Overview:  Set Satchel traps for every wave, lob grenades until someone gets wiped out.  That’s it, really.  The lone Soulless that flank and harass you are an interesting addition here, and make the level a lot harder, because they’re hard to deal with without archers, and in some ways they’ll have a better chance at getting your Dwarves than the main groups, which you’ll be concentrating on.

-Interesting Details: Nothing to add here.

9) The Five Champions

-Light Force: Two Berserk Heroes, One Fir’Bolg Hero, One Dwarf Hero.  This was a very innovative idea, but one that has become quite familiar to us all.  The challenge is to take on tasks as difficult as those in other levels, but with only five units (albeit souped up ones) and without losing any of them.  Only four of them are really heroes; it wouldn’t make a lot of sense to have a Journeyman Hero, and it also makes things a bit tougher.  Unlike the M2 hero level, where you know you have six of the best units in the game, here you only have four, and a healer.  It requires you to get a little more out of each, even the Journeyman, whose meager combat abilities will probably be required here when you get into a tight spot.
-Dark Force:  Thralls, Soulless, Ghols.  Myrmidons are being saved for the next level, and Wights would be pointless against an archer hero.  The three basic units manage to be used well enough to present a challenge to the heroes.
-Gameplay Overview:  The ordering of the enemies isn’t as important here as it has been in other levels; each group more or less acts in isolation.  This makes sense—the idea of “wearing the player down” doesn’t work so well when there are five units and none can die.  You are challenged to deal with large groups of Soulless and large groups of Thralls using the few units you have.  The Soulless can be particularly difficult due to the terrain; often your Dwarf can’t get to them and you can only use the archer (though juking the Dwarf is a good idea).  At the second ramp you have a height advantage and a lot of room to back up, which is balanced out by the extra large number of Thralls.  You face one group and then a second falls in behind them coming in from the other side; this spot is well-timed.  The Soulless at the third ramp aren’t sitting on it, but instead move up onto it from the next ledge just as you start getting close to it, at which point they rain down javelins on you.  The element of surprise makes them a lot more dangerous.  The level really centers around the terrain—it is used against you as much as possible, but at other times you are pushed to use it to your advantage, such as when you have a downward ramp or a bridge (where the largest Thrall armies appear).  Soulless are the toughest challenge here, and the last battle is a large army of Soulless spread out roughly into four groups (though even within the groups they are pretty scattered).  It’s an extremely tough fight, and you have to use all of your units to the fullest to beat it.
-Interesting Details:


*As you go up the first ramp, two Ghols show up at the top, taunt you, and run off.


*There is a roving band of Thralls down in a canyon to which you don’t have access.  It makes it feel like there’s more to the level than you can see—at first I thought it was an alternate route, but the level is strictly linear—as though the desert goes beyond the small mesh that you’re on.

10) Out of the Barrier

-Light Force:  Two Berserk Heroes, one Fir’Bolg Hero, one Dwarf Hero, one Journeyman, Alric.  Other than Alric, whom you can’t use, this is exactly the same set as the last level, so there’s not much to say other than that it’s pretty interesting to be able to follow the same band through two levels—there’s nothing else that feels like that in TFL except for the Dwarf levels, and nothing at all in Myth II.

-Dark Force:  Soulless, Ghols, Myrmidons, Shade.  Obviously this is a tougher set than last time, because Myrmidons are faster than Thralls.  It’s a lot harder to rely on the Dwarf this time around, and you’re forced to press the melee into service.  Even more than before, you have to make use of your journeyman as more than a healer.  The speed of the Ghols also becomes more of a factor in this level.  There are fewer Soulless too.  Overall, the type of combat is quite different.
-Gameplay Overview:  Again, and for the same reason, all battles here act in isolation.  The first battle is a really great moment; it’s difficult because it’s so well coordinated.  The Ghols move to surround, break off into pairs or singles, and then come in from all sides.  It would require meticulous scripting to get it all timed right, but the end result is impressive and fun enough to be worth it—being able to see the Ghols planning the attack is much better than having pre-divided pairs start rushing in from all sides.  The first group of ledge Soulless baits you; if you hit one it moves back, so that pursuing it would lead you into the javelins of the others.  This is another example of simple but meticulous scripting that can create a really interesting challenge.  The next Myrmidon Legion will keep backing off, again potentially isolating your arc as he goes after them, so that they can come down on him when they finally activate.  Here you find the buried temple entrance, and the Stone Bow, which adds a nice new dimension to the level and is really fun to use.  Of course, it’s trapped by Ghols, and you have to fight hard to get it.  Your Archer will be the one going to the entrance, so a mob of Ghols is just the right sort of nasty trap to spring.  The next battle is more or less the last, and it’s big and tough.  There’s lots of Myrmidons and Soulless to deal with; using the Stone Bow well is essential.  Again, the units are in a legion, so the anticipation is built up.  Not much more to say about it…just that it’s made just big and tough enough to still be beatable, but only barely.  The timing works out really well too—the order that the enemies come, the way that some back off and come again—it all helps to make it just barely manageable, sort of like the battle at the crossing on Force Ten.  And then, of course, there’s the real last battle, the cutscene.  The dialogue and carnage is great, and the fact that Alric has been useless and annoying up until now makes this just that much more satisfying.  It’s one of the best cutscenes in the series, and it’s a nice way to end the level—makes it feel like “a thing of legend,” as the journal calls it.  Plus you get a glimpse of the Shade unit, with a similar effect to the first time you saw Soulblighter (“check out my scary flavor.  Want to see what I can do?”).
-Interesting Details:


*As with some other levels, there are a number of Ghols that watch you and flee if you get too close, who can’t be killed but are only there to add to the atmosphere.  They can also act as bait sometimes—if you get too caught up in following them you’ll run into enemies before you’d like to.

*At the entrance to the main basin with the Stone Bow, a group of Ghols runs by, avoiding you.  They’ll attack later, so this gives you two opportunities—first, you can try to damage them as much as possible on their way through; and second, it lets you know the attack is coming, so that you can prepare (and worry).  More interesting than having them come from that direction without warning.


*The Stone Bow.  Not too powerful, just enough to make things interesting.  I like that sort of artifact—just don’t overdo it.  TFL only had two useable magic items, and with good reason.

*Soulless and Myrmidons come in to surround your position as you reach the top of the ramp and teleport out with Alric.

11) Silvermines

-Light Force:  Seven Berserks, four Fir’bolg, two Dwarves, one Journeyman (uncontrollable).  You don’t get a lot of units to deal with the enemies in this level, forcing you to take it stealthily.  In particular, your archers are two few to be very effective against the Fetch pairs that travel with every platoon.  But at the same time, you do have just enough to deal with one or two platoons if you have to.  The unitset decides how you have to play this level.
-Dark Force:  Thralls, Soulless, Myrmidons, Fetch.  Each platoon is the same, so since you’re avoiding them you never really get a sense of how many there are.  It’s pretty scary.  The mix of each platoon is just right to make them very difficult to deal with.  It’s hard to deal with the Fetch and it requires all your archers, making it difficult to use your Dwarves against the melee and keeping anyone from being able to deal with the Soulless.  You have to desperately hope you can down the Fetch so that you can scramble to deal with the rest afterward.

-Gameplay Overview:  There isn’t much to this level’s gameplay beyond the unit sets, so I’ve pretty much described it already.  It’s a stealth mission, and you have to handle it differently from any other level so far.  I don’t like this one a whole lot—the enemy groups are so hard that you basically can’t fight them, at least above Normal.  And you have to fight the one at the ramp.  Without more archers, it’s very difficult.  I only got the Journeyman out, and had to sacrifice everyone else to do it.  I appreciate that this is a different type of level, but it could have been just slightly better balanced; it seems to be more so on Normal—more Fir’Bolg, I think?  The platoons’ movements are well arranged, so that for example if you head straight to the mine one of them starts to come in to close off the exit just afterward, while another comes nearby from the south at the same time.  Other than that, the whole thing is a little too quick (one way or the other), and a little too shallow.
-Interesting Details:


*A huge flock of bats pours out of the mine shaft just as you reach it.

12) Shadow of the Mountain

-Light Force: Twelve Berserks, eleven Fir’Bolg, three/four Dwarves, one Journeyman.  A pretty standard bunch of units, although there are a large number of them.  As a result, the mapmaker is able to throw a large number of enemies at the hill, resulting in plenty of carnage for all.  There are few heals relative to the number of troops.

-Dark Force:  Thralls, Myrmidons, Fir’Bolg, Dwarves, one Trow.  The Dwarves add something really new to this level; you never face anything like them again.  The Fir’Bolg are not really different from Soulless, but their presence is new and flavorful.  As with most things in the campaign, they are not overused.  The fact that they only appear in Shadow is one of the things that makes Shadow really stand out.  Being able to set off the dropped satchel charges of enemy Dwarves to tear up ranks of enemies is another.
-Gameplay Overview:  This is quite possibly my favorite level of all time.  There are four uber-waves, the first of which is always the same, while the other three are randomized.  Within each of the uber-waves are multiple smaller groups of enemies, who are all timed perfectly to fit with the other parts of the wave.  The come from two sides, but in both cases you have the terrain advantage.  Your bottles will slightly outrange those of the enemy, so you are able to deal with oncoming Dwarves (not without some difficulty).  The terrain and the number of bottles raining around often make Shadow unpredictable.  In terms of individual waves, it’s hard to say exactly what makes them work so well; it’s just a matter of really good coordination, and really good choices of which groups to send in what order within a wave.  Each wave is huge, and has the potential to overcome you; in fact, each of the four is at least equal to your own force in terms of raw power.  But the terrain makes it really interesting; it’s possible to manage your troops well enough to outdo each wave.  Casualties are usually high.  The novice player will be bludgeoned to death, each wave wearing away a bunch of units until one of them has enough numerical advantage to overrun the camp.  All in all, it’s an incredibly brilliant level—perfect gameplay, perfect unit balance, and all sorts of nice little details that give it that extra special something.
-Interesting Details:


*The first groups of Dwarves are led by lone Myrmidons, who flee after the Dwarves are dead.  They add some more flavor, and trying to kill them with the enemy Dwarves’ satchel explosions is fun.  A couple of Fir’Bolg groups later are similarly led by Myrmidons.


*There’s a Myrmidon-led group of enemy Fir’Bolg with one wave that watches but doesn’t attack—in fact they’ll hang around watching until the end of the level.


*The waves will all stop a bit just outside of your range.  This helps them organize, and also lets you look at what you’re facing for a short time before they attack.


*On lower difficulties, the Trow will not attack, but will watch the battle for awhile within your field of vision before heading off.  This is cooler than making him not show up at all on those difficulties.


*One enemy Dwarf will defect and try to reach you.  Myrmidons are chasing him, but if you can get to him in time to save him, he’s yours to use.

13) Seven Gates

-Light Force: Ten Warriors, eight Fir’Bolg, one Journeyman.  Dwarves are obviously missing from your force once more.  The fact that you have no artillery means you can’t take any of the large enemy groups alone, and forces you to approach the level as it is meant to be approached, pitting them against each other.  You are given Warriors again, rather than Berserks, for the same reason.  You do have a large amount of melee and missile troops though, allowing you to deal with survivors when you need to—and allowing you to deal with the Shade.
-Dark Force:  Thralls, Soulless, Fetch; Second team Thralls, Soulless, Fetch, Shade (Scaripant).  This is the first time you really have to combat Fetch, and for that matter the first time you fight a Shade.  The enemy forces are large, but their balance is mainly meant to be against each other rather than against you.
-Gameplay Overview:  This is another very unusual level, the only one of its kind in the game.  The same could be said of the previous two.  Now that the campaign has used the basic Dark vs basic Light units in many different ways, it’s starting to throw some completely new things into the mix to keep the overall campaign interesting.  The idea behind this level is to pit the two Fallen armies against each other.  They are positioned in such a way that you can lure them together, causing them to fight.  It isn’t quite that simple, of course—the decks are always stacked, so that one team wins with a fair amount of survivors, especially the groups with four Fetch.  You’ll have to deal with the survivors, but fortunately they are weakened enough that you can do it.  It’s a lot of fun to watch them go at each other, but it’s good that you’re forced to do some fighting of your own.
-Interesting Details:


*Scaripant’s health varies by difficulty.

14) Forest Heart

-Light Force:  Eighteen Berserks, ten Fir’Bolg, three Forest Giants.  That’s a big and powerful force, but you don’t have artillery, so you have to deal with everything using melee, and therefore have to be careful—approach the Trow in the right fashion, don’t let the Soulless sap your health, know when and whether to use Berserks or Forest Giants.  I think the Dwarves are kept from you so that you can learn those things the hard way.  You also get more than the usual number of archers—eight is the magic number, and you rarely get more than that because it’s hard to handle them when they don’t fit in a long line formation.  Here, you need them to help make up for the lack of Dwarves.  They also help a lot against the Trow.  But they’re still hard to handle here, as in Shadow.
-Dark Force:  Thralls, Myrmidons, Soulless, four Trow.  A lot of enemy melee to counter a lot of player melee.  The Soulless add some extra difficulty, because they can slowly drain the health of your melee from afar and sometimes you can’t get to them, requiring you to use your archers.
-Gameplay Overview:  This isn’t a really brilliant level, just a lot of patrols and groups who stand around waiting for you to arrive.  It’s not linear, so there’s no flow, which is fine.  You have to hunt down the Trow across the whole map, and you sort of choose where to go and when to fight.  The challenges are made to be beaten without a whole lot of coordinated squad management, which you can’t really have when there are no artillery units to back you up.  Therefore, it isn’t at all a difficult map if you know what you’re doing—the difficulty is for inexperienced players who will just throw their melee around.  In short, there’s no finesse here, just blocks of troops that you have to keep your melee in good formation and orientation to beat.  But I suppose they can’t all be Shadow or Siege of Madrigal.  It’s a solid filler map, and it’s fun to use the Forest Giants.
-Interesting Details:


Nothing to add here.

15) Heart of the Stone

-Light Force: Six Berserks, two Fir’Bolg, one Dwarf, one Journeyman; first reinforcements one Fir’Bolg, two Berserks; second reinforcements three Berserks, two Fir’Bolg, one Dwarf.  You rely a whole lot on the Berserks, since the missile units are weak against Spiders.  The archers are necessary for the few times you have to deal with Fetch, and if you’re good you can use the Dwarf for minor support.  Mostly, they’re just vulnerable—and that’s pretty cool, actually, because it makes protecting “baggage” units an important part of the gameplay.  You don’t need them, but you don’t want them to die either—so they slow you down, and force you to take care of them, and get in the way.  That’s a really interesting element.
-Dark Force: Spiders, Spiders, Ghols, Spiders, Fetch, Spiders.  The Fallen units are mostly there for fun; it’s real satisfying to watch them get raped by the Spiders.  They usually win though, albeit badly wounded, so you have to finish them off.  As a result, they help to break the monotony of a level in which you would only be fighting Spiders.  They don’t form a very important part of the gameplay, in other words; they’re a garnish, but an effective one.  The Spiders are nasty; they can appear anywhere, and come at you from all sides.  They’re really easy meat for the Berserks, so again the main challenge is to protect the missile units and to not suffer a death-by-a-thousand-paper-cuts.
-Gameplay Overview:  Another very unusual level.  It’s not like they threw in a bunch of Spiders on a regular-style level and called it variety—this is completely different.  It’s bizarre, and disorienting, and feels very different from the dark gritty war story that is the rest of the campaign (which you’ll get thrown back into in a couple of levels).  If you’re going to vary the pace, sometimes it’s better to go all out.  The puzzle-oriented mission, the big empty space where enemies suddenly appear all around you with no warning—it’s like a different game (a good different game).  The puzzle is good because it gives you plenty of visual cues—you see the pillars turn on and off and know you have to turn them all on; the center is obviously the goal, but it’s closed off, and you can check to see that the bridge is appearing.  It’s pretty clear what has to be done, but it’s still pretty clever.  You start out very close to one of the pillars, so that you’re immediately pushed to investigate—being to the left, it also starts you in a clockwise motion around the map, which leads you to the reinforcements in the right order.  That’s important—in a non-linear map it can be good to give cues for a “right” direction so you can still force some flow into the gameplay.  Anyway, you know you need to leave behind some units at each pillar, and suspecting they’ll be attacked by Spiders, you have to leave more than one.  There aren’t as many ambush spiders as I remembered (very few groups that don’t attack Fallen units first), and there should really be more, so that you feel like you’re being kept on your toes more—especially more groups attacking those who stay behind to man the pillars, which rarely happens.  There are a couple of good spider-trap moments though, like the group that descends on you when you’re running for the exit because you think it’s over.
-Interesting Details:


*Several spiders are watching the southeast pillar (usually the last one you’ll visit).  They have no means of expression obviously, but it looks to me like they’re enthralled by it.
16) Smiths of Muirthemne

-Light Force:  Fourteen Berserks, five Fir’Bolg, three Dwarves, one Journeyman.  Again, the Berserks will have to do most of your fighting, at least against the Spiders.  The missile units are baggage again, even more vulnerable and useless than before in some ways—there aren’t any Fetch to make your archers feel wanted.  But the Dwarves are extremely important (you need to keep them alive to transport the crystals and win the level), and they help a lot against the Myrmidon mobs too.
-Dark Force: Myrmidons, Spiders, four Spider Queens.  Again, the Fallen are there for variety, but they’re also pretty dangerous, considering that they come in a couple of large mobs.  You need to be careful in dealing with them, so that they don’t soften you up for the Spiders.  The Spiders are more numerous than before, but a whole lot less surprising, since they all wander around on the ground.  They’re not too much of a problem for the Berserks, as long as you do make use of some degree of missile support.  The main trick is not losing said missile support.  The Spider Queens are cool, but they’re not a huge gameplay factor; mainly, it’s just interesting to face some mini-bosses.

-Gameplay Overview: The puzzles are a bit tougher here, although I had the Total Codex’s strategy guides and didn’t have the experience of trying to figure this one out.  Again, it relies heavily on visual cues.  The Spiders are in much greater numbers here, and present more of a real challenge than the last one.  They drop down at times, but at sort of predictable times, like when you send one unit to activate a tower.  It could have done with a little bit of randomized (or at least seemingly random) ambushing.  There’s a lot of open empty space to travel, especially with the slow Dwarves transporting the crystals—which is another major point in favor of adding a few random Spider waves.  But everything else about this level is great.  Most of the fighting is against the big nests, which are pretty good fights because the numbers of Spiders are so high, and because the Spider Queens are thrown into the mix.  The Spiders wander around their large cavern, so they end up in a random arrangement when you attack them, and the battle never plays the same way twice—and there are tons of them, from all over the place.  A couple of times groups teleport in from Forest Heart; the few Light units that arrive in these groups are pretty much impossible to save, so for practical purposes they’re just decorative (but it’s a nice little touch, like so much in the campaign).  This also means you have to fight the victorious Myrmidons, although sometimes the Spiders occupy them as in the previous level.
-Interesting Details:


*The Spiders on the main floor appear to be sort of chicken—I saw the last survivor getting chased around by two Myrmidons (and it wasn’t going for any of my units or anything).  I don’t know if this is intentional, but it would be cool to make it happen on a map.

*The Spider Queens.  Again, they’re not necessary, just neat.  And they’re each guarding a nest of eggs along with a shiny crystal.

17) Sons of Myrgard

-Light Force:  Balin, and a whole bunch of tiny idiots.  The challenges presented by the unitsets in this level are pretty obvious to anyone who has played it.  You only have Dwarves, and thus have the triple limitations of short range, no melee, and the likelihood of obliterating yourself every time a grenade goes awry.  You have to keep the Dwarves in order, so they don’t all fire at once and don’t blow each other up.  This is perhaps the most extreme of the various levels in the campaign that gives you difficult unit sets with the purpose of teaching you to master certain units.

-Dark Force:  Ghols, Soulless, one Wight.  These are the most challenging foes for an entirely Dwarven force to face, within reason (Trow and Fetch simply weren’t meant to be killable by Dwarves).  This forces you even more to master the abilities of the Dwarves, and to manage them well.  If a Ghol gets past your lines, you’re doomed—at the very least, you have to sacrifice the Dwarves immediately around it.

-Gameplay Overview:  The level is taken in stages, the first of which is sneaking the Pathfinder in.  I’m not entirely sure how this is scripted, but it appears to be quite complex, and is interesting enough to be worth figuring out.  The Ghols all wander separately, and if you get near enough to one, it will stop to listen for you.  It will keep moving a little and stopping until you’re out of range—and if you aren’t careful, it will detect your rough location during one of these pauses, and start chasing you, swinging its cleaver at a point vaguely near to you, moving, and repeating.  If it detects you, it will keep following you, and there appears to be no way to get it off your tracks.  Water, of course, will give you away, as will bumping into anyone or attacking.  There are just enough Ghols in the starting area to make it hard to get past them.  Getting past the deaf Soulless is easier—they only detect you if you run into them, which makes sense.  Once you signal, there are a number of wandering Ghols and Soulless guards spread out all over the area that will come for you.  There are few of these, but they’ll be coming from all sides, and the Dwarves that drop in will end up all over the place too.  Gathering them up while fighting individual units that outrange them is tough, and this spot becomes an exercise in saving as many as possible, sacrificing some as decoys if necessary.  Now that the Dwarves’ numbers have been cut down, they face the third stage, which includes clusters of Ghols coming from caves without warning.  Here there are large numbers of enemies, and it becomes more difficult if the previous stage was successful in slaughtering the paratrooper Dwarves.  The clusters would have been disastrous and unfair in the section where the paratroopers are summoned, because micromanagement is more difficult there—but they work very well as a later challenge.  There are a few Ghols with pus at the end, which outrange everyone except Balin and are therefore particularly dangerous.
-Interesting Details:


*The Soulless guards patrol back and forth, which looks nice and also makes it necessary to time your movements to get past.


*There is one Wight wandering around in the area with the pus-Ghols, mostly just for flavor—Balin can easily deal with it.
17a) A Long Awaited Party

-Light Force:  Nine Dwarves, Balin; reinforcements three Dwarves.  Same as before, so there’s nothing to add here.

-Dark Force:  Ghols, Soulless.  Same challenges as before.
-Gameplay Overview: Similar to the previous level in many ways, but whereas the challenge of that level was simply a matter of a difficult unitset, this one takes those difficulties and compounds them by becoming harder in two ways: first, the groups of enemies are all larger; and second, there are more pus-wielding Ghols.  This is another level where the gameplay is designed to drain your health slowly until you reach a climactic final battle (really climactic).  Like the second champions level, this takes the already interesting unitset concept and refines it, making something far tougher and more fun than the simple Dwarves vs. Ghols gameplay of Sons of Myrgard.  You fight a couple of Ghol platoons in the beginning that are spaced out enough to be really tough—it’s hard to get more than one Ghol with a grenade, so you have to space out your throws really well to keep any of them from getting past you.  The second challenge is a group of projectile-bearing Ghols, also well-spaced and with longer attack range than the ones in the platoons.  They’ve got pus scattered around them, tempting you to try to detonate it under them, but they’ll respond too quickly for that, foiling your attempt and likely killing Balin if you sent him alone.  You can get the next group with their own pus, making them easier (if you don’t, they’re really nasty to fight—more pus), although when you set them off some Soulless start coming toward you, spread out so that if you manage them one at a time it’s not hard, but they start piling up quickly.  After that, the really intense challenge begins—you are given an extra pile of satchels and a few reinforcements, but it’s still a rough couple of fights.  First, you have to take out an army of Soulless, which can’t be easily managed with only Dwarves; any Dwarf that gets close enough to strike at them will be brought down by a rain of javelins; the result is that unless you’re really good, you will lose multiple Dwarves here before the final battle with the Ghols.  Satchel traps and air strikes are necessary to deal with them.  Then there’s the huge Ghol army, which can be easier than the Soulless as long as you lay all your satchels out in the right place to blast them en masse.  There are so many that you can never kill them all this way, so you have to fight a big battle between their survivors and yours.  Then, finally, you get to take out the Godhead—although there will be a couple of straggler Ghols and Soulless that can still finish you off if you’ve only barely survived the rest of the level.
-Interesting Details:


*Some of the Ghols here are black—the ones that get blasted in the intro, and a platoon near the starting area.


*The Ghols around the Godhead are chanting endlessly.  It’s pretty neat to listen to.


*The Godhead—it’s fun to trash.

18) The Road North

-Light Force: Five Warriors, three Fir’Bolg.  Obviously not enough to take on very many enemies, but you never really have to.

-Dark Force: Thralls, Soulless, Fetch.  It doesn’t exactly matter what types of enemies you fight here, given the sort of fighting you do.  The Dark units come in a lot of big, slow platoons, which sort of fits the mood of this dark, rainy level, and makes it a bit easier to wipe them out with lightning blasts.

-Gameplay Overview:  As far as I can tell, this level isn’t meant to be lost; I’ve never had any trouble with it.  It’s basically just a fun romp with the Bow of Furious Incandescence, merrily wiping out everything that gets in your way.  The first part of the level is really quiet, and mostly you just enjoy the atmosphere until you get to the bow.  Thralls periodically pop up, but are easy to deal with—with the force you have, it would be impossible for there to be an enemy group that wasn’t either so weak they’d be easy or so strong they’d wipe you out.  Then you get the bow, and things explode—or at least, that’s the feel I think the designers were going for.  The enemies don’t come quite fast or hard enough to really press you, and they just sort of patrol instead of coming in to engage you, so you get to deal with most of them at your leisure.  If things really “exploded,” it would be a much more fun level.  You have more than enough lightning charges to deal with everything, which is fine given the type of level it is.  All in all, it’s another interesting concept level that acts as a change of pace, but it could’ve been done better.  One way to go about that would be to de-randomize the location of the bow—it’s unnecessary to do that anyway, since you aren’t hunting around for it (the blood trails lead you there no matter where it is).  So making it always appear in one place would allow for coordination of the enemies.  On a different note, the Thralls that pop up when you grab the bow are a nice touch—they are just numerous enough to be a hard fight for the Warriors, and they keep you busy while the other Thrall blocks move in on you.
-Interesting Details


*gr’Uman is plastered all over the area where you find the bow, and his blood trail leads you to it.

19) Across the Gjol

-Light Force: Twelve Warriors, eight Fir’Bolg, six Dwarves, one Journeyman, one Warrior Captain.  Another big force for another big defensive level.  The amount of Dwarves is key, because of the rain and Thrall mobs, but you get enough other troops to be able to mop up the enemies if they’ve been weakened.  The Captain is there for flavor only, and doesn’t add anything to gameplay (but I like his presence).

-Dark Force:  Thralls, Soulless, Wights, two Fetch.  Mostly Thralls, though—they’re sort of the key to this level’s gameplay, as it revolves around desperately trying to wipe them out with the Dwarves in unpredictable weather.  The other enemies are just there to complicate things, mostly.
-Gameplay Overview:  The Thralls and the rain are what really matter here.  You’ve got lots of Dwarves, but at times they’ll be practically useless.  The first huge Thrall double-wave comes at a time without rain, and they’re pretty easy to tackle even though there are so many of them.  The second wave is Wights and Fetch, and they pose little danger—though if you get too tempted by the string of Wights, which are such an incredibly easy target, the Fetch might get close enough to do some damage.  The third wave is the one that will break you—it’s another double Thrall wave, like the first, but it’s accompanied on one side by something like twenty Soulless.  They far outmatch your archers, and they’ll make it even tougher for your Dwarves to land any grenades on the Thralls (already hard, because now it’s raining pretty heavily) by slaughtering them if they try to approach.  Between the Soulless themselves and the Thralls that get through as a result, this wave will pound you hard—and then the final double-wave of Thralls comes right in behind them, too soon for you to have completely dealt with the previous wave.  You have to scramble to deal with them, and they act as a cleaning crew—whatever survived the huge third wave will be finished by these Thralls, unless you managed to keep enough units alive.  It’s still raining, of course, making Dwarven bombardment difficult—this wave is tough even on its own, but it’s mostly in cooperation with the previous one that it presents a threat.
-Interesting Details


*The Warrior Captain.

20) The Watcher

-Light Force: Eighteen Berserks; reinforcement Berserks.  This unit set is obviously another unconventional one, and presents all new difficulties.  You have only melee, so you can’t deal with enemies from afar.  You’re fast and you hit hard, but the lack of ranged support means you have to be very careful with how you use the Berserks—knowing when to spread out and when to use formations will decide whether you win this level.

-Dark Force: Thralls, Soulless, Ghols, two Shades.  The concept behind this level is Berserks-only, and the Dark set caters entirely to that.  The Thralls are just meat—fun to kill, and good for taking away a bit of health, but not much more.  Soulless present a challenge by being able to fight from afar, and the Ghols with their pus are an even greater threat—there’s nothing to stop them from getting close enough to throw the pus, so mastery of the Berserks is required to evade it and minimize its damage.  The Shades, of course, are the greatest bane of a cluster of melee.

-Gameplay Overview:  The gameplay is almost entirely based on the types of units, so there isn’t much more to say.  The level is designed almost like a gantlet; you take as little damage as you can from the Soulless and pus-Ghols that fill the level, deal with the Shades when they come, and make your way to The Watcher.  What would be a careful advance, dealing with groups one at a time and trying to avoid casualties, becomes a desperate race, a series of quick strikes and evasions that aim not to out-strategize the enemy but merely to keep enough troops alive to complete the final leg of the mission.  It’s quite brilliantly done, but again it’s mostly the units that make it that way.  The Shades are surrounded by Ghols, making them even tougher to kill, since the way to deal with them would normally be to surround them in small, isolated groups.  On the other hand, it gives you the opportunity to get the Shade to pop his own Ghols, which is a whole lot of fun.  The end is guarded by walls of Soulless, who will make mincemeat of an army of orange- and red-bar Berserks.  You face first one of these walls and then a second (which is itself in three staggered parts); the second is just close enough to The Watcher’s ring of Ghols that as soon as you get close enough to chop up the Soulless, they start chucking pus at you.  And then whatever Berserks have survived the javelins and pus, no doubt scattered by now, have to deal with the cleavers of the Ghols and finally the inner ring of Thralls, which at first merely blocks you while the other enemies strike at your back, but will attack if pressed.  On Legendary it’s impossible to overcome this enormous guard, and the objective becomes reaching and destroying The Watcher before his guards wipe you out entirely.
-Interesting Details:


*One of the Shades is Mazzarin, of whom you’ve heard in flavor texts.  He ports in wounded and without Dispersal Dreams, as if he has just arrived from another battle.

21) River of Blood

-Light Force: Sixteen Berserks, eight Fir’Bolg, four Dwarves, three Forest Giants.  The best fighting force you can get in this game, except that there are no Journeymen.  The reason for this, I think, is to make the Forest Giants more precious—if you could heal them, the level would be a lot easier (you might even be able to beat the level using little else, if you saved all your heals for them).

-Dark Force:  Myrmidons, Fetch, Trow.  Like you, the enemy has only the best troops here.  The whole level pretty is pretty much an exercise in using your strongest units to counter the enemy’s.

-Gameplay Overview: Like Forest Heart, this level is long and straightforward, and therefore a little tedious.  It’s got a few twists, but mostly it’s just micromanaging your force to deal with a series of large roadblocks.  You are kept from going through the middle by a massive army, forcing this wide open level to become a linear crawl around the edge of the map.  It’s a reasonable trick, although a little cheap—they might have sacrificed it in order to create one really non-linear level for the campaign.  There are three enemy groups here that are almost the same size as your force, so you have to fight well to beat each in turn and take minimal casualties.  In the first two roadblocks, the Myrmidons will spread out as you approach, so that you face foes from all sides when they finally attack.  The huge Fetch group at the east wall is pretty cool, if nonsensical from the enemy’s tactical perspective.  The group keeps sending small parties of Fetch out to attack you, which generally get larger until you face the final group of four at once (on Legendary).  The bridge is probably the best fight, and the most well-thought.  The bridge itself is a chokepoint, which can be used to your advantage or theirs.  The Fetch come first, to clear the way.  To deal with them you’re pressed to use your Forest Giants, who are then faced with the Trow coming up behind while they’re engaged with the Fetch—which means you have to be careful in how you approach and not let them get caught alone.  When the Trow die, a huge Myrmidon mob arrives and you are given a good chance to use the bridge against a force that’s even larger than your own.

-Interesting Details:


Nothing to add here.

22) Pools of Iron
-Light Force: Alric; reinforcements twenty-three Berserks, seven Fir’Bolg, two Journeymen.  Alric is quite clearly the key to this level, and the Berserks are there to deal with what he can’t.  The archers hardly play a role here, but it’s still all right to have them; in theory they can help soften up the Trow.  I suppose the level would also feel a little weird without them.  It’s important that there are no Dwarves, because the challenges of the level are designed to focus on a melee-centric Light unitset and Dwarves would ruin them.
-Dark Force:  Thralls, Myrmidons, two Trow.  All melee, and with good reason (see below).  The Trow are expecially important because they’re the one single threat that Alric is incapable of dealing with.

-Gameplay Overview:  Aside from the first few stray Myrmidons, which serve no gameplay purpose and are only there for entertainment, the level is a series of large mob rushes, mostly from large groups of Myrmidons.  That many groups of fast melee hitting you would surely obliterate you, so the trick to this level is figuring out when to use Alric’s Dispersal Dreams and when to save them and use the Berserks and other units to deal with the enemies.  The Trow add an extra challenge, because if Alric doesn’t destroy both of the Myrmidon groups that attack at the same time (which could otherwise be handled by Berserks), the Trow would easily turn the tide of the battle.  In my opinion, this would be a better level if Alric had one or even two less Dreams.  Then the level would go something like this: Alric would have to hoof it to the knot and get the Berserks before any Myrmidons got to him (because he can’t use a Dispersal on them yet), and then the forces porting in would need to deal with the two or three Myrmidon groups coming in from all sides (which can be done on Legendary, although you’ll take casualties); Alric would use his only two Dispersals on the big Myrmidon groups with the Trow, while the other units dealt with the Trow themselves; and finally, you would face the two Thrall armies with no Dispersals, which would require you to have kept enough units alive up until that point (it’s easy for a bunch of Berserks, but if you don’t have many they’ll get swarmed).  As the level currently exists, you have enough Dispersals to deal with enemies that the remaining ones can be easily beaten by your huge number of Berserks.  It’s a fun level though, if a little too quick and easy for being the third to last in the campaign.

-Interesting Details:


*The stray Myrmidons near the beginning will fight in an interesting way: they’ll approach Alric if he has his back turned to them, but run away if he turns to face them, making them irritating harassers.  I’m not sure how it’s scripted, but it’s neat.  Possibly just a simple Harass action, although the behavior is very different from that of Harassing Ghols in a normal battle vs. a Light force with missile units.  Extracting The Fallen Levels would be an easy way to find out.
23) The Last Battle

-Light Force:  Twelve Berserks, eight Fir’Bolg, four Dwarves; reinforcements Alric (uncontrollable), four Berserks, three Fir’Bolg.  There’s not a lot to say about this force other than that it’s pretty standard; you’re expected to use what you’re used to by this point, and you don’t get anything really special like Forest Giants.  The large number of Berserks is important, because you absolutely need a bunch of them still alive for the last confrontation; not losing them is key.
-Dark Force: Thralls, Myrmidons, Fetch, Balor.  Lots of Fetch present the main difficulty on this level, especially coming up behind melee while you’re engaged with them.  The melee are pretty nasty in their own right, though, because there are large mobs of them.

-Gameplay Overview: The neatest thing about this level is how cinematic it is.  Alric confronts Balor on several different occasions, and they yell at each other a bit.  There’s a buildup of the story up until the final confrontation, making Alric’s “kill him!  KILL HIM!” an incredibly dramatic moment.  Each scene is handled well cinematically—dialogue, the movements of the monsters as they approach, the positioning of Balor’s bodyguards, Balor’s delayed approach the first time you confront him, etc.  No other level in TFL is like this (although Myth II: Soulblighter often tries to be cinematic, and doesn’t do so hot), which makes it feel even more special and climactic.  Each of the three major battles is well done.  The first features five groups of melee coming in one at a time (or rather, one side, then the opposite side, then the middle three, of whom the outer two groups are Myrmidons and therefore arrive first).  They are timed quite well, so that you feel rushed to deal with each before the next approaches, something that is quite hard to accomplish.  And then the previously unseen Fetch arrive from behind; there are four and they’re tough on their own, but the tough part is that if you’re still trying to deal with the melee (you probably couldn’t do it all with Dwarves and had to rush in the Berserks) the Fetch will blast your units caught up in the fighting.  The second fight is similar—you know the Fetch are coming but there are more of them, and they’re behind the Thralls, making them difficult to reach; you have to really scramble to deal with them and back your archers out of the way so the other units can deal with the Thralls.  The final battle is one of the coolest in the whole game; the Fetch come in pairs all around Alric, and you have to rush in Berserks from both sides to deal with them while they’re concentrated on killing him.  At this point, the Myrmidons swarm you, surrounding you since you’ve been forced into the middle; if you didn’t keep a large number of Berserks alive through the other challenges, you’re doomed—and you still have to keep a bunch alive (no easy task when you’re surrounded and facing that many Myrmidons), because they’re the only units who can do anything to Balor when Alric finally freezes him.  The level flows elegantly, more due to cinema than actual battles (which are all good but not exactly connected), and it’s one of the better ones in the campaign—fitting for the climax.

-Interesting Details:


*The Thralls you face come in two different color schemes—a normal, grungy set and a more shiny, “elite” band that matches Balor’s colors.  This is used to good visual effect leading up to the first battle.

*Balor is flanked by different colored Fetch on each side when you see him the second time—red with white on one side, white with red on the other.  In the final ring, each pair of Fetch is similarly divided into one of each color, which looks really neat.


*Balor makes heads rain down from the sky the second time you confront him, to punctuate his point that Alric’s legion is dwindled down to nothing.


*The freeze and cut to the post-level screen is timed to occur just as Alric is raising his arms to blast a huge Myrmidon army.

24) The Great Devoid

-Light Force: Seven Berserks, eight Fir’Bolg, four Dwarves, one Journeyman.  You don’t have much to work with here, making it difficult and at the same time accentuating how few survivors the Legion has (a point made in the journal just beforehand).  The Dwarves are necessary to win, but aren’t good for much before the Devoid, since the enemies are all types that are hard to fight with Dwarves.  You have to use your small force of archers and Berserks to get through the roadblocks and escort the Dwarves to the end.  Many units start out slightly wounded, adding to the feeling that they’ve just come from a battle and making things just that much more difficult.
-Dark Force:  Wights, Soulless, Fetch, Soulblighter.  Although there are no Trow or Myrmidons, or even Ghols, the enemy can be tough here, because they can all attack from a range, making your Berserks only marginally effective and forcing you to rely almost entirely on the Fir’Bolg.  The large groups of Fetch and Soulless are quite tough for you to tackle with your unit set, and of course all of the enemies are effectively anti-Dwarf, making it tough to keep them alive until the Devoid.

-Gameplay Overview: This is one of my very favorite levels of all time.  The mood is just perfect, and the gameplay is damn close.  After all of the big, dramatic desert levels full of enemies, the forest seems quiet, peaceful, and beautiful.  Even when you start facing enemies, the tranquil mood isn’t broken, since the enemies sort of drift toward you in stringy arrays, the Wights aren’t direct (more wandering than fighting—not “RAAA MELEE RUSH” like the Mymidons and Trow you’ve been getting used to), and there are large gaps between the real fighting.  It’s an absolutely stunning and quite unexpected way to follow The Last Battle.  Soulblighter’s appearance at the end completes the mood perfectly—throughout the game he has been an eerie, silent, enigmatic presence (something that Myth II utterly ruined by turning him into an action movie villain), watching you from afar in Flight from Covenant, always appearing and disappearing suddenly with his creepy crow flight.  So when you see him standing in front of the Devoid, the last obstacle in the game (and still creepy and mostly silent), he has a very appropriate effect.  The only bad thing about this level is that Soulblighter, in spite of his intimidating presence, can be dispatched with a single heal—one of the biggest mistakes in the game, in my opinion, because it both hurts the mood and makes the end too easy, since you can take out the other guards and just walk the Dwarves up to the edge.  The finale is much more fun to handle indirectly, with innovative and desperate tactics—either taking the Strategy Guide’s advice and spreading your Dwarves extremely widely and having Soulblighter go after them one at a time so that the last one he pursues (carrying the head) has just enough time to throw it in, or (as I do) don’t space them quite so widely so that Soulblighter will reach the last Dwarf to kill him, but you get close enough that you can throw the head just before he gets you and let the satchel explosion propel it in—or even try to blast it in from afar with satchels (I don’t think this ever actually works).  The rush/distraction methods are extremely intense and suspenseful, and it makes for a really good ending.
-Interesting Details:


Nothing to add.  This whole level is an interesting detail.  Kudos, Bungie.

Final Note:  The most important thing I learned from this analysis is how the difficulty was handled—not the difficulty level variation (though they did that very well too), but rather the overall type of challenge the levels of the campaign present.  There’s a different sort of tipping point here than I’m used to.  If you lose one Dwarf, the consequence isn’t failure, it’s the ability to complete the level but take more casualties doing it.  If you lose a Dwarf and then half your archers, you might even still be able to make it through, but the beating you’ll take doing it will shatter your pride.  The TFL levels wear you away piece by piece, one way or another—whereas in most of the fan-made reg levels I’ve played, the level destroys players practically in one blow or not at all, and tipping point means if you lose one Dwarf you’re screwed and might as well restart or reload—which makes the level a frustrating slog to some extent, even if you can come away from it saying you enjoyed it.  In TFL, most of the levels are fairly easy for a skilled player to beat, but at the same time most are virtually impossible to beat without taking moderate to heavy casualties.  It’s never over until it’s over in TFL, and it feels like the focus is truly on strategic planning rather than perfect micromanagement.  A lot of it seems to have to do with having fewer and larger enemy challenges, generally with time to regroup between them, and often giving the player a healthy dose of melee.  Also, in Myth II, the Myrkridia and Mauls could butcher a player force even in small numbers because of their high level of speed and power, and their ability to take blows without flinching.  This forced the player (both in Myth II and in third-party maps) to adopt the strategy of putting artillery out front, archers behind them, and melee behind the archers—so that every group that comes at you will be softened up to the point where melee can beat it.  It isn’t a bad strategy, but it shouldn’t be the case that every single level uses it.  This is one main reason for why the great gameplay of TFL was lost and levels started following the more tedious gameplay described above.  Myrkridia and Mauls are great units, but should be used sparingly, except in levels where the whole point is all-out harrowing desperation (e.g. Gate of Storms, Stair of Grief, or Twice-Born).  I greatly prefer Myrmidons (I could never put my finger on why that was until I wrote this review), or Chimera Bonemen if the level isn’t set during the Great War.

Anyway, it’s hard to describe exactly what does it, but hopefully playing the TFL campaign will give some sort of unspoken sense of how this type of challenge is accomplished.  Because frankly, it’s just plain better than the way most maps are made.

Another Summary Note:  A great level is not just a battle: it’s a story.  Remember the little details noted throughout this analysis (another thing lost to some degree in Myth II).  Using nice touches like that, and knowing when and how to use cinematics, and in many cases setting the level in distinct stages, and using the effects of consecutive maps to play off of each other, are all important parts of telling a good story.
And one last important thing—don’t let your map become a series of clichés.  Don’t let terrain and habit decide everything for you.  Don’t look at every ledge and say “I’d better put Soulless here, because this is where Soulless obligatorily go.”  Don’t look at every pool and say “I’d better put eight Thralls and a Wight here, because that’s what you do with pools.”  The experience of playing your level should be a coherent flow, not a series of predictable, unrelated encounters.  Place a challenge on a level with consideration to what came before it and what will come after it.  And always try to do something new.
