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The Battle of Schlatfeld


 

In the throne room of Schwertburg’s Castle, nobles, advisers, and scribes were in a bustle with all the tasks necessary to prepare a response to the attack by the Artemisian Empire. Messengers were coming and going, carrying missives with orders and instructions and bringing back responses. One of them, however, addressed King Mund directly and kneeled in front of him.

“My King. I have an urgent message. The wall of Terpolimas has fallen. The army of the Artemisian Empire is already marching on your lands.”

Although the defeat wasn’t unexpected, given the size of the enemy force reported in Baron Lione's messages, the news had no less impact. An army of serpents had once again entered Veltraik's territory. Another chapter in the centuries-old conflict between the Artemisian Empire and men had begun.

Mund immediately ordered everyone except the nobles and his councillors to leave, wanting to confer with them alone.

“We must march to Schlatfeld at once,” said the monarch as soon as the door closed. “We can't let the serpents get to the bridge over the Harfluss.”

“But, my Lord,” protested Isgeld. “The army of the Duchy of Griecht hasn’t yet arrived, nor have the soldiers of Kriegsflegelheim. We need all our strength to face the colossal army advancing against us. Besides, the enemy has yet to pass Schlatfeld Castle.”

“As far as we know, Beulf Albtraum won’t get here before the enemy crosses the bridge,” replied the monarch. “And the enemy has enough troops to cut off the castle and move on without having to conquer it.”

“We can mount our defence on the bridge itself,” suggested the Duke of Ierzon. “That way we could minimise their numerical advantage and save Beulf a few days of marching to meet us.”

“No,” said the King. “I don't want the serpents anywhere near the Harfluss’s banks. Some of their soldiers may cross it swimming or using boats and hide in the woods and forests of Prinzfeld and the rest of the kingdom. It took my father thirty years to clear Veltraik of the enemies who infiltrated it after the Battle of the Breach. I won’t allow guerrillas to terrorise our kingdom again.”

“But even with all the armies of Veltraik, there would be no chance of victory in an open-field battle against the two hundred thousand reptilians Baron Lione spoke of in his messages,” protested the Duke of Lamagn. "They may have suffered casualties at Terpolimas and at the siege of Schlatfeld Castle, but they must still have an advantage of at least five to one.”

“Not if we choose the ground well and make the proper plans,” Mund replied. “Besides, we have the angels on our side.”

The King glanced at Ist'is, who was standing by the throne, looking for confirmation of what he had just said.

“My people and I will fight alongside the humans no matter what,” said the archangel.

“But even the angels aren’t invincible, they...” Isgeld began, but Mund interrupted him.

“Enough! I've made up my mind. We're fighting at Schlatfeld. Now we just have to discuss the exact location and the positioning of our troops. Let's go to the war room.”

And without another word, the King rose and left the throne room.

From the top of a small rise that could barely be called a hill, King Mund looked at his army, laid out on the plain below. The men had been forced to march for five days almost without stopping to get there, but the terrain chosen was to everyone’s liking, even the most sceptical of his nobles. The army’s flanks were protected — on the left, by the huge Grunwald Forest and, on the right, by a small tributary of the Harfluss which, with the spring thaw, was so full and had such a rapid current that it was practically impossible to ford so far south. The elevation where the King stood, about three hundred yards wide, rose behind the front line, forming an ideal platform for a few archer regiments. A few hundred yards to the north, the tributary had overflowed, flooding the ground between it and the road and creating an obstacle for the serpents during the battle.

On the green grass, twenty-five thousand men lined up, organised in blocks, preparing to receive the enemy army, which the scouts said was close. In the front, archers flexed their bows and retied their strings, which they had loosened so as not to lose tension during the journey.

Behind them, knights and nobles, with the help of servants, placed and adjusted the steel plates of their armour or those of their horses and covered them with surcoats and saddlecloths. Among them walked a few dozen magic users, casting spells to strengthen their defences and increase their strength, agility, and endurance.

Peasants, armed with pitchforks, bills, and other agricultural implements and carrying shields made of cartwheels, formed the third line — the thickest of the four. Their faces clearly showed fear and reluctance, but they knew that fighting for their lord was part of their contract of vassalage and that if they refused to fight, they would lose their right to the lands allotted to them, and their family would starve.

As if to prevent the peasants from retreating, heavy infantrymen lined up behind them, adjusting their armour and attaching shields to their arms.

Occasionally, arrows flew from the northern slope of the elevation in the rear, allowing the archers positioned there to determine their range and the best angles of fire.

Finally, hidden behind this small hill, nobles and servants prepared hippogriffs and pegasi for the confrontation, equipping the flying creatures with what little armour they could carry.

However, despite the splendour of the human army, with its multicoloured banners waved by the cold southerly breeze and its surcoats and saddlecloths of varying patterns and colours, the most impressive contingent lined up behind King Mund. The angels stood motionless, like statues, their white wings extended behind them, their golden breastplates reflecting the spring sunlight with heightened intensity. Swords with diamond-encrusted hilts hung from their waists, while, on their left arms, they carried gold-coloured shields decorated with bas-reliefs incomprehensible to human eyes.

Mund turned his gaze to his left, to the thousands of trees — some green, some bald — stretching north to the Nordugal Mountains. His son was somewhere beneath them, accompanied by Grendal and the five thousand knights of the Royal Army, searching for a position from which they could surprise the enemy with an attack on its flank or rear.

Hours passed until, to the north, the grass began to darken. Mund, like everyone else in the human army, strained his eyes, trying to understand what was happening — and discovered, to his horror, that it wasn’t the colour of the vegetation changing after all. Tens of thousands of reptilians marched and slithered toward them, filling the entire space between the Harfluss’s tributary and Grunwald Forest, their dark green scales gleaming in the sun. They advanced in almost absolute silence, like a snake gliding through the undergrowth, ready to pounce on unsuspecting prey.

As the enemy army approached, Mund, from his high vantage point, began to study its composition.

At the front came lizardmen — humanoid lizards with sharp claws and teeth — and serpentmen, anthropomorphic serpents with venomous bites, each carrying a rectangular wicker shield and a falchion. Giant lizards advanced on the flanks, mounted by lizardmen armed with spears and wicker shields.

Behind the first lines, through the glitter of scales and steel, Veltraik’s monarch saw the brown of wood, betraying the presence of the Artemisian Empire’s fearsome chariots.

After years of experience fighting this enemy, Mund knew that this huge horde, stretching to the horizon and perhaps beyond, contained other types of troops and creatures — but these were still too far away for him to distinguish. However, the silhouettes that now appeared in the skies weren’t difficult to identify, and a shiver ran up the monarch’s spine. Wyverns. Huge flying reptiles, possessing powerful claws and jaws and a poisonous spike at the tip of their tails. The twenty or so creatures landed among the reptilian army, calming the King of Veltraik, at least for the moment. They weren’t going to attack right away.

Silently, without any order being given, the serpents’ front line stopped about a hundred yards beyond the reach of the human bows. For several long moments, silence reigned over the battlefield. The reptilians remained motionless, like statues, while the humans — terrified by the size of the horde they now faced — didn’t dare to bang their weapons on their shields or ask their musicians to play, as was customary.

In the distance, from the rear of their army, a serpent shouted something in their hissing tongue — which no human had ever been able to decipher — a cry that was repeated until it reached the front lines. In response, the reptilian infantry and cavalry created passages about twelve feet wide between their ranks. Chariots, drawn by two giant lizards the size of horses, crossed through to reach the army’s front. Each carried two soldiers from the Artemisian Empire’s lesser races — serpentmen and lizardmen — one as a driver, the other as an archer.

As soon as all the chariots lined up at the front, a voice among the infantry shouted an order. The chariots began their advance — but instead of proceeding in a line parallel to the enemy front, they formed three perpendicular ones. As they sped across the battlefield, their wheels threw mud and water into the air. The easternmost line lost speed as it entered the flooded area, but the vehicles’ light structure prevented them from getting bogged down.

Veltraik’s trumpets sounded, and the human archers nocked arrows. Although their captains ordered them to fire at will, they held their bows and waited, knowing that against chariots, well-aimed shots had more effect than a random volley. However, the chariots, instead of using their usual tactic of firing as close as possible and then retreating to reload and repeat the movement, began to slow down and curve when they were about fifty yards from the archers. Surprised by this manoeuvre — one they had never seen before — the humans didn’t fire, and the chariot lines gradually turned into circles. Once these were fully formed, the reptilians began their attack. Whenever a chariot reached the point of the circle nearest to the enemy, its archer fired his gastraphetes. Then, he used the rest of the circuit to reload. This created a continuous stream of projectiles while making the chariots harder targets to hit.

Mund was always amazed at the serpents’ ability to develop — or copy from the many nations their empire bordered — new tactics. In all the battles he had fought against them, and there had been many, he had always encountered unpleasant surprises that had cost him many men and, in some cases, victory.

Fired from powerful gastraphetes, the reptilians’ arrows not only felled archers but also pierced the armour of the knights behind them. And when the projectiles didn’t kill instantly, the poison on their tips gave men only a few seconds to live. Of those struck, only the nobles mounted on unicorns survived, as the healing power of their mounts’ horns could close any wound and neutralise any poison.

The human archers responded by firing thousands of arrows at the enemy. However, the speed of the rotational movement and the protection offered by the vehicles’ structure prevented most projectiles from hitting their targets.

A little over ten minutes later — during which Veltraik’s army suffered hundreds of casualties, inflicting very few in return — King Mund was ready to send the nobles mounted on winged creatures into battle, for these were among the few troops able to catch the enemy’s fast, agile chariots. However, in the end, he didn’t give the order, as the reptilians broke up their circles, formed two lines, and disappeared through passages opened on their army’s flanks.
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