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The Battle of Terpolimas


 

Lione, a baron vassal of the Duke of Ostreic, walked nervously along the alure. Months ago, the King had sent him there, to the wall that blocked the narrow passage between the mountains of Nordugal and Ostenugal. His mission was to make sure that the Artemisian Empire fulfilled its part of the peace treaty, since that was the only access to Veltraik from the northeast. During the winter, Lione had remained unconcerned, as, more than any barrier created by man, the intense rains and cold made any military incursion impossible. However, now, a couple of weeks after the beginning of spring, the ground was dry, and the temperature was mild. And the damned serpents of the Artemisian Empire had never been known to keep their word.

That day, his fears were confirmed. A soldier shouted to him from the top of one of the wall's two towers. With his heart pounding, the baron ran across the alure and up the stairs. When he reached the top of the tower, he saw the man who had called him and two other comrades looking intently past the battlements. Lione joined them. At first, he could only see a few bright spots, like the reflections of a distant river, but soon they turned into a green line. The baron didn't need to see more to know what it was. He ran to the tower’s eastern battlements and shouted down, “Send a messenger to Schlatfeld Castle! The serpents are coming! The serpents are coming!”

As soon as he heard the order, a small, thin man jumped onto the back of a light horse and took the dirt road that, thanks to several posts where he could change his mount, would take him to Schlatefeld Castle in just a few hours. Around him, men ran to the armory to get their weapons and armor. The baron, for his part, came down from the tower and went to his private cabin to equip himself for battle.

“Prepare my hippogriff,” he said to his chief servant, before leaving the small building and returning to the top of the tower, this time covered in steel and wielding a sword.

The single green line had, in the meantime, become several, confirming beyond a doubt that it was indeed an invading army. “Damned serpents,” thought Lione, “I knew we couldn’t trust them to keep to the peace treaty.” However, as the hosts of the Artemisian Empire approached in silence, without the music of drums or trumpets, without shouts or roars, without even the sound of boots stamping on the ground, his anger faded and was replaced by fear.

When the first enemy soldiers arrived at the entrance to the Terpolimas Pass, located about half a mile from the wall, the white and brown plain of the southern Artemisian Empire was completely painted green. Lione had never seen such a large army. He doubted that any man ever had that dubious honor. It was surely more than a hundred thousand soldiers strong.

From the top of the tower, the baron looked down at the three thousand men under his command, and his first thought was to order a retreat. However, he knew he couldn't do that. Their King would need time to gather a host capable of facing an attack of that magnitude. He was going to have to delay the enemy for as long as possible. At what cost, it didn't matter.

“Archers to the walls and towers,” he shouted.

While half of his men, armed with longbows and protected by steel helmets and studded leather armor, climbed the various ladders that led to their fighting stations, the baron approached the tower’s eastern battlements and studied the enemy closely.

In front of the passage’s entrance, lined up blocks formed by the most numerous infantry soldiers of the Artemisian Empire: lizardmen, humanoid lizards with sharp claws and teeth, and serpentmen, anthropomorphic snakes with a venomous bite. They were armed with strange short swords that, at the tip, were almost as wide as cleavers, and carried rectangular wicker shields, but they wore no armor other than the scales that covered their bodies. A gorgon, a creature with the upper body of a woman, snakes instead of hair, and a serpent's tail instead of legs, slithered almost imperceptibly among the rank and filed soldiers, fulfilling her duties as junior officer, the role most commonly assigned to her race during war.

Behind these vanguard blocks, lined several others that were similar, except for one, made up of lizardmen armed with spears riding giant lizards, larger than horses. Due to the distance, the baron couldn’t distinguish the troops positioned beyond the enemy cavalry, but he knew that other, and even more dangerous, types of soldiers were certainly positioned there.

A shiver ran up his spine when, in the distance, above the serpent’s army, several diffuse shapes appeared. These landed several miles from the wall; however, Lione didn't need to see them clearly to know what they were: wyverns, huge winged reptilian creatures that stood thirty feet tall.

For more than half an hour the enemy forces maintained their positions and formations. Their silence and stillness was disconcerting. Eventually, however, the infantry in the vanguard began to open passages between their ranks. Through these, multiple carts slowly advanced to the front lines, each pulled by two pairs of giant lizards. Under the supervision of gorgons, the lizardmen and serpentmen accompanying the vehicles began to unload them. Most of them contained logs and ladders, which were passed to the surrounding infantry. Carved pieces of wood came out from the rest, and some soldiers, probably combat engineers, used them to begin assembling several catapults.

On the towers and the wall, Lione and his men could only look helplessly. The baron knew that he didn’t have any weapon that could reach the enemy war machines, and a cavalry excursion with the hundred plebeian knights under his command had little chance of reaching the targets without being shot down by ranged attacks. The same applied to an aerial attack by him and his hippogriff.

At the end of the morning, the serpents finished assembling the catapults. Then, lizardmen uncovered the few carts that hadn’t yet been unloaded, revealing several rocks of approximately uniform size that they piled up next to the war machines. Serpentmen placed one in the bucket of each catapult and, under the guidance of gorgons, turned the cranks that flexed the arms. The wood protested with cracks and squeaks that echoed through the passage, making defenders shudder.

Finally, the gorgons pulled the trigger levers on the catapults, and these launched the projectiles through the air, toward the wall. However, none reached it. They just hit the ground, many feet in front of their target. Lione already expected that result. The gorgon artillerymen were merely checking distances. The next shots probably wouldn’t miss.

The serpentmen reloaded the catapults and prepared them for another attack. Shortly afterward, more rocks crossed the air towards the wall. Veltraik's men ducked, realizing that now the attack would be accurate. Only the baron remained upright, under the shadow of a flying flag, on which the head of a unicorn had been embroidered.

The projectiles hit the wall with loud bangs. One of them knocked down a merlon and crushed two archers, while the others hit the wall itself.

Lione peered over the battlements to check the damage, and, as expected, found it to be minimal. During the winter, the wall had been repaired and reinforced, as King Mund never fully trusted the Artemisian Empire, and now it was stronger than at any time during its century and a half of existence.

The bombardment went on for the rest of the day, crushing soldiers or throwing them from the wall. However, except for toppled merlons and some small fissures, the imposing defensive structure remained intact. The attack only ceased when the solar disk met the horizon, behind Veltraik's defenders, and silence took over the battlefield once more. Minutes later, night fell. The moon and stars shone in the clear sky and bathed humans and reptilians in a silvery light.

Lione saw thousands of fires light up among the black mass of enemy soldiers. He ordered his men to only light theirs indoors, as he feared the lights from the flames would give the serpents a target they could bombard during the night.

The baron came down from the tower and walked along the alure, offering words of encouragement to his soldiers as he considered their predicament. He knew that, without a clearly visible target, the serpents were unlikely to carry out nighttime bombardments, a conviction reinforced by the fact that the catapults had stopped just before dark. Additionally, he doubted that they would risk carrying out an assault without first creating a breach on the wall, whether night or day. It was true that speed would be advantageous for them, because the sooner they passed through the fortress in Terpolimas, the less chance the King and the nobles of Veltraik would have of gathering an army to stand up to them. However, after several battles, Lione knew the way of thinking of the nagas, the commanders of the Artemisian Empire's armies, and he knew that they didn't like wasting soldiers on risky assaults. Furthermore, they might not fear the formation of a large human army, they might even be counting on it. After all, historically, perhaps due to the large number of soldiers it could muster, the Artemisian Empire preferred to face the enemy in a large, decisive battle, rather than a succession of sieges, skirmishes, and other smaller confrontations.

Halfway along his route, the baron stopped and turned towards the enemy, contemplating the possibility of a preemptive night attack. At the passage’s entrance, thousands of weapons reflected the moonlight, held by lined-up gray figures. Lione once again considered sending his hundred knights on a sortie, but, even at night, they would hardly be able to reach the catapults. What was the point of risking men and horses just to kill a few serpentmen and lizardmen, when the serpents’ had tens of thousands of those creatures? No, there was nothing he could do that night against the enemy.

The baron told one of his subordinates to notify him if anything happened; he, then, climbed down from the wall and entered his private cabin. With his chief servant’s help, he took off his armor and laid down on his bed. He would need to be as rested as possible to face the following days.

Used to battles, Lione had no difficulty falling asleep and didn't wake up once during the night. Meanwhile, outside, his soldiers took turns on the wall to allow everyone to sleep for at least a few hours.

 

 

Lione woke up before the sun rose over the horizon and, after putting on his armor and arming himself, he climbed to the top of one of the towers to see the enemy army awaken. Then, the sun was already emerging behind the hosts of the Artemisian Empire, revealing, once again, the green blot that covered the plain. Here and there, columns of black smoke rose from dying fires. There was no sign of tents, which indicated that the entire army had slept in the open. Lione knew that this wasn’t due to cruel treatment of the soldiers, but rather to the simple fact that reptilian beings were much more resistant to the effects of the elements than humans.

Lizardmen and serpentmen were already preparing the ammunition and loading the catapults to begin a new bombardment, while, around them, the organization of forces remained the same as in the previous day. Whether these were the same soldiers or whether they had been rotated during the night, the baron had no way of knowing.

Moments after the sun completely crossed the horizon, the serpents fired the first rocks. This time, the bombardment was concentrated on a specific part of the wall. For Lione, it was obvious that the previous day's attacks had only served to test the strength of the fortification at several points, in addition to being an attempt to intimidate the defenders.

The baron ordered his men to reinforce the part of the wall targeted by the attack with wooden beams. However, his efforts could only postpone the inevitable. Lione knew that the wall couldn’t withstand fire concentrated at one of its weakest points for long.

By early afternoon, the merlons and parapet of the targeted area had been torn down. Less than an hour later, the first of the gigantic stone blocks that formed the wall’s body fell to the inside. By mid-afternoon, the wall already had a gap about seven feet wide.

The catapults stopped and, for a brief moment, silence took over the battlefield. This was broken by the shouts of the commanders and lieutenants of the attacking army. The front-line infantrymen picked up the ladders and logs that had been given to them the day before. It was clear that the Artemisian Empire's assault was imminent.

“All archers to the wall,” shouted Lione from the top of the tower. “Gotz, Ernt, Karniecht, take your men and don't let the enemy penetrate the breach, whatever the cost. The rest, form a second line at the top of the wall.”

Three lines of twenty blocks, each containing a gorgon commander and a hundred lizardmen and serpentmen began their advance toward the wall, moving with surprising silence given their number. A lone block, made up of lizardmen riding giant lizards, followed them a hundred yards behind.

The human soldiers, for their part, ran orderly between the huts and up the narrow and worn stairs that led to the alure, assuming the posts that the baron had just assigned them.

The enemy infantrymen, who stretched across the entire pass, kept advancing, completely undisturbed by the forces getting ready to confront them.

Veltraik's archers tensed their bows, ready to unleash a rain of arrows on the enemy as soon as their commander gave the order. Infantry soldiers, wearing steel armor and surcoats with the colors of their lord, raised their shields and wielded maces, axes, flails, and war hammers, ready to repel any attempt to climb the wall or penetrate through the breach.

The soldiers of the Artemisian Empire kept advancing in silence. After several tense minutes, they got within about two hundred yards of the wall.

“Fire,” shouted Lione.

His archers released their bowstrings, and nearly fifteen hundred arrows rained down on the infantrymen of the enemy vanguard. Some of the projectiles became lodged in wicker shields or skipped off scales. Of those that penetrated their target's flesh, not all were fatal or disabling, as the soldiers of the Artemisian Empire were more robust and resistant to pain than humans. Even so, Veltraik's arrows caused some casualties, although these were barely noticeable, such was the size of the enemy host.

The serpents' response didn't take long. From their third line, two thousand arrows flew at great speed in a direct trajectory toward the top of the wall. Many only hit merlons or the shields of the infantrymen behind the archers. However, those that hit a human soldier invariably killed him, regardless of protection, as the archers of the Artemisian Empire, in addition to covering the tips of their projectiles with fast-acting poison, used gastraphetes, weapons especially developed to penetrate the steel armor that the angels had taught humans to make.

Volley after volley, the humans were slaughtering more and more reptilian warriors, but they kept advancing at a steady pace. The Artemisian Empire’s archers also fired at Veltraik's defenders, although less frequently, as gastraphetes were slow-loading weapons, which, combined with the merlons’ protection, limited the casualties they managed to cause.

Long minutes later, one of the Artemisian Empire blocks placed the first ladder against the wall. Almost at the same time, the first serpentman began to climb the pile of rubble at the base of the breach opened by the catapults. At that moment, the reptilian archers stopped firing. Their human counterparts, on the other hand, kept firing, now releasing their arrows almost vertically. Behind them, soldiers in heavy armor advanced, pushing the ladder to the ground and starting to throw stones from the battlements in an attempt to stop the serpents from climbing the wall.

Despite their efforts, the enemy managed to get more ladders into position, and lizardmen began climbing them. Alongside them, other attackers placed logs, which the serpentmen started using to slither towards the battlements.

Many reptilians died, hit by arrows, or rocks, or pushed back to the ground, but, eventually, some managed to reach the top of the wall. The bravest human archers drew daggers and faced the enemy soldiers, trying to expel them from the fortification, but the majority retreated, leaving the fight to the infantry, who were better trained and equipped for hand-to-hand combat. These slaughtered and repelled reptilians, but also suffered casualties. Although the enemy's falchions had great difficulty penetrating the steel that covered them, they were heavy enough to bend armor and break the bones beneath it. And, as the defenders’ numbers dwindled, more and more attackers reached the top of the wall and jumped onto the alure.

 

 

Meanwhile, one of the lesser nobles who served as Lione's lieutenants led his men up the pile of rubble beneath the breach, intending to block the passage of the reptilians climbing from the outside. He reached the top at almost the same time as the serpentman spearheading the attack. Before the reptilian creature had time to react, the human noble lunged, the tip of his sword piercing his opponent's wicker shield and chest. His men promptly lined up beside him, ready to face the torrent of enemies assaulting the breach.
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