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  ETERNAL WAR




   




   




  Armies of Saints




  Prologue




   




  MMM




  Enemy helmets glittered in the powerful sun. Schiatta Cavalcanti sat astride his steed atop Montaperti hill, surveying how the armies were deployed.




  The Ghibellines had split into two mixed phalanxes of infantry and heavy cavalry. Behind them, near the River Arbia, a third, smaller formation of troops protected the supplies and the invaluable Wheeled Altar. Standards, big and small, wafted in the breeze, the banners from the major Tuscan Ghibelline cities standing out, especially Pisa and Siena, among the other enemies of Florence.




  When Schiatta was happy with what he saw, he put down his eyeglass and rubbed his wrinkled hands, a complacent smirk on his face. He breathed in deeply, enjoying the dry September aromas - manure, oak, hay and ripe corn - before gazing up at the sky and taking in a moment of solitude.




  He’d been surrounded by people throughout the military campaign. His children and grandchildren seemed to know little else other than how to drive them crazy. "Drinking so much is bad for you." "Wear something heavier. You aren't as hardy as you once were!" "An old man shouldn't spend so much time with whores." And so on.




  Finally, he was alone, soothed by that warm, healthy air. By midday, the fragrance of the countryside would have given way to the stench of blood and scattered entrails. Best enjoy it now.


  He breathed in deeply again. Such peace!




  Such a warm, dry climate would have been perfect for grapes. In just a few months, he would finally be able to savour the wine from his vineyards.




  The smile slipped from Schiatta Cavalcanti's face as a slight pang of anxiety grabbed his gut.




  SSS




  "Damn, damn, damn!"




  Kabal hovered above the warhorse, raised the grey drape that hung from his arm and passed it over Schiatta's shoulders once more. The light blue soul of the head of the Cavalcanti family turned an iron colour.




  MMM




  Schiatta's heart beat rapidly and his mind was alert. The old merchant was alone at the top of the hill, but he shook his head wondering why he felt such a sense of unease. Even a lowly porter could see how this battle would end. Simply by looking at the battlefield it was clear the Ghibelline forces didn't even number half of theirs. The lie of the land was also in their favor, as the enemy arrived second and been forced to deploy uphill, with the river at their backs.




  Yet, the sensation was growing stronger, not subsiding.




  And it was a feeling he knew well, one he had trusted his whole life as a merchant, helping him sniff out deals that were rotten beneath the surface. Battle was different. What did an old crook like him know about strategy? The other commanders were seasoned soldiers and they had no doubts. Florence's victory would be comprehensive and devastating. No reason to worry.




  SSS




  It was pointless. He wasn't going to instill doubt in him.




  "Damn my family's logic," muttered Kabal. Like all the Cavalcantis who preceded him, Schiatta was a solid, rational man who believed only in what he saw. Unfortunately, as was the case here, the human eye failed to see many things.




  Kabal loosened his grip on Schiatta's soul and floated down to earth, next to the horse. He walked along the top of the hill, heading towards Florence's forces. He glanced at the enemy's army.




  Frightening monsters wandered around beside the opposing forces. Grim Reapers whirled scythes as they waited for the battle. Regulus Snakes whipped the air with their forked tongues, and huge brutes with goat feet snorted through bull-like nostrils.




  Yet the scariest were the giant men with wide-open arms that rose above the ranks, wearing light braided with gems and giant golden discs that rotated gently around their heads.




  Kabal was no longer a young Ancestrarch and he had seen many Patron Saints. They were usually transparent figures that gave their faithful some form of mild protection against bad luck on the battlefield. In the two centuries he had been alive, Kabal had never seen such humongous, visible saints, at least not outside of the churches consecrated to them.




  One of the saints waved an oil lamp as big as a bell, while another held a giant, flaming grate. Yet another gripped a palm in one hand and his own head in the other. St Rainerius, St Valentine and others. The Patron Saints of the Ghibelline cities had grown more powerful than ever.




  High up, in the azure of a clear sky, two monstrous female eyes looked down benevolently on the Ghibelline forces.




  Kabal broke from a fast walk into a run.




  He was sure that a catastrophe was in the cards.




  I – The Battle of Montaperti




   




  Alas, now is the season of great suffering




  For every man who does love justice,




  For I do wonder where salvation can be,




  That pain and lament have not yet killed,




  Seeing the noble Florence always in flower




  And the ancient and honoured Roman customs




  That must surely perish, a terrible cruelty,




  If Florence is not rescued and saved…




   




  (Guittone d’Arezzo, “Ahi lasso, or è stagion…”, prima stanza, piedi)




   




  SSS




  In the Material World, Florence's troops wore armour and took up their positions. Their souls were far too idle, dominated by the brick red of people seeking the spoils, not the bright orange of fear. Few of those men were worried enough to pray and fewer still made Vows to the saints.




  The silhouettes of the Patron Saints allied to Florence stood out against the clear sky, but so transparent the edges were nearly impossible to make out. As Kabal elbowed his way through the souls of the infantry, he bumped into a few Ancestrarchs, but they were young plebeians who were nowhere near his rank. They had no jewellery and only a single drape hung from their arms, crudely wrapping their ashen bodies.




  As soon as they saw him, their eyes flashed with deference and worry.




  Kabal pointed to the Patron Saints, slowing only slightly. "No wonder our saints are so weak!" he shouted. "Make these beasts pray or we'll all meet our end!"




  Some of the spirits stiffened and bowed. Others, those with blue or purple drapes, wrapped them around the souls of their infantrymen. Kabal continued undaunted. The Wheeled Altar of Florence was so close he could hear its music, but he still had to cross through various other lines of plebeian souls before the true heart of the army was revealed to him.




  In the Material World, the humans had placed the Wheeled Altar at the highest point of the Montaperti hill, a spot from which it would dominate the entire slope, down to the river. That altar was the symbolic heart of their army. As long as it remained safe, with its flagpole rising up and the banner of Florence flapping in the wind, the Guelph troops would fight to the very end.




  In the Spirit World, the Wheeled Altar was home to the Silver Lily, the great spirit of the city of Florence. Kabal felt slightly more confident as he looked at the gold-coated wheels, the sides armoured with noble shields and the glorious tangle of blossoming vines. The Lily emitted delicate music of flutes and plucked strings, attracting the wild spirits of the wind and the plants.




  Kabal moved around the Wheeled Altar and finally reached his destination, where his peers were gathered in a semicircle around a giant, see-through garment of camel skin, with unkempt hair and a pale halo.




  Although the Patron of Florence was not as dense as the extraordinary density of the Ghibelline saints, he was at least the most solid in their deployment. He seemed to be dense enough to manifest intelligence, despite his eyes being closed and arms folded. Kabal moved swiftly towards the gathering. Two Ancestrarchs at the back turned their heads to look at him, revealing bushy beards ringed by bands of copper and bronze. They bowed their heads and moved aside to let him through.




  The Ancestrarchs in the middle row wore silver bracelets. Kabal adjusted the crown on his head and moved forward to reach the innermost row. On reaching the First Circle, he nodded in greeting at the other nobles adorned in gold. The saint was right in front of him, unmoving as always, with his eyes closed. Kabal's face reached up to his knee. Beside him, someone cleared his throat. Kabal bowed his head. His friend Portinum was one of the few Ancestrarchs with a clean-shaven face and feminine breasts.




  "So, you didn't get lost." There was a vague sense of reproach in those words.




  "I took my Pater Familias on a little trip," mumbled Kabal through gritted teeth. "I rushed back as soon as I saw the enemy army. An imposing sight, don't you think?"




  "I saw those," replied Portinum pointing to the eyes in the sky, "but Don says they also have savage allies. And their saints are denser than ours."




  "He told you that? It was probably to avoid panic. I've never seen Patron Saints manifest in such a way. I bet some miracle is likely... No, such things cannot be achieved through a mass or a procession. It is almost as if the Ghibellines built a new basilica for each of their fucking Patron Saints."




  "Don't swear in the presence of John the Baptist! His conscience is already struggling to get back."




  Kabal grimaced, glancing at the saint's closed eyes. It looked like he was in a state of religious ecstasy. "Two days ago, the Ancients were saying the Ghibelline Patrons were no stronger than lepers. What the hell happened?"




  "We haven't a clue yet. Our humans are making very little religious sense. As long as St John doesn't open his mouth, the movements of the Celestial Spheres will remain clouded in mystery for us."




  "Our mop-headed leader has chosen a fine time to sleep in!"




  A flash of outrage covered Portinum's face. "Quiet. For heaven's sake, quiet!"




  "Okay, okay. What about those wild spirits? How the hell did they tame those monsters in their midst?"




  "Witchcraft. Sorcery, no doubt. A few moments ago, Ericius informed us that they have at least three sorcerers in their ranks, plus a few apprentices.




  "Just what we needed! Ancient or new magic?"




  "New, clearly. With the saints so magnified Red Magic is the only form that..."




  "Keep your lesson for another day, Portinum."




  A voice boomed across the gathering. “Deh!”




  The mutterings ceased and everyone's eyes turned to Don. He was one of the tallest, largest Ancestrarchs, with a carpet of golden curls on his chest, four drapes elegantly knotted around his body and a golden crown topping his dishevelled mane.




  "Human faith is too weak, my brothers. We can't head into battle if we don't know what awaits us. We have only one choice. And that is to offer some Virtue to the Baptist."




  A chorus of agreement rumbled through the gathering.




  "So, let us waste no time!" Don raised his arms and the other Ancestrarchs followed suit. They closed their eyes, opened their palms to the sky and shook their elbows. The air was filled with an array of coloured drapes.




  Kabal gritted his teeth. Since his folly four years earlier, his reserves of Virtue were very low. Did he really have to waste what little he had left to strengthen a lazy Patron? Couldn't someone else take care of it for once?




  "Is something the matter, Kabal?" asked Don, looking straight at him.




  Kabal shook his head. He raised his arms heavenwards, his turquoise and grey drapes unrolling until they were an inch from the ground.




  "I'm glad, my friend," replied Don.




  Kabal turned up his nose. He pushed his thoughts from his mind and focused his spiritual essence on his drapes. Tiny droplets gathered on the fabric folds, eventually forming two coloured drops that hovered towards the transparent body of the Patron Saint.




  A sudden sense of dizziness engulfed him, nearly sending him crashing into Portinum. He had no more Virtue, as that terrible Don well knew. Bastard. Sooner or later he'd make him pay.




  MMM




  The sun was now high in the sky. As the three nobles sat on their horses beneath the banner of the Florentine cavalry, they saw how the battle was playing out in the distance. Schiatta's neck ached. He rolled his head carefully. "What a pain. Aren't we too old to wear helmets, Pazzi?"




  The head of the Pazzi family sat upright. He made sure the banner of Florence was secure in his saddle, pushed a finger into a bag and smiled, revealing his four remaining teeth.




  "I don't even note the weight of my helmet, Master Cavalcanti. I believe it is merely a question of training. I've worn it all my life." He slipped a sweet into his mouth and nodded, clearly agreeing with his words.




  "Oh yes," asked Schiatta, "since you have seen many battles, can either of you explain why the Ghibellines are screwing us so badly?"




  "Don't frown if you don't understand, Sir."




  "Precisely, I don't understand. You said it would be a crushing victory, but it doesn't seem to be going quite that way."




  "As I said, Master Cavalcanti, let the matter rest. This is how war works. Those of us who have seen many battles, realize this. Right, Bocca?" The third horseman, Bocca, nodded in silence.




  "It is a complicated matter, Sir," added Pazzi. "Not even us veterans can precisely predict the outcome of a battle. But trust me, today the spoils will be ours."




  SSS




  At that moment, a shadow passed over the company in the Spirit Word. Kabal only just had time to glance up. It was a devil from Christianity, with the nose of a weasel and wings of a bat. In absolute silence, it swooped down on the guardian of the Pazzi family.




  "Patiu, watch out!" shouted Kabal.




  The warning came too late. The demon drove its claws into the Ancestrarch's chest, sending him rolling away. Kabal drew back with a half groan. The monster landed next to Pazzi's unaware soul and raised its short legs. The spirit that lived in the Florentine banner hissed like a cat, giving off an intense aroma of lilies.




  Patiu reappeared. He moved forward deliberately. With his right hand, he rolled up his emerald drape, while with his left, he dripped some Virtue onto the gash on his chest to cauterise it.




  "It wants the banner!" shouted Kabal, yanking at the soul of his Pater Familias. "If it knocks down the banner of Florence, our reserves won't know where to go any more!"




  MMM




  The horse jerked. It was getting more and more nervous. Schiatta was also getting a touch fed up with Pazzi's company.




  "General, the battle began three hours ago." His tone carried a sense of enjoyment. "The flaming barrels have gone out. The holes were a fiasco. Our men are dying like flies and running off even faster. Having the high ground is proving useless because the dust is blinding our crossbowmen. And in all this, the enemy lines are holding superbly. As someone who knows little of battle, I'd say you overlooked many details!"




  The general smiled patiently, as one does with young children. "It is courage, my dear Cavalcanti. You have to understand that courage has to be taken into account. It is a fine line between courage and cowardice in men. It is not something you can weigh on scales like you merchants do, with fabric and spices."




  The wind blew dust between Schiatta's eyelids, leaving him swearing as he raised his helmet to rub his sore eye. When he looked back up, Jacopo de Pazzi was staring at him with patronising pity. Ever since the City appointed him to carry the banner of Florence, his already oversized head had grown bigger than all others. Bearing the standard was undoubtedly an important task, but anyone except a cripple could actually do it.




  SSS




  “Go back to Hell!" shouted the Ancestrarch of the Pazzi family wielding an emerald trident.




  The demon hissed and left the spirit of the banner alone. The standard was wounded, but it was still alive. Patiu hovered towards the monster, his trident ready to strike. "Attack me if you are brave enough!"




  The devil recoiled onto four legs. Its eyes darted from Patiu to Kabal, from the standard to the human souls. "Careful," said Kabal. "It isn't a wild spirit; it's intelligent. You attack it first!"




  If I leave the Lily bud unprotected, we can say goodbye to Florence's rear-guard action. You attack it!"




  "I don't know how to fight."




  "Well, defend the banner. You do know how to shape a drape into a weapon, don't you?"




  “No.”




  The demon walked slowly around them. Patiu was careful not to let his guard down. "What do you mean 'no'?" he bellowed.




  "I mean that none of the Cavalcanti ancestors were warriors! And nor am I!"




  Patiu gritted his teeth as he gave him a disparaging glance. It was in this precise instant that the demon chose to strike. Yet, it didn't go for the Ancestrarch. It went for the closest human soul, that of Bocca degli Abiati.




  Patiu stabbed with his trident, but it hit nothing. "What the hell?"




  Bocca was third in the line of succession for his house, so his Ancestrarch wasn't there to defend him. The demon touched Bocca’s chest and eyes, causing three small black circles to appear on his soul. In a few seconds, a web of grey threads wrapped his body from head to toe. The demon flickered and vanished.




  "What's going on?" asked Kabal, without moving from Schiatta.




  "Possession!" Patiu's eyes were wide. "The demon has entered Bocca's body!"




  A shiver went through Kabal. "Does that mean he can control him now?"




  "Yes!"




  Patiu lashed out at the place where the demon had been, but his trident met with nothing other than air. "Too late. It's already inside! Come give me a hand. Perhaps together we'll be able to pull it out."




  Kabal blinked. He needed to make a decision. He spread out his grey drape and wrapped Schiatta's soul as quickly as he could.




  MMM




  Schiatta could see something move in the corner of his eye. He turned his head towards Second in Charge, Bocca degli Abiati. He saw nothing strange: a young guy unmoving behind his armour, his eyes wide behind the gap in his helmet. He too must be worried about the battle. Thank goodness there was someone sane around.




  "It is a prerogative of true soldiers, you know?" added Pazzi. "Courage, I mean. I'm not surprised you overlooked it. It is not really something you have in your line of work."




  It was a dig, but rather a lacklustre, uninspired one. Yet, for some reason, Schiatta felt a sense of irritation well up inside him, almost causing him to insult the standard-bearer for Florence. Instead, he gripped the reins and smiled.




  “Deh! The best generals speak about troop morale in the same circumstances as the best priests refer to the mystery of faith."




  "What? What circumstances?"




  "When they don't know which way to turn."




  Without waiting for an answer, Schiatta spurred his horse to head down the fortified hill, followed by twenty mercenaries on horseback. Where was his son's unit?




  SSS




  Kabal's drapes were so used they were nearly dry. It had taken a huge effort to drag Schiatta away from old Pazzi. He was tired, but he'd succeeded. His last effort was to turn towards the hill.




  In the Material World, Jacopo de Pazzi was watching him go. He said something, holding the banner in his right hand. At his side, Bocca degli Abiati nodded, moved his horse closer and drew his sword. He raised it calmly.




  Jacopo de Pazzi's hand came off cleanly, leaving the coat-of-arms of Florence to disappear into the dust. A veil of agony and alarm engulfed the hill, which was growing more and more distant. Kabal turned and shook his head.




  Stupid Patiu. He should have known that he wasn’t a warrior. He was a politician, a businessman. Kabal was someone who knew how to survive. He had made his contribution to that battle in the Material World because the Cavalcanti family had hired more mercenaries than any other. By contrast, in the Spirit World, his intention had always clearly been to stay as far away from any fighting as possible. And he'd expressed this openly.




  The attack by that demon was definitely not his responsibility. The problem was that, after fleeing, Patiu would no longer be friendly toward him. This wasn't ideal as Patiu was the Ancestrarch of one of Florence's leading families. A touch of luck and he'd die fighting the demon.




  Kabal sank onto Schiatta's soul, allowing himself to be carried along so he could rest for a bit, rather like a spiritual cape fluttering behind him in the wind. He looked up at the sky. Those feminine eyes were half closed, but still there. Giant, black eyes filled with goodness. A few hours earlier, John the Baptist had explained what they were: the irises from a painting, the Madonna of the Big Eyes.




  Kabal nearly laughed between curses, thinking the cause of all this was a painting. Clearly, this was not just any old painting. Two days before, the Patron had told them, the Ghibellines had consecrated the entire city of Siena to that work of art. The Virgin Mary was no easy sovereign to please. Those idiotic Ancestrarchs from Siena would regret the move sooner or later. For now, though, the Virgin Mary's gaze would invigorate all their Patron Saints, allowing them to protect their faithful better than even an extra layer of chainmail.




  A distant realization suddenly shot through Kabal's mind, scything swiftly through his thoughts and leaving him with images from the north west. One of the humans in his family had just been killed.




   




  FILIPPO CAVALCANTI DIED AGED 33. He had three sons and seven drops of Virtue. His soul was full of surprise and regret.




   




  Kabal stretched out his hand and called the soul of the dead person to him. The soul would reach him within the hour, at most. In this misfortune, there was great fortune. Filippo was a troublemaker, an independent soul. He was always on the verge of rebellion, ready to take resources away from the dominant branch of the family. It was a good thing he was dead.




   




  GIOVANNI CAVALCANTI DIED AGED 15. He had three drops of Virtue. His soul was filled with pain and rage.




   




  Filippo's first-born was also dead! Their deaths caused pangs of pain, but Kabal smiled nonetheless. Filippo's other two sons were still small, so he could raise them under his control.




  In the Material World, Schiatta stopped upon reaching a sergeant and then headed south towards the Wheeled Altar. He took the long route to avoid any clashes. As he galloped along, Kabal gazed at the battle.




  From far away, the lines of battle resembled a mass of human emotions, flashes of movement and souls stunned by death. There was also a reddish point in the enemy ranks. Then it was gone. Was it a dream? No, there it was again. It was a knight attired from head to toe in scarlet magic. Then the haze of emotion swallowed him up again. Elsewhere on the battlefield, a giant country spirit whined agonizingly. An Ancestrarch had thrust a red spear into his eye and now he dangled from it. Who was that mad warrior? Kabal tried to understand him, but his exhaustion and lack of Virtue left his vision cloudy.




  He looked towards the allied ranks. At last prayer gleamed up from the souls of the soldiers, dotted with a growing number of bright Vows to the saints. There was no better incentive to test true faith than fear. The idiotic faces of the Guelph Patron Saints looked denser in the sky. Their protection remained weak, but it would soon increase.




  Kabal simply had to keep the most valuable members of his family far from any fighting, at least until the Virgin Mary's eyes were fully closed. The Wheeled Altar was the ideal spot. The Silver Lily was powerful in the Spirit World and, despite being little more than a ceremonial carriage in the Material World, it was defended by the best warriors in their ranks. Lulled by the swaying motion of Schiatta's soul, Kabal fell into fitful slumber.




  MMM




  Cavalcante de’ Cavalcanti pointed at the fighting with the tip of his sword. The person he was speaking to, a powerful knight bearing the banner of Lucca on his spear, shook his head and gestured to the Wheeled Altar behind him.




  As Schiatta and his entourage moved closer, he had the distinct impression his son was not happy with how his conversation with Captain of Lucca was going. It might have been a sense of relief caused by finding his son far from the battlefield, but Schiatta felt almost as if he was seeing his son for the first time. He noticed how tall and strong he was, with a large helmet and shield adorned with a grid of white crosses on a red background. It was the coat-of-arms he had passed on to him. Both Cavalcante and his steed were covered in chainmail held tight by straps.




  "My child! Are you well?"




  "Father? What brings you here? Were you not with the reserves?"




  "I couldn't stand Pazzi anymore, so I left before I killed him."




  "You're losing it, my old man," said Cavalcante shaking his head. "It is dangerous here. The Ghibellines want to take our Wheeled Altar. Go back swiftly to Pazzi and tell him we need reinforcements down here."




  Schiatta felt a pang of annoyance in his gut. "I swear..."




  "You know nothing of war, dad. Trust me for once! The Ghibellines have been pushing in this direction for an hour and, slowly, they are making headway. Can you see those soldiers down there? The ones bearing shields?"




  Cavalcante pointed down the slope, where three lines of soldiers with enormous shields where protecting other soldiers wielding crossbows.




  "If the Ghibellines manage to get past those shields, then we are the last line of defence between them and the Wheeled Altar."




  Schiatta felt a shiver deep inside. "If the battle is coming, then let's get out of here. We can entrust our banner to your cousin and head back to the camp. We'll have a bite to eat and then decide what to do. I'm dying of hunger!"




  Cavalcante moved closer to him. "Keep thinking like a merchant, my old man. But I'm a warrior. If I leave now, I'll tarnish our name and the Captain of Lucca will be left alone."




  "Oh sorry," grinned Schiatta. "I hadn't realized you'd married the Captain. He's a muscular lad. If you want to be a devoted wife, staying by his side… well, I understand..."




  Cavalcante took off his helmet. His bearded face was flushed with anger. "How did you come to be so cowardly? Don't you realize that, if the Ghibellines take the Wheeled Altar, it is the end for Florence?"




  "I'm more interested in you than Florence, you fool!"




  Cavalcante smirked. He put his helmet back on.




  "My wife and your grandson are in Florence, father. Our business, our house and all our wealth are in the city. Without Florence, we're not the great Cavalcanti family. Without Florence, we're nothing!"




  "That's crap and you know it. As long as we're alive..."




  Cavalcante grabbed the reins and spurred his horse on before his father could finish. His red and white shield disappeared among the throng of mounted mercenaries.




  The Captain of Lucca whistled and looked at Schiatta. "Bring the reinforcements here, Grandpa, and be quick about it." He held a horn to his mouth and gave two short, sharp blows.




  Schiatta looked towards the slope and felt a pang of cold rush through his stomach as he saw their lines were starting to crumble less than fifty paces away. All kinds of soldier were beginning to abandon their weapons and retreat disorderly, without any evident reason. Then, beyond that point, out of the dust, another horn sounded. It was longer, deeper and far more threatening than any he’d heard so far.




  It was the horn signalling the charge.




  SSS




  Kabal hated being wrong, but he was far quicker to accept it than others. He had always seen humans who dabbled in sorcery as little more than voyeurs, reckless fools who poked their noses beyond the veil of the Spirit World to, once in a while, strike a deal with some thin being without putting their own lives on the line.




  Yet, the spectacle before his eyes made him realize just how wrong he was. Spectres were flying over the ranks and clinging to the garments of the Guelph Patron Saints, followed fleetingly by the giant fauns that bore the Grim Reapers and the yellow waves of panic that spread through the souls of the Florentine soldiers. This was the work of some human sorcerer, someone with iron nuts!




  The spectres were gone almost as soon as they came, but the damage was done. By the time the Patron Saints opened their arms once more and their benign influence began to flow again, the lines of allied troops had already been broken.




  Even Schiatta's soul turned a patchy yellow. Kabal wasted no time in wrapping him several times in the light blue drape, creating a dark green of authoritarian determination. This colour didn't last long on the playful soul of his Pater Familias, but it did endure just enough to allow Schiatta to say something to the mercenaries in his entourage, who galloped off to block the path of some of the fleeing soldiers.




  Then the enemy Patron Saints began singing in Latin. An extraordinary chorus rang out with the power of thunder and the sound of bells chiming in unison, causing the earth to vibrate and the allied saints to tremble in the sky, like flags fluttering in the wind. First a demon attacking the banner of the reserves and then a perfect spiritual offense - what would follow? Kabal looked around seeking one of his kind to speak to, but the Spirit World was so dense with emotion it was becoming ever harder to see anything.




  Then, a cloud of moving red light appeared out of the fog and Kabal held tightly to Schiatta's soul.




  It was the horseman who was leading the enemy's charge, a frightening creature who glowed like a martyr in a procession. His shield, spear and helmet crackled with scarlet drawings and symbols, and that light merged with three torches of white energy around his neck and wrists.




  Were those relics?




  MMM




  The horse whinnied as it reared up on its hind legs. Schiatta grabbed the reins as tightly as he could, fearing he might be thrown from his mount. Pain shot up his back, but he managed to remain in the saddle and calm his steed.




  A large wedged-shape formation of Ghibelline cavalry had taken advantage of the turmoil to cut through the line of shields and was now galloping up the slope to the Wheeled Altar. Schiatta forced the pain from his mind and drove his horse left.




  Behind him, he could hear the captain of the defenders screaming "Lucca!" Schiatta hardly had time to get out of the way before a wave of soldiers on horseback flew towards the Ghibelline assault. Was his son in the midst of that mayhem? Schiatta galloped down the slope, moving parallel to the charging soldiers. He looked as hard as he could.




  Both Captains had spread out their forces and the lines were now galloping towards each other, spears out, shields up and flags blowing in the wind. An instant prior to impact, the Captain of Lucca's horse stumbled, leaving his master's spear to strike nothing but air. The Ghibelline spear was far more accurate, striking the gap between the edge of the shield and the visor of the other man’s cylindrical helmet. Sparks filled the air. The spear plunged right through the Captain with a thunderous sound, driving him out of his saddle and sending him rolling among his soldiers. At least five spears wielded by soldiers from Lucca converged on this Ghibelline destroyer, but they broke into pieces against the red shield and grand golden helmet as he drew his sword from its sheath. The two sides clashed furiously, leaving Schiatta unable to make out anything further.




  “Cavalcante! Where are you?" The lump in Schiatta's throat grew bigger as the first death cries echoed amid the confusion of swishing swords, clashing shields and thrashing hooves.




  Finally, he could see his son, Cavalcante. He was fine, but now he was alone, facing two mad Ghibellines armed with axes. His was in real danger. Nearby, a blonde soldier escorted by three shield-bearing soldiers was waving in the air, pointing to his son. His back was turned, so Schiatta couldn't see his face, but a family standard was flying from his spear.
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