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Foreseen consequences to avoidable actions
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The streets of his city, of this city that lawfully should have been his own, hated him and he hated them. It was early night, and the loathsome citizens of his city were retreating to their homes after a day’s honest work. Emanuele spat. No one was honest. If they were, they’d have given him his city. But they were sordid, slimy, disgusting creatures, living on borrowed land, and abusing this place—a place that was by all laws, human and divine, his own. 

The cobblestones were sticky with the day’s rain, mud, and horseshit. A woman emptied a chamberpot next to him, the piss and shit splattering his clothes. He swore at her, staring up at her from his place in the gutter and shaking his hand violently. The woman took a good look at him, held her hand up to her mouth, and disgust curled her lip. Her eyes widened in horror, and she withdrew in her house, closing the shutters—without so much as an apology. 

Fuck them. He didn’t need those peasants. He was a lord, and this city was his. 

His belly rumbled, even though excrement sloshed by his hand. The last few weeks, his belly rumbled all the time, it was a constant reminder of his condition. He absentmindedly scratched his face, irritating the pus-filled boils there. 

It was about the time that the vespers ended. He pushed himself off the gutter and started walking towards the city cathedral—though “walking” was probably too generous a word for his shambling, hobbling gait. A few months ago—it felt years, now, but not even a year had passed—he had contracted some disease by a whore in a distant city, and the damned physician had cut off his balls. It hadn’t staved the progression of the disease, though, and now his right leg was next to useless, barely supporting his weight. 

He had stolen cane off a merchant last month, though now it was unrecognizable. It had been a piece of polished wood, carved at the top to display some magnificent family crest. Now, it was caked with a mixture of dirt, shit, and pus, just like everything on Emanuele. If the Emanuele of a year ago had seen this cane, he knew that he wouldn’t touch it even if he was paid a thousand golden coins. Now, he used it to support his shaking body. 

“Fucking Gioncavallo,” Emanuele growled to himself. The few people around him carefully avoided looking at him as he talked to himself. “It’s all your fault.” 

And it was all Gioncavallo’s fault. Even though Emanuele had managed to kill Gioncavallo, stab the fucker in the back, even beyond the grave, the rogue still managed to destroy his life. He had convinced Emanuele’s own father, Lord Cassio, to abandon him, his only living son. Probably his whore of a witch, that redhead Viviana, had woven some kind of demonic enchantment around Lord Cassio to manage that. 

Emanuele was not unfamiliar with the occult and the demonic. He had employed a witch himself to kill his lord father. That damned witch had failed, of course. “Incompetent,” he sneered. “Not even the devil knows how to pick competent underlings.” He spat again. A man dressed in pressed, richly colored clothes made a gagging sound and rushed away from Emanuele. 

“Fucking Gioncavallo,” Emanuele muttered again. He could see the belfry of the cathedral in the distance, over the roofs of the shabby peasant homes around him. To think that him, the great Lord Emanuele, would be forced to beg for a few copper coins at the steps of the cathedral, all because of Gioncavallo—it was incomprehensible. That son of a whore had taken everything from him. Everything. His own father, the wealth that was rightfully his own, his place as the head of this abominable city, his own fucking balls. Everything was Gioncavallo’s fault.

“But I killed him, didn’t I?” Emanuele asked himself. “I killed him.” He smiled. Oh, how perfect it had felt, shoving that knife in Gioncavallo’s back. How melodic it had been to hear his whore of a witch scream at the sight of the repulsive man crumpling in front of her. “Yes...” he hissed. “I killed him in the end.” 

And Gioncavallo had just as surely killed him in return. He punched his crippled leg to bring some life into it. His whole body was aflame from the effort of moving. 

“I don’t deserve this,” he grumbled to himself. “Fucking Gioncavallo. It’s all your fault.” 

When he arrived at the steps of the cathedral, he threw himself down near one of the great granite slabs. The building towered over him. He looked up to see a sculpture of a saint or other, and he spat at him. Fat good it had done him, paying all those funds to the church over his last few years as a lord. And fat good it had done him, allowing the pope to set up a regiment of his holy knights in the city. His father, Lord Cassio, had undone all his holy work, making sure the church had no sway in the city outside its cathedral and churches. And Emanuele had been stripped of all help, of all support by the great organization that he had helped attain a foothold here. 

He extended a boil-covered hand to the people exiting the grand cathedral. He refused to ask for money with his words. Their money belonged to him by right, as he was the rightful owner of their homes, the rightful owner of the land that fed them, the rightful owner of everything in this pitiful town. He deserved their money. 

He sneered at the faithful as they passed before him. Women wrapped in colorful pieces of cloth and wool, wearing decorated dresses, ignored him. A few dared sneak a look his way. Eyes grew wide with surprise, seeing his face. He saw lips curl up with disgust. Probably his stench, or the boils, or his deformations. There were so many things on himself that could cause disgust in the dainty women —

all Gioncavallo’s fault. 

The eyes of the men passing by lingered for a few instants longer. They were more resistant to the deep repulsion that he caused everyone. Yet none met his eyes. Even the rare few that dropped a coin or two his way—damned copper coins, too, which he had seen, let alone used, in his life before Gioncavallo reduced him to a beggar—still avoided looking at his eyes. And he knew why that was. His eyes were full of hatred. 

Damned Gioncavallo. He had stolen everything from him, leaving him with nothing but his hate. 

“My lord, thank you for attending service,” a man muttered. For half an instant, Emanuele thought he was talking to him, and he raised his head, looking deeper into the church. It was a priest talking to someone else, he noticed. A man with a wide back, richly dressed, with gray, thick hair on a proud head. A head that Emanuele knew. 

“Don’t get used to it,” the man sneered, and it was a familiar voice, as familiar as Emanuele’s own. “You lot and me don’t see eye to eye, and my relationship with my god is my own, it doesn’t need middlemen like you.” He looked like he was about to spit at the floor, but eyed the cathedral, the marble floors, the faithful still trickling out, and while his sneer deepened, he controlled himself. “I’m only here to meet my people.” 

“Of course, Lord Cassio,” the priest said, head lowered. “I know that you don’t appreciate our holy work.”

“Holy,” Lord Cassio sneered in a low voice. “My balls are holier than—” 

“But I thank you for attending, nonetheless,” the priest spoke over Lord Cassio’s blasphemy. “And give my regards to your son. His generous donations have bought numerous statues around our holy cathedral and the grounds.” 

“My son,” Lord Cassio said, disgust coloring his voice. Now he did spit, right next to the priest’s feet. He turned to leave, but froze, looking down at Emanuele, lying on the granite slab, against the magnificent cathedral walls. They locked eyes, Emanuele’s hand automatically reaching out and up, begging for money with everything but his words. 

Emanuele could swear that there was a flicker of something humane in the lord’s eyes. Something almost like pity. But it was gone as quickly as it had appeared. Deep disgust, loathing, a repugnance that seemed to come from Lord Cassio’s deepest parts, deformed the old man’s face. 

“All my sons are dead,” Lord Cassio stated flatly, eyes locked onto Emanuele’s. “And your church had a significant hand in it,” he added, looking at the priest over his shoulder. “I have half the mind to burn your cathedral down and hang every single one of you.” 

The priest wilted under Lord Cassio’s sharp glance. “Serving in the crusades and completing a holy work for our Lord—” he started, zealotry coloring his voice. 

An older priest dressed much more richly, his vestments embroidered with golden thread, placed a hand on the other priest’s shoulder. “May you go with God, Lord Cassio. Thank you again.” Emanuele could see the knuckles on the older priest’s fingers turn white with pressure, and the younger priest muttered some blessing or other. 

Lord Cassio spit again, then speared Emanuele with a look. “And clean up this place. Your parishioners will be too scared to enter.” He climbed down the steps of the church and approached two guards who were standing in attention just off the cathedral 

entrance. They framed him and the three of them left towards the direction of the castle. 

Emanuele stumbled up just as the younger priest made to approach him. He left quickly, dragging his deformed foot. There was no reason to stay and suffer the ire of the priest after his encounter with his lord father. 

Shame burned in his veins, along with anger. He hated Lord Cassio, but most of all, he hated Gioncavallo. He hated that blacksmith son of a whore with every fiber of his being, with every inch of his rotten, diseased body. That man had caused every single bad thing in Emanuele’s life. Dark thoughts swam around inside his head as he hurried blindly down roads. If Gioncavallo wasn’t dead, he’d kill him again and again and again, just to feel his life escaping from his body. He pushed by people, who swore at him. Someone punched his back, but Emanuele barely felt it. 

If only he still had some funds in order to burn down Lord Cassio’s home. If only he could go back and kill Gioncavallo even earlier, so that he’d be able to kill Lord Cassio as he had planned all along. 

Gioncavallo. He was the cause of every bad thing in Emanuele’s life. It had been him. He had destroyed everything. Emanuele hated that man so much. He hated—

He stumbled and fell, slipping in a puddle. He was near one of the city’s rivers, which snaked through houses. A boat had splashed some water outside. Emanuele had landed on his arms and knees, pain jabbing up his rotten flesh and eroded joints. Just then, the clouds moved slightly, revealing the moon. Its pale light mixed with the light of the street lamps being lit right that moment, and found its way to the puddle in front of Emanuele’s face. 

A terrifying, monstrous visage looked back. A face covered in boils, the flesh itself looking like it was slowly melting off, red welts and angry scars and wet scabs hiding every part of the once-pale flesh. Eyes filled with hatred and disgust, bloodshot and jaundiced, looked right at Emanuele. No neck was visible underneath the dirt and abscesses, pus and dried blood covering the collar of his tattered rags, barely recognizable as the remnants of clothes. A hump peeked underneath the collar, a cyst nestled against his neck. 

A scream came from somewhere, and it took half a second for Emanuele to realize it had come from him. He shoved away from the disgusting, deformed face. He ran through the night. He had no idea where he was running to, only where he was running from—he was running from his own reflection, from the results of his failed life. 

No, not failed. He hadn’t failed. He had been wronged. He had been afflicted by Gioncavallo’s grievous and unjust actions. He had been tricked. It was all Gioncavallo’s fault. His fault! 

Every step was pain but when his whole world was pain, there was little to indicate some form of change. He ran and ran and ran, and was out of the city before he had realized it. 

Good. That city was Lord Cassio’s, it was Gioncavallo’s, it would never be Emanuele’s, even though it was rightfully his own. He ran through the endless fields covering the space around his father’s city. His feet were bleeding, leaving a thin trail of blood and pus behind him, until the wounds were clogged by mud. He had lost his cane in his mad dash, and it didn’t matter. His deformed leg shot bolts of pain with every step, but that didn’t matter either. 

What mattered was getting away from the damned city and its damned occupants and the damned ghost of the son of a whore blacksmith. 

Dark fields gave way to thin woods, then to thick woods. Emanuele had no idea how he was still running. His diseased, bloated heart was hammering inside his chest. Every breath burned. His whole body was in terrible pain. His head was throbbing, his chest was tight, his groin kept sending knife-sharp waves of pain through him, his legs labored to push him forward, even his arms pulsated with pain.

His ruined foot caught a root and he collapsed to the ground. The undergrowth tasted salty—or was there blood in his mouth? 

Emanuele stayed still. Every breath was painful. His heart beating in his chest slowly stopped its mad rush. His whole body was in pain, every inch burning with it. 

He slowly pushed himself up from the ground and looked around him. He was in a forest. The trees were close together, crowding around him. The sounds of the forest, all completely unfamiliar to Emanuele who grew up pampered and sheltered, assaulted his hearing. Hooting, flapping of wings, scurrying in the undergrowth. 

He spit the dirt and weeds and grabbed a stick, using it to support his weight. He could see signs of his movement, like broken branches and his footsteps in the mud, so he started following them backwards. He hated the city and he hated his father and he hated Gioncavallo, but that didn’t mean he’d live in the forest like some sort of hermit. The city had people who would give him money, and others who would give him food if he pestered them enough. 

His makeshift cane broke and he fell to his knees again. He pushed himself up, grabbed another stick, another half-rotted branch, and kept going. He took a few steps towards the same direction as before, then paused, looking at the forest floor. He had come this way, right? There, he found footprint of his bloodied, mud-covered foot. Yeah, he had come this way. 

After a few more tentative steps, he realized that he could see no more signs of his passage. The light filtering through the tree canopies was pale, gray, weak. His eyesight had never been the best at the city, and the several diseases he was suffering from while living on the streets hadn’t improved his condition. He lowered himself, using the stick as a support, and examined the ground from up close. 
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