
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Pier Maria Colombo

GIONCAVALLO

Book 5

[image: ]

The lap of Death can 

only be done once


© 2024 Seagull Editions.

––––––––

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other non-commercial uses permitted by copyright law. Additionally, the publisher allows for non-profit fan fiction to be produced as long as the original text is clearly cited. ‘Based on GIONCAVALLO Book 5 – The lap of Death can only be done once by PIER MARIA COLOMBO’ will suffice. For permission requests, please contact the publisher.

www.seagulleditions.com



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Beggars can’t be choosers—but demons can




[image: ]




“Stop w-wiggling about,” the hooded figure told Mia. Mia almost burst out laughing at the irony of the situation. 

“Sorry, is my wiggling preventing you from killing me?” she shrieked. 

“Uh, as a m-m-matter of f-fact, uh, yes,” the hooded figure said. Mia did laugh this time, and she wiggled harder. 

The hooded figure that had been talking and the three others around it fidgeted nervously. Mia pulled at the bindings around her wrists and ankles, but her captors had done a good enough job that she couldn’t break them. 

“Uh,” one of the hooded figures said, “what should we do?” 

“Huh?” a third one said. “S-sorry, what?” His voice came out slurred, like he was drunk. 

“What should we do?” repeated the second. 

“What do you mean?” the third said. “Like, for dinner?” He leaned against a staff he was holding, covered in unholy symbols that made Mia’s skin crawl. 

“No,” the second sighed. “About this one.” He lifted his arm, hand covered by the robe’s long sleeves, and pointed Mia’s way. 

“Huh?” the third said. Mia saw the hood move, as if the man inside the robe looked down. “Who’s this? What’s going on?” 

The second figure turned to face the third. It stayed still for a few long moments, then the man under the hood lifted his hand and hit the third one. 

“What’s this about?” the third figure slurred, rubbing his arm. 

“I swear to God, Arturo,” the second said, “if you don’t get your shit together I’ll sacrifice you to the demon, not this virgin.” 

“I’m not a virgin,” said Mia, wiggling against her binds harder. She didn’t like this talk of sacrifice. “I’m a widow. My husband died in the crusades.” 

The four figures stopped talking between themselves and looked down at her again. Mia felt like she was in a dream, or rather, a nightmare. 

Just a few short hours ago, she was in her bakery in the beautiful city of Verco—well, not beautiful, the city itself stank like all cities did and was loud and rowdy, but it was home. Then, someone had placed a gag on her mouth, a sack over her head, tied her wrists and ankles with rope, and she was thrown over a horse’s back. No matter how hard she had tried to scream, only a muffle had come out. 

She had lost track of time. She had no idea who these people were or where they had taken her, but the forest around her was as familiar as forests could be. She wondered if she’d be able to find her way back home. 

If she escaped this place alive. 

One of the figures, the first one who had spoken, lowered himself closer to her. He prodded her with a dirty hand and she tried to kick him. “Take your hands off me,” she screamed. 

The other three were talking among themselves. “Do you think there’ll be a problem?” the second said. 

“Because she’s not a virgin?” the fourth figure said. 

“She’s not a virgin?” the third figure muttered, the one that was named Arturo. 

“Shut up Arturo,” the other two echoed. The first figure looked around. 

“It-it’s really d-dark,” he said. “I w-want t-to study her and I c-can’t see sh-shit.” 

“Carlo,” the fourth figure said, “you’ll study her when we’re done.” 

“What if the d-demon takes her ph-physical body along w-with her s-soul?” Carlo, the first figure, said. “I won’t have a c-c-chance to study her t-th-then.” 

Mia didn’t like this talk one bit. She tried to kick them at random, but they had tied her well enough that she couldn’t. A rectangle of rock with iron spikes driven into it was underneath her, her binds secured around the spikes. The rock was cold under her back. 

“Will he?” the fourth said, turning to the second. “Dario, you’re the expert.” 

“There have been cases of this happening,” Dario said. “I’ve read about some of them. My opinion is that the demon we’re summoning would probably be satisfied with just her soul. If he takes it at all.” 

“Why wouldn’t he take it?” the yet unnamed fourth one said, but Carlo interrupted him.

“N-no, that wasn’t the d-deal,” he stammered. “You said I could t-take her. A-afterwards.” 

This made Mia’s skin crawl with disgust. She didn’t even want to think what “take her” meant in this context. Somehow, she felt that it wasn’t just her body’s sanctity that was at stake, but also her soul’s. And she hadn’t gone to church for a while now. When had her last confession been? 

“I said you could, if the demon allowed it,” Dario sighed. “Bosco said something about the moon—” 

“I said, that the moon’s favorable today,” Bosco, the fourth figure, said. He coughed, a wet sound. “Look, Mercury and Venus are in an interchange of powers. It’s autumn. Today’s the tenth, and it’s after sundown. I don’t think I need to make myself any clearer.” 

“That’s just a bunch of gibberish,” said Dario. “How is any of that related to what the demon wants to do?” 

“You s-said I could—” Carlo stammered, and Dario whirled his way. 

“Man, is this what’s important, or summoning—” he started saying.

Arturo lifted one hand off the symbol-covered staff and pulled back his hood. Mia was stunned by how sick the man looked. He was pale, drool had left white lines down the edges of his mouth, his eyes were puffy and ringed with dark sacks like he hadn’t slept in months, and there was a slight tremor in his hands. Dario paused speaking and looked at Arturo. 

“Man, I think I’m sobering up,” he muttered. He shoved his free hand under his robes and pulled out a bottle of some sort, badly made glass in a leather harness. It was filled with a viscous liquid. He uncorked it with his teeth just as Dario lifted a warning hand. A vile smell wafted to Mia, a mixture of rotten eggs and the sweetness of putrefaction. 

“Wait, we need you sober, man—” But Arturo downed the liquid in swift gulps. A couple of drops fell down his chin and when they met the rock upon which Mia was tied, the liquid sizzled and evaporated quickly, leaving a deep groove like it had etched the stone. 

“Now, that’s the stuff,” Arturo said, his speech slurred so much that it was almost unrecognizable as human speech. “You know what—what’s in—you know what—” he giggled, then continued, “marrow and sulfur and blood and—and—can’t even remember.” 

“In the name of all that’s unholy,” Dario sighed. He pulled back his hood, pinching the bridge of his nose. His face was covered in sores, and with the hood back, Mia was surprised by how short he was. “We’re supposed to be the Inner Circle, the Profanum Profanorum. Can’t we do a ritual right, for once?” 

Suddenly, Carlo’s dirty hands had grabbed Mia’s feet. “I got her, I got her,” he said triumphantly. Mia was surprised, but half a second later, she started wiggling with everything she had. 

“It’s futile to r-resist, women aren’t as s-s-s-strong as men,” Carlo giggled, even though Mia had almost brought herself in such a position that she’d be able to kick her legs free. “You d-don’t have the gu-gulgul bone, you see. I d-discovered it myself when—” 

“What the fuck is a gulgul bone—” Dario started asking at the same time as Mia let out a wordless shout. She kicked Carlo’s hand, hard. The man released her and stumbled back, falling on his ass. When he got up, his hood had fallen off, showing a thin and lanky man. His face was covered in dirt like he had just been shoveling a grave. 

“What d’you do that for?” 

“Let me go,” Mia said through clenched teeth. “Let me go and I won’t tell anyone about this. It’s all a misunderstanding, I’m sure. I’m not a virgin after all.”

Dario helped Carlo up, while Arturo started fumbling with something outside Mia’s field of vision. The two exchanged a look, and then turned to eye Bosco and Arturo. 

“Let’s reconvene,” Dario said. Arturo and Bosco followed them a few paces away, Bosco muttering to himself about the position of the stars in the firmament and some animal’s reproductive cycle. Arturo was still rummaging through a bag. 

Mia pushed herself up enough to see what the four men were doing. Bosco lowered his hood, revealing another pallid and sickly face, and now Mia could see all four men. They were whispering among themselves, Arturo slurring his voice and Carlo stuttering along. The wind did bring snippets of conversation to her. She focused on them as much as she could, toning out the sounds of the dark forest. 

At the same time, she fought to untie her binds. They were thick rope, tied around her wrists and ankles. If only she could get one loose enough to move, she’d be free. 

She heard them mention the word “virgin” a few times, along the word “demon” and “sacrifice.” It was filling her with dread quickly, quicker than the rain barrel during an autumn storm. 

Mia had grown up religious, as had everyone in her city. The priests always took care of the poor and taught everyone to fear God. They had also taught them about demons and witches and, even worse, necromancers. 

She guessed that witches were more “natural” in a sense; even normal women were often portrayed more wicked than men. So, when a man turned evil, he was somehow more evil than an evil witch. She obviously held no regard to these silly ideas—she had met her fair share of evil men and women, and both sexes had an equal potential. 

And yet, looking at the four young men huddled together and talking, she’d expect them to discuss some pretty girl, the city’s gossip, or the latest news from the barbarian lands. Not killing her. And yet, the casualness with which they spoke, as if they were completely used to taking life, made her despair. 

A deep certainty settled inside her. She wouldn’t make it out of here alive. Her attempts at freeing herself from her bounds, while they had been quite frantic, died down. The binds were great. The knots professional. There was no way any of these men was a sailor, but the knots were that good. 

The four men had returned, each standing around her, forming a circle. They pulled up their hoods.

“Anyway,” said one. Dario, she guessed. He seemed to be directing this... whatever this was. A ritual, Mia guessed. “We decided to try it, anyway. Besides, after the demon takes your soul, I’ve promised your body to Carlo.” Carlo giggled. 

“My body’s not yours to promise away,” Mia said through clenched teeth, putting on a false appearance of bravado. 

“It will be when your spirit has vacated it,” Bosco said. “Corpses are discarded clothes the souls left behind. When you throw away your dress, who owns it? No one. It’s up for the taking, then. As will be your body.” 

In any other circumstances, Mia would have thought there was an undertone of sexual meaning in that discussion. However, the complete lack of it made her skin crawl. They weren’t interested in her body to fornicate with it—they wanted something so vile that made even that seem pale and tame in comparison. 

She made to reply, hoping to put up some more false bravado, but with a surprisingly quick movement, Arturo—or was it Bosco?—grabbed her head and forced some liquid down her throat. The taste was revolting and Mia heaved, but the man clasped his hand over her mouth. There was some slurred gibberish coming from under his hood and she decided it was Arturo after all. 

Then, her strength faded completely. She tried to curse the madman but couldn’t push out a voice loud enough to reach him. It came out like a mumbling under her breath. 

“Why didn’t you do that from the beginning?” said Dario, turning to look at the other man. 

“I wanted t’use it meself,” the man giggled. “Itzfun.” The words joined together, like he was drunk. Mia guessed that alcohol would do nothing to this man, he’d probably need a pub’s worth of supply to feel anything judging from the vile concoctions he kept pulling out of his bag. 

“Let’s start, then,” Dario said finally. He pulled out a knife, its blade wavy, like a snake in motion. Mia wanted to scream. A whimper was all that came out. 

Dario said something in Latin, and the others repeated it. He said another phrase, which was also repeated by the others. He held the knife aloft, the chanting continuing, blurring together in Mia’s mind. Her consciousness wavered. When the knife was plunged into her chest, she was barely there to feel it. 

The whole forest suddenly changed. She was no longer in a dark clearing with four hooded figures around her. And yet, it was in a way the same. Except for a few rather major differences. 

For starters, Mia was no longer bound. Her hands and feet were free to move, but this was the most mundane of the differences. The forest was not dark anymore. The trees looked just like those she had known her whole life—pines and plane trees and other kinds crowding together—but they seemed somehow more... alive. There was a vibrancy coming from them, an intensity. They shone with a dim internal light, and that same faded light suffused everything. 

But it wasn’t just the internal light. Mia could swear the trees were about to talk to her. They didn’t look any different, but they felt incredibly different. Like there was just so much life everywhere. 

Everywhere but herself, she realized. She looked at her hands. They were translucent. She could see the forest floor through them. And as she looked down, examining the rest of her body, she saw that she had two of them. One that was translucent, and one that was lying against the stone. 

She hadn’t seen the four men because she was floating above her body. The men were still around her other body, and she could see a large chest wound. Her blood was draining, fast. 

“Huh,” she muttered to herself. The body on the stone looked... still. She watched her chest. It was not moving. 

She was dead. 
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