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Is it really Hell if it’s fake?
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Gioncavallo stared at the burned man, squinting his eyes. If he didn’t quite see the extensive burns all over his body and half his face, the man almost looked young and handsome. Gioncavallo guessed he could be even younger than himself. 

The burned man dropped the bucket into the well. Gioncavallo heard a splash. Then, the man pulled the bucket out with a rope. He untied the bucket, and heaving and panting, he carried the heavy bucket away. Gioncavallo followed him. 

The bucket was old. The wood was flaking, there were tiny gaps between the small planks, and the bottom was ill-fitting. A trail of drops followed the man. 

The well was in the middle of a paved square. Buildings stood around it. The buildings all looked... wrong. They were the right shape, sure, and made of the right material, but they looked almost painted instead of actually there. Gioncavallo felt like he was in a play, not like he was in a real village. 

Real villages had tufts of unkempt grass peeking from between the tiles. They had little children running around, happy or angry or anything in between. Dogs barked at hens, the rare horse whinnied, donkeys brayed. Old food was left for the dogs and cats in clay dishes, with pieces of broken clay half-buried in the ground nearby from that time that the dog broke its dish. Little details like that—pottery fragments, irregular grass, animal droppings—made a place feel real, lived-in. This was anything but. 

Irregular stone tiles covered the gray ground. Nothing grew from the ground. A chicken sat near a house, but it was still, silent. A dog was sniffing the ground in an alley, going around in an irregular pattern, but it was repeating that pattern again and again with perfect precision. Around and around and around. The chicken, the dog, they looked like they had been placed there and then ordered to do something very specific, unable to direct their own actions. 

The burned man carried the bucket to a house. He pushed the door open. Gioncavallo heard a splash and the man exited the house right away. His bucket was empty. He started heading for the well again. Gioncavallo watched him approach it, drop his bucket inside, then pull it out. Then, he started heading this way again. 

As the man approached, Gioncavallo stood in front of him. “What are you doing?” he asked as the man hesitated. 

“Water,” the man grunted. The burns on his face stretched. They were an angry red. They looked fresh. 

“What for?” Gioncavallo asked. “I don’t feel thirst. Do you?” 

“Water,” the man repeated. He made to go around Gioncavallo, but Gioncavallo moved to block him. 

“Where are you taking it?” 

“The house,” the man said, gesturing with his head. 

“Why?” 

“Because that’s where I’m supposed to take it.” The man’s accent was unfamiliar to Gioncavallo, but he spoke much less archaically than the first man Gioncavallo had met. He spoke like an old man, even though he had to be about twenty or in his mid-twenties at the most. 

“And what am I supposed to be doing?” Gioncavallo asked. 

“I don’t know,” the man replied. He tried to go around Gioncavallo again, but Gioncavallo stepped sideways. The man’s brow creased in irritation. Good. They have emotions, at least, Gioncavallo thought. 

“Who gave you your assignment?” he asked. 

The man didn’t reply. He looked uncomfortable, eyes looking around, as if trying to find a way to evade Gioncavallo’s body. 

The other people around ignored them completely. That was another oddity. In a real village, if a stranger was accosting one of the villagers, someone would’ve come to help. Someone would have been interested, at least curious. An old woman would have been looking out a window, watching what was happening in order to gossip about it later. Kids would be staring from a safe distance, curious about the newcomer. 

But here, every single person in Gioncavallo’s view kept going. Men with various wounds walked somewhere, their faces devoid of emotion, or dragged things, or stood in place. The few women that were around were also doing exactly the same thing they were doing moments ago, also standing in place, carrying boxes, cleaning the very same tile again and again. Only this burned man was diverging from his routine, and that was because of Gioncavallo. 

“When were you given this assignment?” Gioncavallo asked after he realized the man wasn’t going to speak. He was met with silence again, as the burned man tried to go around Gioncavallo. His bucket was half-full by now, making a puddle on the ground. It soaked into Gioncavallo’s boots but he barely felt it. The man was wearing boots, too, and he seemed to care less than Gioncavallo that his boots were getting wet. 

“What’s your name?” Gioncavallo asked as he moved to block the man again. 

“Dacio,” the man replied flatly. “I need to hurry. I have to go to the Mill soon.” 

“What’s the Mill?” Gioncavallo asked. Finally, he was learning something new. 

Dacio’s eyes grew wide. “You don’t know the Mill?” 

“I just came here,” Gioncavallo replied. “No one has given me any assignment, no one has told me what I’m supposed to do.” Not that he’d do it, of course. He wanted a way out. But first, he needed to learn as much as he could about this place. 

“The Mill is the Mill,” Dacio stammered. “It’s where we work.” 

“And where is that?” Gioncavallo replied, but even as he was still speaking, he had a feeling about where that place of such importance was. When Dacio, wordlessly, turned and pointed, he pointed at exactly the building that Gioncavallo had expected.

The massive monolith-like building in the distance. The huge tower of stone that loomed over the village. The windowless edifice that seemed to threaten Gioncavallo implicitly. It stood taller, peaking above the treetops, above any of the buildings of the village. Gioncavallo expected that it’d tower over any mountains that dared to approach, too. 

As Gioncavallo stood staring at the Mill without speaking, Dacio finally found the space to walk around Gioncavallo and splash the water where he thought he needed to splash it. He left, going around Gioncavallo again, and went to the well once more. 

He didn’t expect that he’d get anything more out of Dacio. He stood his ground, watching as Dacio filled his bucket and returned to the house, again going around Gioncavallo. The burned man didn’t even look at Gioncavallo as he passed. He kept his eyes down, stepping into the puddle that he had left earlier while talking to Gioncavallo without even a flinch. He emptied his bucket. 

Gioncavallo stood aside, and Dacio left the house and crossed the square in a straight line, without a word of thanks. It was like Gioncavallo was a rock rather than a man, a rock in Dacio’s way that had to be avoided. There was no way to persuade a rock to stand aside, so why try? 

“Don’t mind Dacio,” a man’s voice came from behind Gioncavallo. Gioncavallo turned to see another young man, younger than himself. He was holding an axe in his hand and had a gaping wound in his chest. Gioncavallo was pretty sure he could see the man’s bones through it. “He’s not as gone as Sebazio, who you talked to first, but he’s gone alright. He’s been here for more than me.” 

“And who are you?” Gioncavallo asked. He realized he had seen the man earlier; he had been chopping wood nearby. Just behind him, he could see a chopping block with a large piece of wood on it and smaller pieces forming a pile around it. 

“I’m Bartolomeo,” the man said. He pointed at his chest. “Barbarians. Burned my village. What about you?” 

Gioncavallo pointed at his back. “Stabbed in the back.” He could feel the wound. It wasn’t painful, but it was there. “I just came here.” 

“I heard you say that you weren’t assigned a role, is that right?” Bartolomeo asked kindly. He had a northern accent, and there was something archaic about the way he spoke, which felt oddly similar to how Dacio spoke. 

“It is,” Gioncavallo shrugged. “No one welcomed me here. No one told me what I was supposed to do.” 

“That’s unusual,” Bartolomeo said. Then, his eyes went vacant. It was a rather abrupt change, from alive to dull. His eyes strayed from Gioncavallo and he turned and started walking towards the chopping block behind him. Gioncavallo followed, silent. A few seconds later, Bartolomeo paused, and when he turned to look at Gioncavallo again, he looked more alive—despite the gaping wound on his chest. 

“Sorry,” the man muttered. “I can’t go long without chopping wood.” 

“You can chop while you talk,” Gioncavallo shrugged. “Is it a compulsion?” 

“Not exactly,” the man said. His eyes went vacant once more, and he went to the block and chopped the wood that sat on it. He took another large piece from a pile behind him, placed it on the block, and chopped it. Then, he looked at Gioncavallo, and there was some life back in his look. 

“I guess it’s the force of habit,” the man said. “I know that I need to do this. They’ll come punish me if I slack off, I think. I’m supposed to cut wood for the villagers.” 

“It’s not like you need heat, do you?” Gioncavallo asked. “Are you feeling cold?” 

“I don’t feel much,” the man replied flatly. 

“Does it ever get cold?” Gioncavallo asked, pointing at the sky. 

“No,” the man replied. He stood straighter. “No, it’s always like this. It never gets dark, it never gets cold.” 

“Then no need for a fire, right?” Gioncavallo said. “I think you can let that axe down and talk for a bit.” 

“I don’t have much time,” the man said, though he did let the axe drop. “My shift in the Mill starts soon.” 

“Tell me about those who gave you your duties,” Gioncavallo replied. “Who are they?” 

“The Keepers,” Bartolomeo replied right away. “You know. Demons.” 

Demons. Of course it was demons. It was always demons, wasn’t it? Gioncavallo sighed. 

“And when do they come?” he asked. Bartolomeo grabbed his axe. 

“Usually,” he said, his words punctuated by chopping, “when—someone new—comes—they—come—and assign—roles.” He took another piece. “I’m sure—one—will come—for you—too.” 

I’d rather not, Gioncavallo thought, but kept his thoughts to himself. “What should I do until then?” 

“Enjoy—your—time—of freedom,” replied Bartolomeo. “See the sights.” He shot an ironic smile Gioncavallo’s way. Gioncavallo smiled back, happy to see at least some semblance of sanity in the man’s eyes. 

“How did you arrive here?” Gioncavallo asked. 

“It’s—been—a while,” Bartolomeo replied. “I think—there was—a skeleton on a—skeleton horse—and some guy—in front of a door.” He took another piece. “That guy took his time.” 

Gioncavallo nodded. “I’m glad we at least had a similar experience. Then? Did you meet the guy who runs this place?” 

“The Dark Angel of True Death?” Bartolomeo asked, pausing in his chopping. “I think so. He’s really handsome.” 

“Does he look like a demon?” Gioncavallo asked. 

“I don’t remember it that clearly,” Bartolomeo replied hesitantly. “I think he looked like a man. But I only looked at his face. I didn’t want to offend.” 

“And the Keepers? How do they look—” 

“I need to get to the Mill,” Bartolomeo interrupted him. “But first, I need to take these to the pile.” He threw the axe away and took a handcart. He started filling it with the pieces he had chopped. 

“What does the Mill mill?” Gioncavallo asked as he watched. 

“What do you mean?” Bartolomeo asked, throwing a confused look Gioncavallo’s way. 

“It’s called the Mill, right? So, it’s got to mill something, doesn’t that make sense?” Bartolomeo looked more confused than before, pausing mid-throw. 

“It doesn’t make sense,” Bartolomeo replied. 

“Alright,” Gioncavallo said. “What else do you remember?” 

“That I’ve got to bring that wood to the pile,” Bartolomeo said. He filled the cart quickly. 

“How did the Dark Angel’s face look?” Gioncavallo asked. 

“I’m not sure,” the man said. He grabbed the handles of the cart and pushed. 

“What about his aides? Does he have a court?” Gioncavallo pressed. Bartolomeo started moving away and Gioncavallo followed with quick steps. The man was moving pretty swiftly. 

“I don’t remember something standing out,” Bartolomeo muttered. 

“Alright, then, why are you doing what you’re doing?” Gioncavallo asked. “Who will use this wood?” 

“I’m just doing what I’m told,” Bartolomeo replied. “I don’t know what’s going to happen to it.” He took a couple of turns, passing other people who were heading somewhere, their eyes equally vacant, and then arrived in front of a pile of cut wood. 

A massive pile of wood covered the gray dirt. The place looked like a storage outbuilding, with small rooms at the back, but Gioncavallo could see nothing there. The pile of cut wood had filled the courtyard and was spilling out on the street. Bartolomeo emptied his cart, then retraced his steps.

Gioncavallo was left mute, following Bartolomeo to the place where he had been cutting the wood all this time. The man left the handcart next to the cutting block, then started walking away. 

“Are you going to the Mill?” Gioncavallo asked. 

“It’s my shift,” Bartolomeo replied matter-of-factly. He was walking quickly, as if he was in a hurry.

“How do you keep time?” Gioncavallo asked. “How do you know when your shift begins?” 

“When it does,” Bartolomeo replied flatly, not even turning to look Gioncavallo’s way. 

“What happens if you don’t show up for your shift?” Gioncavallo asked. That made Bartolomeo pause for a moment, and when their eyes met, Gioncavallo saw the glimmer of consciousness again. 

“I don’t know,” Bartolomeo replied, and Gioncavallo heard a mix of unease and realization in his voice, “but it can’t be good, can it?” 

“If there’s no one to enforce the rules, do they even exist?” Gioncavallo asked. 

“Oh, there are enforcers,” Bartolomeo whispered. “There are enforcers alright.” 

“And what can they do to you?” Gioncavallo pressed. “Kill you? I think the barbarians got to that first, didn’t they?” 

Bartolomeo looked at the hole in his chest, lifting his hand to touch the bloodied edge. It still looked fresh. “They did,” he muttered. 

“Then why do you need to follow their demands?” Gioncavallo asked. 

“I don’t know,” Bartolomeo replied honestly. “I have no idea.” 

Well, Gioncavallo had an idea. There was no reason to follow anyone’s demands in this fake hell. And he was still alive. He’d get out of here, that was certain; but maybe, just maybe, could he release every other prisoner at the same time as well? 

Gioncavallo was struck mute for a few seconds, as realization hit him that these prisoners could, possibly, be organized into... something. A militia? But what good would that do? Were those “enforcers,” those Keepers, able to be harmed any more than Gioncavallo and the other poor souls were? 

But maybe it’d allow him to get the attention of the master of this place. The plan in Gioncavallo’s mind started forming. 

In the few seconds that Gioncavallo thought, Bartolomeo’s eyes went dull again. “I gotta get to the Mill,” he said flatly and turned his back to Gioncavallo. Gioncavallo let him go; there was nothing more that could be gained from talking to him. He was in such a hurry to get to the Mill anyway, and Gioncavallo wanted to explore the village some more before he got to it.​

Just as he was thinking that, watching Bartolomeo walk away, a man passed by Gioncavallo, pushing a wheelbarrow like Bartolomeo’s, but larger. Gioncavallo started, then rushed after him. 

“Hey, can I ask you something?” Gioncavallo asked. The man said something that vaguely sounded like Latin, but only vaguely. Gioncavallo thought he had heard that language once—Greek. 

The man had part of his shoulder and arm missing. The wound was ragged and bloody, like someone had cut him with a not-too-sharp sword. Still, with what was left of his arm, and his other, intact arm, he was pushing the wheelbarrow with some force. He was wearing a bronze breastplate, a short skirt made of leather strips, leather sandals, and bronze shin guards. There was blood on his head, too, and he wasn’t wearing a helmet. 
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