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This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author's imagination and are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

This book is not to be used as a source of information or advice. The author and publisher of this novel accept no responsibility for any damage caused by reading this novel.

This novel is intended for adults over the legal age of majority in the country of purchase, and contains scenes that may be shocking to some readers. 
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All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, actually available or available in the future, without the prior written permission of the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.
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In the darkness
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Verspeccio Palace, on the outskirts of Pusiglia, a month ago
––––––––
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In the darkness, Jon fixes Lana with a burning intensity, the intensity of a man ready to defy the limits of his own courage. "Ask me anything you want," he says, his voice laden with a perilous mix of devotion and defiance. The expression on his face is carved with relentless determination; he is ready to follow her into the flames of hell if that’s her wish. Lana gazes into the tumultuous depths of his clear eyes. The night breeze lifts Jon’s long ponytail, revealing the cords of his muscular neck, a testament to his physical transformation. He is no longer the man she once knew; trials have forged him into an almost mythical figure, a primordial warrior whose imposing, sculpted body silently warns any bold enough to challenge him. “If you try anything, it will be your last,” seem to say all the dry, taut muscles of Jon.
They stand before Verspeccio Palace, the headquarters of countess Miranda.
Like a fortress sprung from a dream or nightmare, the imposing structure of the palace rises in a duality of ochre and white. The sides of this architectural mass are punctuated by majestic colonnades that seem to guard the entrance like silent stone giants. The gate, a monument in itself, defies understanding with its gargantuan dimensions and is crowned by a bold triangular pediment that dares to touch the sky almost at roof height.
The building is adorned with details so finely crafted that they seem to defy the very existence of stone. Exquisite gilding snakes around the framings, capturing every glimmer of light to play with the admiring eye. The balconies, with their intricate and almost unreal twists, project an illusion of lightness; one could almost believe these fine metal additions ready to take flight like lace at the next breath of wind. Miranda has a taste for detail.
Despite this enchanting facade, the palace does not abandon its defensive nature. A turret, resembling a war minaret, arrogantly rises, pierced with narrow slits like cold eyes. Around the building, a sinister lake houses sharpened beams and menacing stakes, arranged with deadly symmetry, pointing mercilessly to the sky like the defenses of a prehistoric beast. The drawbridge, supported by enormous chains capable of holding back a titan, contrasts with the airy elegance of the rest of the construction.
In the sporadic illuminations of the few windows, a golden light trembles, perhaps candlelight, adding a spectrum of mystery and bygone era to an architecture which, despite its splendor, cannot escape the threatening shadow it projects.
Tonight, the challenge is as great as it is dangerous: destroying Countess Miranda’s underground laboratory, the architect of an unfathomable corruption that gnaws at this ruined world. Lana feels adrenaline and impatience mixing in her veins as she contemplates the mission. “Jon,” she begins, her voice rough with a part of worry, “are you aware of the risks? If we fail, if Miranda catches us...”
He places a finger on her lips, cutting her fears short. “I know, Lana. But I’m ready. Ready to do anything for justice. For us. For all those she has trampled.”
In their eyes reflects the steel and flame of their common commitment. They are more than partners; they have become symbols of resistance for those who no longer have a voice to cry out against injustice.
Squeezing Jon’s hand, Lana nods, a firm decision anchored in her gaze.
In the silence of the night, cradled by a ground-hugging wind, they advance slowly toward the Countess’s palace entrance. Every shadow cast by the moon seems to dance around them, as if to warn them of imminent peril. The wind whispers secrets, and every creak under their steps seems to announce an uncertain fate.
Tonight, they are not alone. Miranda, with her calculating eyes and spy network, surely watches them from the shadows. She knows they are coming. There is no element of surprise. And that’s what terrifies Miranda. How can two lunatics possibly think they have a chance?
What Miranda has forgotten is what Lana is currently doing: biting all the zombies loitering around the palace. Biting is her very personal way of rallying strangers to her cause. A few minutes suffice. Like Jon, the zombies raised to life show boundless devotion to their new “mother”: Lana.
Gently, with the slightest tenderness, Jon wipes away a persistent trace of scarlet blood on Lana’s pale cheek. Bravely, she has just bitten nearly two hundred zombies, which used to roam around the palace. These wandering monsters, attracted to life and light, often end their macabre peregrinations, their bodies impaled on sharp stakes or shredded in the cruel mechanisms of the drawbridge.
Their mutilated corpses sway in the wind, hanging like dried flesh scraps twisting in the sharp, constant air of this improbable place outside the city.
In the thick shadow of tall grasses, shrubs, and thickets, a new army of faithful, freshly recruited from the dead, stands ready in feverish anticipation of an order. Silent, relentless, this savage horde prepares for a new carnage, ready to swoop down on the enemy with icy, relentless vengeance. Lana and Jon, bound by blood and love, look at the palace one last time before the assault.
“Where is she?” Lana asks, tension in her voice, while Jon, focused, sweeps the vast palace with his high-tech scanner emitting very spaced beeps.
“Nothing. I see nothing,” Jon murmurs, frustration dripping from every syllable.
“Damn. We must find her before any assault,” Lana replies with a hint of exasperation, disappointed by the relative effectiveness of these expensive gadgets. They haven’t paid for them, but “borrowed” them, which does not make them any less disappointing in this critical moment.
Suddenly, Jon's voice cuts through the nocturnal silence, "Got it!," he exclaims with barely controlled excitement. He points the scanner screen at Lana, a triumphant smile illuminating his face.
“That’s a zombie... Jon, you have a zombie on your scanner. Look better, the one coming straight at us there...” Lana shows him with a burst of nervous laughter, expertly grabbing the binoculars to scan the building’s windows for the slender silhouette of Miranda, their target.
Without another word, Jon draws his pistol, as long as his forearm, and in one fluid, precise movement, aligns his sight with the approaching zombie’s head. A sharp, clean shot to the head, and the creature collapses to the ground with a dull thud. One of the few Lana hasn’t dealt with in the area.
“Target locked!” announces Jon with very professional calm as the wind blows his ponytail over his face. Lana bursts out laughing as she takes the scanner to verify the night’s find.
“What’s she doing in the tower?” Lana wonders, searching for a visual with the binoculars.
Jon whips his ponytail back behind him and sends an inquisitive look around, his eyes finally locking onto the distant silhouette. "Do you think she's watching us?" he murmurs, a hint of uncertainty piercing his voice.
“Absolutely!” Lana replies with an attempted casual smile, pointing to the distant figure. “She’s been staring at us for a while with that huge lens,” Lana notes with an almost wild glint in her eyes, revealing a mixture of defiance and exhilaration. Feeling the adrenaline rise, Jon puffs out his chest proudly and declares in a triumphantly defiant tone: “No matter, we’re going to melt her down anyway!,” he laughs, his laughter breaking the heavy silence that was beginning to envelop the place.
“Jon...”
“What?”
“If death takes me tonight, promise me you’ll finish the job. I don’t want that bitch to survive. She’s done too much harm,” Lana murmurs, her eyes darkening with a near-prophetic veil.
“Stop,” Jon retorts with a mix of denial and fervor. “Shut up! If you die, I’ll revive you. That’s it. It’s that simple,” he replies energetically, blending defiance and certainty, revealing his unwavering faith in their purpose.
“It’s not that simple, Jon. You won’t be able to bring me back. Please, promise me,” Lana implores, her words laden with despair and palpable urgency.
Jon feels himself falter, a crack opening in his armor of certainties. Lana, with her unexpected request, plants doubt in him like a sharp blade.
“Where would be the victory without risk?” she insists, as if to challenge fate. Her hands seize Jon’s clenched fists with force, seeking a sealed promise. “Promise me,” she continues, catching Jon’s evasive gaze to draw it back to her.
Jon remains silent, absorbing the weight of the moment. He lowers his head, his gaze momentarily lost on the dusty ground before raising his eyes toward the sinister palace awaiting them, like a beast ready to devour all hope.
He lingers a moment in Lana’s gaze, where tears threaten to spill, illuminating her eyes with an almost supernatural glow, heightening the solemnity of the moment.
“I promise you, Lana,” he says. His voice, firm, resonates with newfound intensity, a mix of energy and fatality. He then embraces Lana, holding her tightly with protective force, as if by this gesture alone he could keep her safe forever. 
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The Tipping Point
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Lucian & Tungstan Advertising Agency, today
––––––––
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The first manifestation is insidious, almost harmless: a sudden urge to bite. The victims, faced with this devouring impulse, vainly try to tame it. They nibble on a pencil, a spoon, a piece of wood—anything that can allow them to resist, to dodge this growing desire. During the initial ten days, this urge doesn't seem too disabling. But imperceptibly, the impulse intensifies, taking over their entire being.
A metamorphosis then occurs. Within the span of minutes, the subject tips over. From rational attempts to control themselves, they slide into complete capitulation, an absolute submission to what can only be described as a tyrannical inner force. The process, though generally quick—a transformation of a few minutes—can also stretch over weeks without appropriate medical intervention.
The subject is no longer master of their thoughts, which blur and vanish into a dense fog. Their conscience wavers, their will is usurped, and their movements become erratic, uncontrollable. Physically, their appearance deteriorates, with tissues inexorably progressing towards decomposition.
During this time, the available care is only palliative, offering mitigated relief, and the side effects are often severe and dreaded by the victims' families. Even though their communication tries to put on a brave face, the authorities, overwhelmed and powerless to maintain essential infrastructure, exhaust the law enforcement forces to counter scenes of looting, day and night. The prospect of a curative remedy evaporates, swept away by the continuous degradation of the economic fabric. Energy and raw materials
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