
    Introduction



This book was not written to please you.

It was not written to entertain you, to give you a pleasant afternoon, to gift you a story you'll forget tomorrow. This book was written to wound you. To slip a thought beneath your skin that you won't be able to remove, like a shard of glass under a fingernail. And if right now you're thinking of closing it, go ahead. But know that the reason you want to close it is exactly the reason you should keep reading.

What you are about to read is fiction. An invented world, a dystopia, a narrative exercise. And yet — and this is the part that should keep you awake at night — everything that happens in these pages has an equivalent in reality. Not in a distant future, not in a parallel universe, not in a literary metaphor. Now. Here. Less than a few miles from your home.

But I won't tell you which. Not yet.

Because if I told you now, you'd do what everyone does: classify, file away, judge — and then carry on with your day. I know because that's what I do too, every time someone tries to tell me something I don't want to hear. The brain has an extraordinary defense system: if the information arrives too soon, too raw, too direct, it rejects it like a foreign body. It encapsulates it, neutralizes it, renders it harmless.

This book cannot afford to be harmless.

So we'll make a pact, you and I. I'll tell you a story. A story that at first will seem normal — almost comfortable. A man, a city, a job, a life like many others. Everything in its place, everything in order, everything functioning perfectly. You'll feel at home. You'll recognize the gestures, the habits, the small daily hypocrisies. You'll think: I know this world. I live in it too.

And you'll be right. More than you can imagine.

Then, slowly, something will start to feel off. A detail out of place. A sound that shouldn't be there. A word that means something different from what you think. And at that point it will be too late to stop reading — because curiosity will have already done its work, and the part of you that wants to know will be stronger than the part that wants to stay safe.

I'm not warning you out of kindness. I'm warning you out of honesty.

This story has teeth. And it bites.

When you reach the end — if you reach the end — the world around you will look the same as before. The same buildings, the same streets, the same shops. But you will see it differently. You will see the things you've always chosen not to see. You will hear the sounds you've always chosen not to hear. And you will no longer be able to pretend you don't know.

It's a promise. Or a threat. Depends on what kind of person you are.

What I can tell you is this: the protagonist's name is Gabriele. He is thirty-two years old, has a stable job, friends he dines with on Friday evenings, a mother who calls him every Sunday. A normal life. A good person.

And you are a good person too. I'm sure of it. Just like Gabriele.

That is exactly the problem.

Because the worst things in the world are not done by monsters. They are done by good people who have chosen not to look. Who have decided that certain questions were better left unasked. Who have built their normality over an abyss — and have learned not to hear the noises rising from below.

Gabriele will hear those noises. And he will have to decide what to do.

You, by reading, will take the same journey. And in the end, you will have to decide too.



I'm not asking you to agree with me. I'm not asking you to change your life after reading these pages. I'm not even asking you to feel guilty — guilt is a comfortable emotion that burns out quickly and changes nothing.

I'm asking you only one thing: don't stop reading. Make it to the end. Look.

Because the problem has never been a lack of information. The information is there. It's everywhere. You just have to look for it. You just have to want it.

The problem has always been the refusal to look. The active, conscious, daily choice to turn away. To change the channel. To say I don't want to think about it. To say but it's natural. To say but it's always been this way. To say but what can I do.

This book will force you to look. It will make you stand before the mirror. And the mirror will not be kind.

And afterward, whatever you choose to do, at least you can no longer say you didn't know.


  
    Chapter 1: The Perfect World



I

Gabriele's Monday morning always began the same way.

The alarm at six forty-five. The soft, rising sound, designed not to traumatize — a melody of synthetic strings that imitated the song of something that no longer existed. Gabriele opened his eyes in the darkness of the bedroom, stared at the ceiling for three breaths, then got up.

The sound of water in the shower. The steam fogging up the bathroom mirror. His blurred reflection — a ghost he didn't need to speak to. The coffee in the moka pot — the real kind, the old kind, synthetic obviously, but with an aroma that the food consortium's chemists had perfected until it was indistinguishable from the original. Or so they said. No one remembered what the real thing tasted like anymore.

Then the ironed shirt — light blue, always light blue on Mondays — the dark coat, the polished shoes. The gestures of an automaton. Routine as secular prayer: if you repeat the same movements every day, the day has meaning. If the day has meaning, life has meaning. If life has meaning, you don't have to ask yourself questions.

Gabriele Ferraris was thirty-two years old, worked as an analyst in the marketing division of GranVita S.p.A., had an apartment in a semi-central area with light parquet floors and high ceilings, and a life that anyone would have called normal. Good, even. A life to envy.

He didn't have a dog — obviously. He didn't have a cat, a goldfish, a canary. No one did. The last generation to own pets was his grandparents', and the stories from that era reached him filtered, faded, like legends from an alien world. His grandfather, before dying, still spoke of his dog. He would say the name — Rex — with a tenderness that Gabriele had never seen him show to any human being. Gabriele was five years old. He didn't understand. Now that he was thirty-two, he still didn't understand.

That morning it was raining. A thin, almost invisible rain that made the asphalt gleam like black glass. Gabriele walked quickly toward the stop, earbuds in, a productivity podcast filling his brain without leaving a trace. Around him the world moved like a well-oiled mechanism: commuters in their dark coats, children dragged toward schools, delivery vans speeding in the bus lanes.

At the corner of Via Marconi, as every morning, he passed in front of the neighborhood butcher shop. La Bottega del Gusto — a reassuring name, written in golden letters on a dark green background. The display window was always impeccable: cuts arranged with care on silver trays, decorated with sprigs of fake rosemary and pink peppercorns. Everything was beautiful. Everything was appetizing. Everything was abstract — pure form, pure color, pure food aesthetics. No visible connection to anything that had ever been alive.

Gabriele never stopped. He didn't even look. It was background, like the streetlights and the flower beds and the advertising billboards.

Everything was as it should be. Everything was in order.

The metro was crowded as always. Gabriele gripped the handrail, clutched his bag against his side. The smell of people packed together — deodorant, coffee, rain on coats. In front of him, an advertising screen played the GranVita commercial — his company, his paycheck, his life. A smiling family around a table. A golden roast in the center, steaming, perfect. The father pouring wine, the mother serving plates, the children laughing. The voiceover: "GranVita. The flavor of always, the quality of always."

Gabriele didn't look at the screen. He'd seen it a thousand times. He knew it by heart. It was he who had written the guidelines for that campaign. He had chosen the colors — warm, familiar, reassuring. He had approved the music — a delicate piano that evoked childhood Sundays. He had revised the script — every word calibrated to activate nostalgia, belonging, normality.

He was good at his job. The director told him so often.

At the next stop a woman boarded with a child. The child wore a t-shirt with a dinosaur printed on it — a creature extinct for millions of years, yet still present in the collective imagination. Gabriele thought, for a fleeting instant, that it was strange: children knew dinosaurs, adored them, drew them at school. But none of them had ever seen a dog. A cat. A horse. None of them knew what a real bird looked like, not those mechanical ones that flew in theme parks to entertain tourists.

Dinosaurs were harmless. They had been dead for sixty-five million years. They required no sense of guilt, posed no uncomfortable questions, had no eyes that looked at you. They were perfect for children.

The thought lasted less than three seconds. Then the podcast resumed, the metro started again, and Gabriele returned to his Monday morning.



II

The virus had arrived forty-seven years earlier.

No one knew exactly where it had come from — the laboratories, nature, an accident, an act of biological warfare. Theories had multiplied for years, then exhausted themselves, like flames without oxygen. In the end it didn't matter anymore. The result was the same.

They called it the Silence. Because that was what it had left.

In eighteen months, every living creature of the animal kingdom — mammals, birds, reptiles, fish, insects — had vanished. There were no exceptions. There were no resistant species. The virus had been total, absolute, surgical in its efficiency. It had struck everything that wasn't Homo sapiens, with a specificity that science still couldn't fully explain.

The world had emptied. The forests had become deserted cathedrals. The oceans, expanses of sterile water that shimmered under a lifeless sun. The fields, silent. No birdsong at dawn. No buzz of insects in the evening. No barking, no mooing, no neighing.

Only the wind. And human beings.

The first years had been pure chaos. The food chain had disintegrated in an instant. Agriculture, dependent on insect pollination, had collapsed. Fishing no longer existed. Animal farming — the traditional kind, with cows in fields and chickens in coops — had become a memory within weeks.

Billions of people found themselves without food.

Hunger did what it always does: it swept away civilization like tissue paper in the wind. Wars, riots, governments falling one after another. A third of the world's population died in the first three years — not from the virus, but from its consequences. From hunger. From violence. From the collapse of every system.

Then, from the chaos, order emerged.

A new order. An order that, seen from the outside, worked perfectly.



III

The GranVita offices occupied floors twelve through eighteen of a glass tower in the financial district. Gabriele worked on the fifteenth — the marketing and communications floor. A bright open space, white desks, fake plants that no one bothered to dust. The air conditioning maintained a constant temperature of twenty-two degrees, regardless of the season. A controlled, sterile, comfortable environment.

That Monday morning there was the weekly department meeting. Conference room B, nine thirty. Gabriele arrived three minutes early, as always, and sat in his usual seat — third chair on the left, near the window.

Dr. Mancini — head of communications, fifty-two years old, gray suit, calibrated smile — entered at nine thirty-two and took her place at the head of the table.

— Good morning everyone. Let's get right to it, we have a lot on our plate.

No one smiled. It was just a figure of speech. Only a figure of speech.

— So then. First point: the Christmas campaign. We're behind schedule. Gabriele, where are we with the concept?

Gabriele opened his tablet. — I have three proposals ready. The main line is "Tradition That Unites" — focus on family, memories, Sunday lunch as a sacred moment. Warm colors, natural light, no visible tech. The idea is to bring people to a pre-rational emotion.

— I like it. Let's continue on that track. Second point: the quarterly report from the quality department notes a 2.3% decline in perception in the youth segment. Seems there have been more social media infiltrations from the usual groups.

— Free Conscience? — asked Davide, Gabriele's colleague, from the chair beside him.

— And the Awakened. They've put out another video. Same old stuff — stolen images, montages, falsified audio. Legal is already proceeding with removal, but in the meantime we need positive content to counter it. Something emotional, that works as an antidote.

Gabriele took notes. He didn't ask what was in the video. He never asked. It wasn't his job to verify the content of what the "subversive groups" published. His job was to produce the opposite: beauty, comfort, normality.

— Third point, — continued Dr. Mancini, flipping through her notes. — The Consortium has approved the budget for the spring institutional campaign. The theme is "Safety and Transparency." They want a six-part documentary on quality processes in the production facilities. Gabriele, Davide — I'm assigning it to you two.

— A documentary on the facilities? — asked Davide, slightly surprised. — With access to the structures?

Dr. Mancini looked at him with an expression that was almost amusement.

— Authorized access to the visitable areas, obviously. Quality control rooms, analysis laboratories, packaging. The standard technical areas. The Consortium will provide footage of the production phases — certified material, already approved by the ethics committee.

— So we'll never see the actual... — Davide left the sentence hanging.

— There's nothing to see, Davide. — Mancini's tone had become slightly colder. Imperceptibly. — The production phases are automated industrial processes. There's nothing visually interesting for the public. Our focus is the result: a safe, controlled, quality product. That's what people care about.

Davide nodded. Gabriele too.

The meeting continued for another forty minutes. Budgets, deadlines, approvals. The language was always the same — product, quality, consumer, brand. Clean words. Words that weighed nothing. Words that could have been the same as those of a shoe company, an electronics firm, a cosmetics brand.

At the end, as everyone was getting up, Dr. Mancini touched Gabriele's arm.

— Gabriele, one moment.

He stopped. The room emptied.

— I wanted to tell you that the general director noticed your work on the summer campaign. He used the word "excellent." We're thinking of proposing you for group communications coordinator. It would be a major step.

— Thank you, Doctor. I—

— Don't thank me. Thank your talent. You have a rare ability to make things... natural. Simple. People watch your campaigns and don't feel they're being persuaded. They feel they're at home. It's a gift.

Gabriele smiled. An automatic, polite, professional smile.

— I'll think about it. Thank you truly.

He returned to his desk with a vague sense of pride and another, subtler, sense of something he couldn't name. A kind of itch at the base of his skull. He ignored it, as he ignored many things.

He opened his computer. Started working on the Christmas concept. Families. Laden tables. Soft lights. The smell of bread fresh from the oven. Grandfather carving the roast. Children laughing.

All natural. All simple. All home.



IV

That evening, going home, Gabriele took the bus instead of the metro. Slower, but less crowded. He needed to sit, to look out the window, to not think.

The bus traveled the main avenue toward the western outskirts. Past the shopping center, past the park, past the new residential area with its identical apartment buildings. Gabriele watched the urban landscape scroll by — nothing new, nothing interesting. A traffic light, an intersection, a construction site.

It was at the traffic light on Via Industriale that he saw it.

A truck. Enormous, metallic gray, with no visible markings. Just a small logo on the rear gate — the National Protein Consortium's brand. A green rectangle with a stylized leaf. Gabriele knew it well. He saw it every day, in documents, in emails, in presentations.

The truck was stopped at a red light. Gabriele was stopped at a red light. For one long, interminable minute, they were side by side.

The container was hermetically sealed. No crack, no opening, no window. Just smooth, gray, sealed metal. But from inside — from somewhere, through the walls — came a sound. Very low. Almost imperceptible. A sound that the bus, with its engine off
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