
    
      
        


    


1 - The Arrival

The Tank looked huge, a dark grey cylinder that sternly contrasted with the dawn’s pale colors and filled the heart. Giovanni Corte could not help but hold his breath when the huge silo of steel and concrete appeared beyond the mist. He felt a chill run through his body. 

The early morning air got into his sleeves and under his collar while he was steadily approaching the structure with two NMO officers at his sides.

While they walked in utter silence tufts of grass and gravel crackled unpleasantly under their boots. Giovanni felt like he was walking on an expanse of brittle bones, trampling them underfoot.

The soldier at his right chocked a sneeze with his gloved fist. He was quite slender, which was pretty clear even under the large black coat, and the vaporous ghost that came out of his mouth quickly vanished in the chill of that newborn January. The other officer, thicker in build, rapidly glared at his comrade as to reprimand him for the sudden, albeit trivial, lack of self-control. The small four-pointed stars they both wore on their shoulders and berets weren’t shining as usual, always polished like golden jewels; the cold, dull light hovering on the whole Camp 9 made them look dull, almost opaque.

Giovanni wanted to answer humorously, or even with just a simple “Bless you!”, to lift that shroud of rigor, but all that came out of his mouth was a faint cough. He himself didn’t understand if he was full of hope, fear, or what else. A new adventure was expecting him, all things considered. A stimulating experience, however demanding and hard, that would leave a permanent mark on him. And a considerable sum in his bank account. He walked with obvious confidence, but he was aware of the sharp blade in his side, which however couldn’t completely dissipate the euphoria, the excitement that upset with levity the flow of his thoughts.

Clinging to one side of the cylindrical structure, a thick architectural body broke its circularity for a short segment. It was the slim, pointy elevator shaft that led all the way to the top, where the Keeper’s billet was easily recognizable: a light grey bulky block of bricks and concrete which extended a few meters over the edge, detached from the protruding belt that crowned the Tank’s summit. Basing on the maps he studied, Giovanni recognized the Ring that outlined the whole perimeter. Moreover, he knew about an external ladder on the opposite side, perfectly vertical, which led to an alternative entry - or exit, in case of elevator issues. 

While walking he lowered his gaze to examine the wicket gate set on the Tank, at a short distance from the pavement. It was a circular cover about half a meter in diameter, shut by a handle similar to those once used to seal submarines. The Gate of Cleansing, undoubtedly.

When they were about five or six steps away from the Tank’s entrance the soldiers stopped, and Giovanni - who kept on walking lost in thought - had to move backwards to go back between them.  

Without speaking they all looked up.

Elven meters in diameter. Nineteen in hight. Six of foundations. Concrete on the outside, embracing a steel upholstery for total thickness of fifty-four centimeters.

It would be impossible to hear the screams from the outside.


2 - Seven Days Earlier

When the door of the big, half-empty office closed, leaving him alone with General Aurelio Stevanich, Giovanni felt his heart sink.

The high officer stood with his back towards him, motionless and rigid in front of the room’s only window. He kept his hands joined behind his back and looked like he was devising who knows what strategy to deploy and move his troops on the plain to defeat imaginary enemies. Giovanni had greeted him while going in and the general had greeted him back politely, but hadn’t turned around. Now, the seconds that passed before they established any sort of civil relationship seemed to multiply, piling on, until Stevanich finally turned and pointed at the small black chair in front of his desk.

“Sit down, Corte. Or would you rather stand?”

Giovanni quickly examined him, trying not to show his nervousness too plainly. The role for which he applied and for which he was chosen required a resolve he felt abandoning him through his pores, but that he needed to fake.

Stevanich was one of the higher-ups of the New Moral Order, maybe the most important one; a man around which many rumors had spread, consequence of the fear the regime had so accurately stoked. Giovanni had read a biography of Vlad Tepes, the legendary Dracula, and in that moment the goriest episodes and anecdotes about unlucky protagonists who were called before the bloodthirsty prince and then invariably suffered bitter ends crept out of his mind. That wasn’t the case, of course; but he could see the similarities. 

He never met the general before, but he knew his fame and thought extremely highly of him because of his well-known inflexibility and the utter intolerance towards anyone who disregarded directives, orders and regulations. The expression iron fist in a velvet glove was only partially fitting to Stevanich’s character, for whom the variant iron fist in an iron glove was coined. Apparently he had a subordinate put under arrest for six months just because he didn’t greet him with due respect and some recruits seriously risked ending up in a Tank for being caught telling dirty jokes during a drill. Now, Giovanni didn’t technically belong to the military; he was a civilian that, like many others, applied for the annual Tank Keeper position in Camp 9 and had been lucky enough to get the job. A job that, however, made him subject to martial law to a certain degree, so the feeling of being on the gridiron wasn’t completely unjustified. 

Filled with pride and apprehension, he thanked and sat. With slow steps the general reached his seat and did the same. He was a tall, lean man. The short, white hair made him look around sixty, but the almost complete absence of wrinkles on his forehead and the black mustache starkly contradicted that impression. His looks were impeccable, the grey uniform full of coloured degrees and tabs, while the golden four-pointed start just above the heart seemed to release a warmth that helped temper the chill of his leaden eyes. 

Now sitting, Stevanich was perfectly in front of the large tetragram, the NMO symbol hung on the wall at his back, so that three of the big black star’s slender points - a symbol referring to the four cardinal points - seemed to sprawl from the top of his head and the sides of his neck. All in all, it was quite the evocative sight.

Opening the folder that was specifically placed on his desk, the general spoke without raising his gaze on his interlocutor: “I see you brilliantly passed every test, distinguishing yourself among eighty-seven candidates.”

Giovanni coughed while settling on the chair. To that moment he had uncomfortably sat on the edge, so he slid backwards a bit until he felt the backrest.

“So, let’s see...Giovanni Corte. Twenty-five. Orphan of both parents. Currently not in a relationship. Degree in political history. Hobbies: movies and literature. Many awards in athletics. No legal precedent, no smoke, no alcohol, no drugs...” The general closed the folder e tapped it with the palm of his hand. “Impressive, Corte. Very impressive.”

Giovanni felt a clump of pride in his throat. “Thanks, general.”

Stevanich fixed his eyes on him, eyes that looked like they had been carved in dirty ice. “Let it be clear that I’m completely satisfied with how you passed our selection process. However...” A three second pause that seemed like three minutes to Giovanni. “The regulations say that the Keeper position for the upcoming year is yours. I read your psychometric profile. Our commissars are experts of extreme and proven competence and I blindly trust their judgement. Nevertheless, I would like to make sure you are one hundred per cent motivated, without reserve. And I think you are.”

Giovanni sighed, trying to find the right words to reassure him, but the general went on. “As you know, the position of Keeper is the sum of several roles: you will be a superintendent, an administrator, but first of all an executor.” Another pause, to let the last word hover in the cool of the office, swirl to show all its sides. “I assume you are completely aware of the responsibility you take the moment you step into the Tank. Now, I want to ask you one last question. Just one.”

“Please ask away, general.”

“Aren’t you afraid?”

On the wave of tension, Giovanni felt he could answer immediately, with ardor. But a sudden wavering took on him, slowing down his reactions; he let a handful of seconds pass, then said:

“Absolutely not, General.”

Stevanich stared at him in silence and Giovanni wondered if by any chance he had made a mistake. Could it have been a trick question? The figure of Vlad the Impaler sitting on his throne came back once again, together with the deadly consequences to which a wrong answer led without fail. He found himself evaluating other answers, maybe more appropriate than the one he had chosen. For example, he could have asked what he had to be afraid of; on the other hand he could have given the impression of being a little too bold...

When Stevanich nodded Giovanni realized with relief that his trepidation was unjustified. He felt the sweat chilling on his back.

“All right, Corte. You didn’t answer with too much haste. You hesitated and that gives you honor. I appreciate people like you. The selecting committee did a good job.” He stood up and Giovanni hastily did the same. “Get ready then. Thoroughly study the manual that will be given to you at the administrative office and be at Camp 9’s gate, where the Operating Center’s office is, on January 1st at exactly 7:30. I expect you prove yourself worthy.”

“I won’t disappoint you, general.”

The handshake was short, but vigorous.

“And Corte, one more thing...”

The man remained impassive, but he felt his throat dry down. “Yes, general?”

“It goes without saying that I don’t want any problem on your side. Anything that happens, every obstacle you might meet, solve it before it comes to my attention. We are clear on this, right?”

“All clear, General.”

Crystal.

“Good. Then for now...have a good Christmas.”

“Thank you, General. You too.”

While reaching the exit, Giovanni could almost physically feel Stevanich’s eyes on the back of his head; the absurd idea that the general got rid of the curt but fatherly expression with which he dismissed him, transforming it in an unsettling mask. Not evil, but lacking humanity.


3 - Oath and Assignment

The maws of the elevator opened without making the slightest noise. When Giovanni and his silent escort got inside the cabin- which could contain up to five or six people - their boots produced a sinister noise on the pavement, a plate of knurled metal.

Before one of the two soldier, the thicker one, could insert his ID card in a slot and press the black button on which an upward arrow was engraved, Giovanni turned around to look outside one last time. The greyness of the first morning of the year was haunting the whole landscape as if everything was covered by a thick layer of off-white ash. And when the double sliding doors closed their vertical mandibles an incomprehensible knot of discomfort formed in his guts.

Now it’s really too late to go back, he thought. But why would I?

Steadily looking straight ahead of him he let pride flow into his heart, washing away the layer of apprehension that was trying to envelop him like wet gauze.

As soon as the elevator started moving the two soldiers turned their backs to the entrance. Giovanni did the same, sensing that once at the top other doors would open. After a few seconds, with a quiet clank that echoed down the vertical shaft, the hidden engine stopped and after new maws opened the three were in the Ring.

Stepping out, his escort one step ahead of him, Giovanni quickly looked left and right, where the wide turn of the corridor they were in disappeared both ways into the snow white walls following the building’s shape. Short neon cylinders, placed on the ceiling each a couple of meters away from the following, emitted a pale light that reflected on the linoleum floor’s half-faded green.

They headed right.

A few steps away from the elevator, on the same side, there was an extremely solid-looking metal door with faux wood painting. Reinforced, no doubt. He had accurately studied the simple layout of the building. It was the access to the Keeper’s flat.

They came to a halt. While the leaner soldier was fussing with a set of keys Giovanni started looking around.

A bit further from where they were, on the outer side of the circular corridor, another door with thick dark glass panels drew his attention. A faint glimpse of golden light flickered from a small metal plaque beside the massive steel jamb. A casual observer could mistake it for a second elevator, ma Giovanni knew perfectly well it wasn’t. On the manual it was named access door to the isolation and elimination chamber, a tiny room better know as the Shutter.

Two forceful turns and the lock sprang with a loud noise.

The soldier that had opened the door looked at his comrade, who nodded in return; he then took a finely printed card out of his pocket and turning to face Giovanni he cleared his throat before starting to read. It was time for the assignment speech and the consequent oath.

“In the name of the New Moral Order I assign to you, Giovanni Corte, pro-tempore Keeper, the keys to Camp 9’s Tank...” Giovanni felt like even his heart has stopped to listen. “...so that you may guard it’s whole content until the last day of your mandate. Do you swear to loyally serve the Order and to prove yourself worthy of the task you’ve been called to undertake?”

A peremptory whisper from the other soldier lashed out as quick as a toad’s tongue: “Hand on your heart.”

Giovanni promptly obeyed and solemnly pronounced the first of the three: “I do.”

“Do you swear to take responsibility for every action you may make while doing your job?”

“I do.”

“And finally: do you swear in no way you will divulge any information you may learn while operating inside the tank?”

“I do.”

“Are you aware of the legal consequences that come by breaking an oath to the Order?”

“Yes, I am.” His voice cracked a little and he felt ashamed.

“If that’s so you, Giovanni Corte, from this moment on you officially take on the role of Tank Keeper for the duration of the current solar year.” The soldier handed him the small set of keys and Giovanni grabbed it with a decisiveness.

The soldiers clicked their heels in unison and the sound  got lost in the Ring’s curves.

A few moments of uncomfortable silence followed. Giovanni couldn’t remember whether he was supposed to say something or if the short ceremony was actually over. He allowed himself to say a quick: “Thank you.”

The two soldiers exchanged an unintelligible glance, then looked back at Giovanni. Had there been a faint grin in that split second, or was it just the neon light on their faces? Giovanni couldn’t say and he wasn’t all that interested.

The most authoritative looking soldiers - even if judging from the stars on their uniforms the two seemed to be both sergeants - spoke with a neutral voice: “As you know, there are no deliveries on January 1st, so you have all the time you need to get used to the place.  Anything you may need, you know the communication procedure.”

“Of course...”

“Good luck with your work, Keeper.”

“Thank you.”

The two soldiers headed toward the elevator, unmoved, and Giovanni stood and watched them disappear behind the sliding doors. The dark buzz of the descending cabin vibrated in his ears, steadily growing quieter, until a thud informed him that his escort had reached its destination.

From that moment on he was the only one left in the Tank. And of course the guests, as the manual named them. Giovanni could never understand whether that term was only accidentally ironic or the person who chose it wanted to mock - yet always respecting the limits imposed by the ever-present martial formalism - the condition in which all those inside the Tank passed their last days.

***

There were five keys in the set. The one that opened the reinforced door of the flat was long, similar to a two-headed axe. Three others were smaller and they were for the rooms of the flat itself, while the last one, recognizable by the green plaque, had to be for the security exit, also called, with very little technicality - Escape. The keys were attached to a ring with a metal four-pointed star hanging from it. It didn’t look all too comfortable to keep in a pocket. A tad of masochism would be needed to appreciate it.

The door to the flat, now wide open, led to a narrow vestibule that contained only a chest and an old-fashioned three-legged hall stand, maybe a remnant of some old dismantled office. A calendar with an NMO symbol hung from a wall on the side. Giovanni wondered how he would feel while turning the twelfth page.

There were three doors, one for each of the smaller keys. The one in front of him led to the kitchen, extremely clean and functional, with light colours and wooden surfaces, all bathed in a white light coming from a small window placed between two walls and a cupboard. The small flat screen of a television was almost perfectly fitting in the space between two shelves; only the lack of an handle prevented mistaking it for a microwave (which was on another shelf, opposite to it). In one corner, on the floor, there was a sturdy grey styrofoam bin used for food supplies and garbage disposal.

He instinctively opened the fridge with simple curiosity: it was already filled with food and drinks, arranged with a precision worthy of an advertisement photo. He then tried to open the sink tap: a clear, cold stream of water (coming from the large aqueduct conveying to each of the Camp’s buildings) promptly came out. Excellent.

The door on the right side of the vestibule led to the bedroom. His gaze, attracted by the light, flew to the window, completely filled by the sky’s glare; then it slowly hovered to the bulky three-door wardrobe, the bedside table, the queen-size bed covered by a brown sheet that reminded him of the military and hospitals. Everything was very spartan-looking, but comfortable. He didn’t fail to notice that his luggage, two suitcases and a bag, were already there, as they previously agreed. Efficiency on every level.

Over the bed’s headboard a white-lettered motto on a black background had been framed:

NEMO ME IMPUNE LACESSIT

No one can harm me unpunished. On one side of the writing there was the ever-present red tetragram. Opposite to the wardrobe a small door with no lock led to an evenly small bathroom equipped with a shower (he was well informed about the water’s temperature: a capacious  LPG tank was placed underground at a short distance from the Tank, fueling the small boiler that was fixed on the wall).

The third room, on the left of the hall, was the Control Room, a windowless room floodlit by a long neon tube. It was a bit bigger than the bedroom and on the far side there was a console full of buttons, switches and warning lights, a 70x50 screen on top of it. The screen was on. Giovanni took a couple of steps in, choosing not to look right away at the greenish figures moving inside the big monitor.

He was prepared for everything and his entrance in the Tank signed the end of his training; he could rightly say to know the place in its every aspect even without having stepped foot inside it before then. There was no handover, either. As a matter of fact he didn’t have the chance to speak to his predecessor, who was probably escorted out not fifteen minutes before his arrival.

Since the NMO had seized power over the country everything worked by very rigorous schemes. Respect for the rules, self-discipline, knowing to be part of a whole and intransigence towards transgressors. These were the true four points of the tetragram. Giovanni felt them all well engraved in his head and heart.  But no matter how hard he tried to strip himself of any useless emotion he still felt an overwhelming pride. For being chosen, for winning over any other aspirant, for being there.

He stopped with his legs lightly spread, crossed his arms and finally checked what the big screen was offering him.

An expanse of clumping human beings, bodies teeming supine, kneeling, prone or curled up like fat green-grey worms or frail, wretched foetuses.

A silent churning of forms, shadows, disjointed limbs, everything in an almost fluorescent world corrupted by the greenish, mouldy luminescence emitted by rot. In reality this effect was due to the NV filter. The camera hung from the Tank’s ceiling like a chandelier, pointing downward, connected to the Control Room twenty-four hours a day, feeding it with images of all those bastards in the utter darkness, thrashing, crawling on one another, screaming their inaudible hate, their pain, sometimes raising their wide-open eyes similar to opalescent dots.

Several bodies lay still, but the majority was shaking like a bait on the hook. A bearded man, right in center of the frame, managed to stand up, his hands tied behind his back, and raised his gaze towards the camera. The small, milky eyeballs made him - like all the others guests, when they kept their eyes open - vaguely resemble a demon. His mouth moved, speaking useless words; then, a movement from the prisoners he was standing on top of forced him to fall backwards like a marionette whose strings had been cut.

Those were the most recent arrivals, the surface. At a first glance they were about forty. How many layers were behind them? Nobody could say for sure. Another thing that was impossible to tell was how many corpses there were inside the Tank at any given time. Not that it mattered, anyway. There were so many bodies inside that ascertaining how many were still breathing, especially in the lower layers, would be quite the feat. His curiosity wouldn’t be satisfied. How many angels can dance on the tip of a needle? Giovanni smiled remembering that stupid old question.

For those how deserved the Tank death was the only absolute certainty. When it came, be it days or weeks, was irrelevant. Maybe not for them, the guests, but the fact that they were in there implied that they deserved it. The manual mentioned the subject with brevity; everything else was left to logic and guesswork. Suffocation was the most common cause of death, that much was quite obvious. It could also be injuries or fractures from the fall or self-inflicted wounds to shorten the agony; all this, of course, while waiting for the Cleansing to tend to the overpopulation.

Giovanni stared at that tangle for a few more seconds, finding it similar to a cauldron where weird reptiles and anthropomorphic amphibians were boiling; when he came to, he started rubbing his hands.

“Everything is all right, Giovanni.” He told himself loudly. “All perfect.”

He wasn’t used to talking to himself and he wouldn’t start now. He didn’t have any need for neither encouragement nor reiterating his satisfaction. He approved of the NMO, of its methods, its decision and its politics. Those who were thrown in the Tank weren’t human anymore, they lost every right to be a part of the renewed social fabric. What followed was that any moralist fit - legacy of an induces, hypocritical and finally surpassed moral - was to be compared to a momentary itch, a speck in the eye.

Yet even one second of weakness, an uncertain sigh, was enough to make Stevanich’s question come to his mind: Are you not afraid?

“No”, he said, closing his eyes and breathing as deeply as he could. “I am no.”

And he was sincere.


4 - Inspection

His first day in the Tank passed without any particular events, taking time to explore.

Without any rush he places his clothes in the wardrobe, the towels and bathrobes in the bathroom, he filled the shelves with razors, shaving foam, bars of soap, drugs...he felt like a traveller, excited and full of expectations, in the suite of a new hotel. Moreover, while trying to fit a shoebox in one of the wardrobe’s lower shelves he found a pair of weights five kilograms each. Perfect: they would help him in his purpose to find time each day for staying fit and avoid softening.

Back in the vestibule he noticed the Spy, over the entrance door; it was a red quartz lamp that lit together with a beep every time the elevator started. It was appropriate that the Keeper knew when someone - or something, in case of food or clean sheets - was coming up.

In the kitchen, once checking the content of the fridge (cold cuts, cheese, tuna, canned meat, milk, fruit, trays covered by aluminum foil, fruit juice, but no wine) and in the cupboard (tea bags, coffee, crispy bread slices, breadsticks, spices and dressings) he turned his attention to the television.

As he already knew, he could only watch three thematic channels via cable - news, cinema, documentaries - plus a radio channel for listening to music. The schedule went on seamlessly, one movie after the other, one documentary after the other, with periodic replicas, and it was not possible to choose. No problem. The NMO was okay with it and so was he. He would watch whatever was on, or do something else.

He went back to the Control Room.

On the wall to the right, half-hidden behind the door, there was a four-store bookshelf, not a very large one either, to which he didn’t pay much attention earlier. It was filled with all the books the NMO made available to the Keeper, a hundred or so, a micro-library used to pass the time. And he would have a lot of time to read. He ran a finger and his gaze on the books, catching random names: Hemingway, D’Annunzio, Verne, Calvino, Brontë, London, Melville...quite the diverse collection. There was something for every taste. Good, he would take advantage of it to fill many gaps.

A shelving on the right held some binders. He took a couple out to find out they were empty. It would be his job to fill them. There was no trace of all his predecessor’s work; the change of Keeper implied the transfer of all the binders, logs and dossiers of the previous year to the central office. He wouldn't have any real models to base on, but he didn’t need any; he remembered every single form he studied on the Manual. It was enough.

He forced himself not to look to the agonizing guests on the big screen, so he approached the console looking at the big chest of drawers lower on the right. He pulled the wheeled office chair, sat down and the first of the three metal drawers. It was filled with stationery, from pencil leads to a hole puncher, from rubber bands to a stapler. He would bet that every single item was registered.  The second drawer contained a thick, green-covered register, the famous DMR, the Daily Management Register. Every procedure had to be manually written on it on a daily basis, including notes and highlights: it was a professional diary for the Keeper. Good.

The third drawer was locked, but a small key was hanging from the keyhole. Giovanni unlocked it and even before making the drawer slide open he could guess what was inside. There it was: a gun in a simple leather holster to secure it to his belt. He lifted it and unholstered it with a certain degree of deference, weighing it in his hand. An FS 93.9 Beretta with fifteen-rounds magazines, and it was his for a whole year. For a defensive purpose. For any circumstance. A magazine was already inserted and another one was sealed in its packaging inside the drawer. He put everything away and stood up, then sat on the stuffed office chair, relaxing his back against the seatback.

Next to the console was a fax machine and beside it a fourteen-inch monitor with a keyboard and a wireless mouse; it wasn’t hard to recognise it for what was unofficially named the Postman. Its official name was Direct Communication Terminal, but all technical terminology was destined to be substituted with easier and equally efficient words. There was a channel between the Operative Center, near the entrance of Camp 9, and the Keeper’s flat, that was used when the fax machine would not do. (There was no internet connection: the NMO didn’t think of it as necessary, or appropriate, for the Tank.)

On the screen a blue tetragram on a lighter blue background was slowly rotating and Giovanni thought he couldn’t actually expect to find a different screensaver. He slightly moved the mouse and a white screen with an intermittent cursor for writing appeared on the Postman. Curiosity took the best of him and, without considering how useless it would be, he pressed the question mark button, then ENTER. A small envelope-shaped icon immediately appeared and flew away. Why did he do that? He just sent a stupid message to who-knows-who. Not to the general, he hoped...

A high-pitched. sudden beep immediately made his tongue go dry. A new envelope started beeping behind his question mark. Did they already answer him?

With a heavy heart he moved the cursor on the icon, clicked, and read the three words that appeared in front of him: “Is there a problem, Keeper?”

“Such efficiency.” But embarrassment immediately followed the amazement. He behaved like a kid. He had to do something. 

“No problem”, he wrote “I apologise, I just wanted to test the DCT. Thank you.”

He hoped that showing competence by using a technical term would make up for his levity. But after a minute or so without further answers from the Center, he got up and went out from the Control, the doubt still in his mind.

***

He set the table with plastic dishes and cutlery (he found plenty in a small cupboard beside the sink). He found some meat balls in a small styrofoam tray and put one in the microwave. He added some stick bread, mortadella, an apple and fresh water, then had lunch while light-heartedly watching a documentary about the daily life of an Eskimo.

With a full stomach he then decided to make a turnip inspection of the Ring to avoid falling asleep.

He looked at the Shutter beyond the dark-glass door, pressing his forehead and shielding himself with a hand from the glare of the neon lights, but he could only see his reflection, turbid and dull. He wanted to open the door, get to know the clever room he knew only by the diagram he studied, but without the code he had to input on the panel there was little he could do. He would receive it the following day. Okay, he could wait. 

He kept walking, choosing a counter-clock path, and the rhythmic creak of his soles on the linoleum floor made him imagine some mice running beyond the curve, impossible to reach. He wondered whether his predecessor had come up with a name for that blind spot in the ring, impossible to see no matter how much he accelerated. The Dark Side would be a good name, fitting. Like the moon’s.

He stretched his right arm out, running his fingers on the concave wall. When he was a kid, he liked doing it with a stick while walking near gratings and gates. If his mother was with him, she would slap him, because it was a very noisy game. Now there was only a rustle and a pinch on his fingertips. You wouldn’t say anything now, mom. He thought. If you could see me now, you would be proud of me. And you too, dad, right?

He came to the security door, the so-called Escape, just it time avoid crying, focusing his thoughts back on the inspection.

It was a common green-painted fire break door. He tried turning the handle out of habit, knowing perfectly it was closed. He took the keys from his pocket and inserted the key with the green-coloured plaque in the lock, turned it open, lowered the handle, pulled the door...and the vertigo made him shiver. He felt inexistent insects crawling down his legs.

A cold stream of air immediately passed through the gap and a whitish ray of light did the same. An invasive breeze whistled in his ears, ruffling his hair. Separating him from the fall there was just a metal platform with a railing. In the distance he could see the wire fence that formed the Camp’s perimeter. The buildings behind the Tank weren’t visible. All he could see was a large patch of grey, barren land that gave away to the brown colours of a woodland area, from a height that Giovanni found unsettling. He cautiously lowered his gaze, to his right, to look at the ladder that disappeared towards the base of the building.

He had seen enough. He closed the door and put the keys back with a layer of what on his forehead. 

Turning his back toward the Escape he saw in front of him the Porthole for Direct Inspection. It was mounted on the inside wall of the ring, the convex one. It was a round window, very similar to a ship’s, made with a clever game of reflections and mirrors that - despite being set on a vertical surface - let him see almost perpendicularly inside the Tank in the event that the emergency lights (there were several even inside his flat) turned on. In case of power outage, where using the big monitor in the Control, it would be possible to verify the guests’ condition by looking at the abyss through it.

Giovanni approached it and, exactly as he did with the Shutter, the tried to see something. But finding himself looking at a dark puddle in which his face floated, curved and deformed, made him desist. Moreover, he was bugged by the stupid idea that inside, down there, someone was looking at him...

The strange silence weighing on the Ring unsettled him. It was enough for a first day inspection.

He headed towards his starting point, skirting the wall on the right side. His pace was a bit quicker, but he didn’t notice.

***

The rest of the afternoon slipped away on a western movie, a documentary about metalworking in Ancient Rome and some relaxation on the bed, reading poetry from D’Annunzio without any particular captivation. 

His dinner was particularly frugal: some toasted bread with cheese and orange juice. That first day seemed to have no end, despite doing next to nothing, but the overwhelming amount of new information tired him as if he had exercised for hours; that difference was that in this last case he would be very hungry, while now he just wanted to lie down and turn his brain off

***

Sitting on the edge of his bed he stared at the tip of his toes as if seeing for the first time.

If only he would raise his gaze he could see from the window the vastness of Camp 9, it’s quiet, restful stillness, now that the sunlight stopped leaking from the hills’ back crests leaving purple stains in the lower part of the sky. He could see how the annoyed treetops were shaking off invisible birds made of shadows and winds; he would recognise, half-swallowed by the evening, the buildings where the unknown lives of soldiers, sentries, maintenance staff, officers and all those who worked with commendable zeal in that branch of the judiciary mechanism went on. Wired fences and barbed wire - barely visible from afar - drew a huge, crooked figure that only from above could maybe make sense, imply a project.

He didn’t raise his gaze. Too many thoughts were slowly churning in his head. With a bowed head, now that he had nothing left to do but lie down and try to sleep, he felt the huge responsibility he took on himself when he walked in that office a lot more vividly. He would have to face whatever came to him one day after another. He had a whole year in front of him, but it would eventually come to pass. He made a choice. And he had been chosen. Now, instead of racking his own brain, he thought it would be more useful to stare at his feet, studying his toes’ slow and meticulous undulating movement, waiting for his mind to stabilise. 


5 - First Deliveries

––––––––

There would be nine deliveries during that second day of January, divided in groups of three. A little above average, but it would compensate for the previous day’s lack of activity.

Giovanni received via fax a list of the delivered, a document he thoroughly examined. After studying every procedure using duplicates he finally had his first official communication in his hands. He smiles. It was a tangible proof that it was all really happening and he wasn’t living a reverie, as it would often happen to him during his months of exams and selections.
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