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			PART TWO

			NO/MAD/LAND

			‘I wouldn’t be surprised if people reading this story don’t believe what I am referring to, especially people who have never travelled, because people who haven’t seen much don’t believe much, whereas people who have seen a lot believe more.’

			Fernand Mendez Pinto, Voyages and Adventures


			 

			The reason why humans moved on from being hunter-gatherers to farmers is one of the most ancient and disputed questions in the history of humanity. Many scientists believe this step was one of humanity’s worst mistakes.

			In general, becoming sedentary enabled people to spend more time on artistic activities and developing new abilities, at the same time freeing them from the anxiety of daily nutrition. However, even though agriculture renders more per unit of land (a community of twenty-five people can feed itself with twenty-five acres of land, whereas with the hunter-gatherer model it would take thousands) the same cannot be said of the quality of food produced per unit of time. In other words, agriculture provides a diet with less variety in it than that of a hunter-gatherer community. For example, the Aboriginals eat seventy-five types of wild plants, rather than only depending on a few cultivated ones.

			It is only in modern times through the global market that humanity has regained the possibility of having a more varied diet, but this is only true of the richer areas of the world and for a small part of the population.

			On the other hand, nomad societies have been present throughout human history. It is even possible to see how this phenomenon grows and reaches new heights every time an anthropological paradigm reaches a point of crisis, every time an ‘old world’ dies to make room for a new one. Thus, in the West, as with the start of the second millennium, or during the Renaissance, there is a proliferation of millenarian movements, mystical ferment, and religious disorder of all types. In each of these cases there is a manifestation of progressive saturation of popular imagination and, before a new legend can form and supplant the preceding one, the customs and behavior of the masses tend to wander for a while, following alternative routes, along with an increasingly insistent search for new experiences: a sequence of – more or less improvised – attempts and fatal errors, which despite everything turn out to be fundamental to guaranteeing a defined shape for future social structure.

			It is during these crucial periods that the theme of escaping from what is considered a decadent world seems destined to reacquire sense and meaning. Because, even if it is only over the timespan of a generation, what exists stops being enough and the values of a specific period are no longer able to satisfy new expectations. Social revolt, like small acts of daily rebellion and provocation, becomes uncontrollable, and trust in principles shared until a short time before suddenly vanishes: from this moment on society no longer retains the same self-awareness.

			This phenomenon can also be observed at the start of the third millennium. In different forms: music, cinema, literature, art, and even simple conversations tend to express and transmit a level of disgust in a world known by referring – in ever greater levels and pervasively – to artificial paradises, hedonistic illusions, escapism and otherworldly solutions.

			Decadence is frequently a symptom of a metamorphosis or transfiguration in progress, both on an individual and a social scale. We can complain about this foment, we can deny these tendencies, but this does not stop them happening. It is in the sense of emptiness and not belonging of these anthropological transitions that the nature of what is to come nestles and – however much social evolution appears to be strange and unstable, however different and incomprehensible the values being formed might seem – it is necessary to give them the utmost attention.

			As writers, philosophers, and psychologists have all indicated, the desire to leave and for unconditional surrender can represent a pivotal point in the building of a new life, and so the nomadism which gave life to many of history’s sedentary civilizations might make a comeback – once again – to create the foundations for the future.

		

	
		
			PHASE FOUR

			RHIZOMATIC TRANSHUMANCE

			Omnia mea mecum porto

			Cicerone, Paradoxa 1,1,8


			 

			‘Evolution intended us to be travelers. Settlement for any length of time, in cave or castle, has at best been a sporadic condition in the history of man. Prolonged settlement has a vertical axis of some ten thousand years, a drop in the ocean in evolutionary times. We are travelers from birth. Our mad obsession with technological progress is a reaction to the barriers in the way of our geographical progress.’

			Bruce Chatwin, Anatomy of Restlessness


		

	
		
			Alan Cormani

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Nine

			Transitions

			The path in the middle of the bush is quiet except for the sound of footsteps. His heartbeat and breathing are not accelerated, nor is he sweating. Alan watches the moving clouds in the sky. Step after step, feet slapping the ground at a regular pace encourages his thought processes: every rhythm starts with the feet.

			Lowering his gaze, he sees the first kind of writing man ever learned to read, footprints: signs impressed in the earth that enable whoever knows how to interpret them to evolve, as individuals and then as a species.

			The footprints don’t belong to dangerous animals, nor prey, but the six palomino horses, four dingoes, eight merino sheep, five Maremma cows, and two Barbary apes Rome’s zoo didn’t want. They are tame animals and as such wouldn’t last a month in the wild. If anything, danger was an intrinsic part of their route: the Pulldogs are heading north, to the Mount Adone Wildlife shelter in the Tuscan-Emilian Apennines.

			The phone in his trouser pocket is ringing: this is the second warning.

			Alan has taken one hundred and seventy thousand steps, three times what he normally walked in a month before his organism’s internal revolution. He’s worried though, filled with a prickly anxiety that keeps nipping into his muscles every time they go over a hill and there is neither a river nor a spring anywhere to be seen.

			“What’s our situation, Dikran?”

			“Negative,” he answers after checking an app on his phone. “This area used to be full of streams, rivers, lakes, and springs with every hour of walking.”

			“What happened?”

			“Privatization. Every drop of water has been diverted, channeled and put underground…. At best, the rest has dried up or is being fed to the factory farms in the surrounding valleys.”

			Alan checks his water bottle. Empty. His old neurons, the ones that haven’t yet gone to make room for their copies enriched with nanites, tend to take that for granted. How long will it be before he stops thinking in terms of taps rather than springs and fountains?

			His phone tells him his temperature is thirty-eight-point-eight degrees Celsius, but he doesn’t have a fever. He ups his pace, overtaking several of his comrades to reach the front of the group. In about thirty thousand steps he will have to work out a way to cool down his and the others’ bodies, especially the children.

			The human body can survive without water for a week, ten days at the most. However, humidity, temperature, physical activity, and the size of mineral and fat reserves can reduce this safety period to four; in Alan’s mutated condition it’s even less, three days: seventy-two hours of autonomy before he begins to feel unwell. This is because – except for Rafabel and Hakim – no one else accepted Nicolas’s proposal to increase the efficiency of their nanites through artificial photosynthesis. Their skin overheats rapidly and they need even more water to avoid becoming feverish, which would force them to slow down, if not stop altogether to lower their internal entropy.

			At the top of the hill Alan raises an arm to stop the group. He turns and realizes he hasn’t heard the noise of an engine for several days. The only engines around are airplanes flying at cruising height over Mount Amiata, innocuous for eyes and ears. Far from the line of the A1 Rome-Milan motorway, Alan and the Pulldogs have entered another century: the silence surrounding the Tuscan hilltops is the expression of an earlier era, a bubble of existence where high-tension cables and electronic devices are rare.

			The sound of nanites splitting atomic bonds, making proteins, vitamins, and carbohydrates, transforming tubers, leaves, mushrooms, and forest fruit into nourishment in their bodies is infinitely lower than the buzz of a beehive going about its daily business.

			The only sounds accompanying their walk are the singing and chirping of birds, the neighing of horses, and the yowling of skinny dogs alarmed by the passing of strangers.

			Despite this, Alan is afraid that sooner or later one of the Pulldogs will get bored, or scared, and reject this sudden change and go back to Rome. Over the last few nights they have been camping near the Park of Monsters in Bomarzo and have traveled along the Etruscan Vie Cave from Pitigliano to Sovana, walking along the incredible sunken lanes excavated in rock. But melancholy is an insidious thing that can affect anyone, it can initiate a dangerous sense of nostalgia, especially in special cases such as seeing an empty pool in the grounds of a deserted mansion, sitting around the tables of an old restaurant that specialized in serving wild game, or faced with the simple view of a service station, signs all lit up to attract drivers as if they were moths. For Alan, though, these first few days of walking have been the perfect occasion to find himself, strengthen neglected relationships, and make difficult decisions.

			Coming out of his walker’s trance, Alan realizes Silvia isn’t in front of him. Since leaving Rome, her mood has lightened and a few times, influenced by the atmosphere of a starlit night so cool as to make her shiver, she has come to him, in a way that she hadn’t for a while. When she dug her nails into his back, her thighs tight around his waist, he felt her energy again, the same electrifying strength that had run between them during the first years after founding the community on the Garbatella-Testaccio viaduct.

			He looks for her; she is next to Rafabel, who is telling little Tasia and Pino legends about the trees they pass along their path.

			“Auntie Rafabel? I’m thirsty…” the little girl says.

			Rafabel’s side parting and the smattering of freckles on her face make her look younger than her forty-five years. She pulls a couple of hazelnuts from the pocket of her ethnic-patterned dress and offers them to the kids.

			“Suck these, it will stop you being thirsty.”

			Close by, Kenshij nods, his gray ponytail bobbing up and down, confirming her advice. The man doesn’t look at where he’s putting his feet. He is barefoot and touches the ground as little as possible, moving forward with great elegance. He hardly leaves a sign of his passing, gliding rather than walking. He rarely talks, he simply acts and when he’s in a chatty mood he mutters either yes or no depending on the situation.

			Behind him Leira’s and Ariel’s silvery dreadlocks bounce in unison. The Rastafarian twins drum their fingers on bongos hanging from their belts, while Dikran checks his phone’s screen and the topography of the land, hunting for their next stop. At the back of the group Miriam is riding the young palomino mare, Nanà, while Martina and Valeria are leading the other horses by their halters. A little way off Tommaso and Pilar – newly become lovers – hang back, exchanging tender words.

			Suddenly Dikran speeds up to walk beside Alan and points out the valley opening to their right. “Water!”

			In the distance, a yellowish smear surrounds a petrol station, with a bar.

			“Yes, but in bottles,” Alan replies, annoyed, “and we don’t have any money.”

			The neon sign says: The Shooting Star Bar

			“I have an idea,” says Valeria.

			* * *

			Inside there are two elderly customers and a bearded man behind the bar drying glasses.

			“We’ve followed the shooting star and it brought us here,” starts Valeria happily.

			“Welcome…” the barman answers, joining in the game. “Unfortunately, the star passed by a long time ago. You mustn’t expect too much from this eatery. Since they built the bypass no one comes by here anymore. What can I get for you?”

			“Water,” says Alan.

			Valeria touches his arm, reminding him to let her do the talking.

			“We’d like some crates of water…for our journey.”

			“Where are you going?”

			“North, to the Tuscan-Emilian Apennines.”

			“How many crates?”

			“As many as you have.”

			He doesn’t miss a beat but he moistens his lips as if evaluating the strangers. “I’ll go and see what I have in the storeroom.”

			The elderly couple leave a crust of bread on their plate and stand; the man leaves a banknote on the table and follows the woman as she leaves.

			“We’re going now, Alarico.”

			The barman shouts out a goodbye and comes back carrying two crates of water.

			“I have these…and another three under the bar.”

			“That’s plenty, thanks.”

			“Thirty euros please.”

			Valeria unleashes her trap, her smile. “If you accept the gift of the three wise men, this place will really become a shooting star.”

			He frowns and waits to hear the details of her proposal.

			“The sign outside…. We can turn it into a shooting star. I’m not kidding, your bar will become the main attraction of the valley.”

			Alarico bursts out laughing. “You’re a funny lot, you are…. Let’s see what you can do.”

			* * *

			Two hours later the bar’s sign has become an installation: every time a shooting star or a fragment of orbiting rubbish crosses the sky above the petrol station, a beam of light will follow its trajectory until it vanishes. In an hour, under a clear sky, it’s possible to see two or three pass by, instant flashes of light coming and going within a few moments. Even when the sky is overcast, the lasers will light up colored trajectories slicing through the clouds of the night sky.

			The Pulldogs sit in a circle on the side of a wooded hill to watch the spectacle, handing out water to the thirsty.

			“I wrote the program for the Cimini Astronomical Observatory,” says Valeria, taking a sip of water. “It takes data from the Italian Space Agency and translates it into real time. The lights are simple LED. For the rest I only needed a laptop and the projector Alarico uses for watching football with his friends.”

			“It looks like that game where you had to shoot down alien space ships…” says Alan.

			“Space Invaders,” answers Nicolas.

			“Now we can set up camp. Will down there be all right?”

			Nicolas is bobbing his head up and down. The music he’s listening to through headphones slides over him, causing dynamic pictograms to form down his shoulders and along his arms. His variegated pigmentation is the result of modifiable chromophores. The bathochromes react to the bass notes, turning his skin a reddish color; the hypsochromes capture the higher frequencies and turn light blue.

			He drops to his knees and analyzes the ground. He uses his eyes, and then his fingers because his nose hasn’t been much use since his father, Pietro, punished his decision to leave the family perfumery. When he opened the letter from his father ordering him not to use the smartfumes of his own design, he was hit with a permanent anosmia caused by something also contained in the envelope. Only a small whiff of it caused Nicolas to lose his sense of smell.

			“Excellent choice. We have the molecules we need.”

			The wide bandolier he’s wearing carries a number of colored vials. Inside these are substances (aluminum, carbon, chalk, and cellulose powders) useful in the composition of any basic necessities. The other Pulldogs jokingly call this his paint palette, but Nicolas uses them to create materials, not to paint.

			The place they have chosen for the day’s nest is a cavern in a spinney of chestnuts. The trees are scaly like reptiles and give off a strong perfume of resin. The thick knobbly branches, covered in green and silvery lichens, look to them like shadowy faces and fantastic bodies like the stone monsters they admired a few evenings ago in Bomarzo.

			Behind them they can see the silhouette of Mount Amiata, and not far off is the ancient line of the Via Francigena, now followed by Sunday cyclists, seasonal pilgrims, and hikers hungry for a taste of the country.

			Though the cyclists aren’t a problem, they greet the Pulldogs with friendly waves and pedal off quickly. They have to keep everyone else at a distance in case they ask too many questions. (What’s with the animals? Where do you sleep? What do you eat?) They could get suspicious and report them to the police. Then any exchange of seasonal produce would be worth nothing, the sight of the children or their reason for taking the animals to the Mount Adone center, though true, wouldn’t be enough to guarantee an easy passage.

			It only takes them a few minutes to set up their tents. Their portable nanomats – like agile biomechanical spiders – start weaving arched filaments, making jointed sticks like canes and covering surfaces, following compositional instructions shared to everyone’s devices by Nicolas and using the reserves of raw materials that had been replenished on-site. The configuration of each tent can be saved and reproduced, exactly the same, day after day, or changed depending on the materials available to them, according to taste and preferences, and the month or the season.

			Up until now the tents have ensured they spent their nights at a reasonable temperature, blend in with the forest, and protect themselves from bad weather, but if needs be they will also be protection from wild animals, intolerant farmers, and forestry police who might mistake them for gypsies or fleeing immigrants. When it needs to, the nanotech material the tents are made of can harden to form an impenetrable shell.

			As soon as Nicolas’s circular yurt is finished, he begins to gather twigs. Then he snaps them and puts them in a basket. “We should have gone south,” he mutters to himself. “We should have got on the first ship and headed towards the Mediterranean.”

			Instead of waiting for evening and talking about it all together around the fire, over the last few days Nicolas has begun to moan and whine at regular intervals. Sitting on a fallen trunk, Alan is waiting for his nanomat to finish building a bubble that kind of resembles an igloo. Every now and then he plucks a string of his guitortoise, a musical instrument made using a tortoise shell.

			“You’re following a track that will take you nowhere, Nico. I agree with the general idea, but think about it, we can’t go down there, not now. We have women and children and we have to deliver the animals. We aren’t ready, the whole Mediterranean area is dangerous. As your friend, and a sane human being, I have to warn you that things might not go as you think they will.”

			A tall, imposing figure draped in a colorful tunic is following Nicolas and helping him pick up twigs. The proximity of Hakim to Nicolas isn’t only physical; he communicates his agreement or not to a proposal through his vicinity.

			For Alan, Hakim has always been a mysterious subject. Sometimes he finds Hakim walking beside him and they exchange a handful of words. It was the same when they were still on the viaduct, he would come back late from his shift at the zoo and leave early, and at other times he would say few or no words. Alan generally doesn’t need a lot of chat to get an idea of a person. He might be wrong sometimes and make a hurried judgment, like with Nicolas, whose potential he underestimated, but with Hakim he believes he has got it right, even though the other Pulldogs have varying ideas: Miriam likes him, maybe because he takes care of the animals, whereas Silvia sees him as too introverted and reserved.

			Two days earlier, during supper, they had heard a loud, sharp noise coming from the forest. Perhaps a twig snapping or a falling pine cone, making Hakim jump up like an animal in alert mode. Silvia had looked at him scornfully, as if to say he was exaggerating with his superhero display.

			Once, when Alan had moved a little way off in the middle of the night to empty his intestines, he found Hakim awake and keeping guard against who knew what. When Alan asked him why he wasn’t sleeping he replied, “The night is full of predators.”

			After leaving the twigs in front of his yurt, Nicolas heads towards the stream to collect a little water. When he gets back to the clearing, he picks up two cartridges, pours a few drops into the nanomat and makes an infusion.

			“Going south is a good idea, to democratize the nanites,” he says. “I’ve already got a slogan, ‘nanites for everyone’.”

			In the meantime, Hakim has lit the fire and is putting water over it to boil. Nicolas is still holding a chestnut leaf as he continues to expound his reasoning to Alan.

			“We have to spread our way of living, we have to free people from the need for food.”

			“Yeah, right, like the other day,” Alan says sarcastically. “When you suggested it to that farmer who liked the idea so much he shot at us….”

			Nicolas rolls with the blow and starts waving the leaf around, then he starts stroking it, tracing its veins with his fingers.

			Rafabel comes to his aid. “He’s right, Alan…. Plant cells send chemical signals like the ones neurons send and know how to evaluate the world and make decisions accordingly. This should convince us to look at every vegetable, including weeds, under a different light.”

			Nicolas scrabbles around in the earth, looking for something. Then he holds a mushroom up to his nose. Disappointed by the uselessness of the gesture, he passes it on to Rafabel. She sniffs, decides the mushroom is edible and says, “Personally I admire myxomycetes, appreciate lichens, fear aconite and respect the castor oil plant.”

			“We don’t want to preach,” Nicolas interrupts. “We only want to show you how life nests in all of its hosts, but in different ways: we gather knowledge from the outside, from books, external memories, the cloud, and this choice put us on a learning curve no other species has access to. Sadly, we have abused this advantage, we have drained nature, and now there is nothing left for us to do but learn to control our predatory instincts and give other species some knowledge back in the form of nanites.”

			Alan doesn’t seem impressed. He stops plucking at the strings of his guitortoise and, putting the instrument over his shoulder, jumps off the trunk.

			“That’s as may be, but look at us…a handful of grains of sand has never started an avalanche. You were there too when we decided to head north. First we have to make sure the animals arrive safe and sound at Monte Adone, then we can reconsider.”

			The water is beginning to bubble. Nicolas stands and puts some cups out on a flat log.

			“I agree about the animals, we can’t take them with us. But Alan, the multitude makes the difference…. A network with millions of joints behaves differently to one with hundreds, like an ant colony compared to just a few ants. Adding walkers to our group will increase the value of each of us.”

			Alan shrugs and is about to walk away when Nicolas shouts out, “Tea’s ready! Come and get it!”

			Nicolas hands Alan a cup as if it were the pipe of peace. Then, about two dozen thirsty people arrive.

			* * *

			A dot shows up on the screen, about three kilometers from the camp. It moves forward. Stops. Goes back on itself. Stops again.

			As he sips his tea Alan checks Rafabel’s position on his phone; she and Silvia went for a walk a little earlier. Knowing that Rafabel is scared of getting lost and has a terrible sense of direction, he had given her a GPS bracelet so he could always find her again. It’s a minimum condition to feel safe wherever she goes.

			She and Silvia will have already unleashed swarms of nanites in the Piancastagnaio territory and now – having tracked the pollen and perfume drifts using the omnitrack app – they will be on the verge of discovering where the best flowers grow and the tastiest berries and juiciest fruits are hiding to gather for supper. The Pulldogs’ diet, though sporadic and consisting of one meal every three or four days, is more varied than it ever was in Rome. Each territory is like a different restaurant.

			Rafabel and Silvia’s ‘shopping list’ includes jujubes and chestnuts for roasting, Jerusalem artichokes, blackthorn berries, porcini mushrooms, hazelnuts, and acorns. That is not all; they are also looking for blackberries, raspberries, and blueberries in the forest undergrowth, and honey and royal jelly from beehives. Winter has been demoted from general to lieutenant, making fruit and vegetables available that up until a few years before would have been out of season.

			After filling a few baskets Silvia and Rafabel decorate their delicacies with cyclamens, holly, and broom; a pair of green pine cones, a few twigs of spruce, and finally they are ready to load them onto the hover transporters, loyal solar-powered stretchers fitted with proximity chips, waiting to carry everything back to camp.

			When Alan sees them handing out food to the others, the argument is still going on.

			“…just suppose for a moment that our current civilization were destroyed,” says Nicolas.

			“Why should that happen?”

			“Because the wheel has had its time, money has had its time, and life in cities is not the pinnacle of satisfaction.”

			Nicolas takes his plate and place in line with Alan following him.

			“Those things will never vanish. There will always be someone who can pull them out again, they will open a history book, read a book of instructions, download a town plan, and re-propose the same work-in-exchange-for-money and safety-in-exchange-for-happiness model.”

			“It wouldn’t be so easy…. Trust me, Alan, things never go back to how they were. The prehistoric wheel is not a pneumatic tire; even if people found a manual it would take a long time before they could understand much, or maybe they would have to find someone who could read and understand the instructions. Once those people are dead, they will have no more apprentices, there will be no successors.”

			At the word successors, Nicolas’s face darkens. Leaving the Rendezvous has had deep consequences: an irreversible choice that has burned him, the result of which follows him even hundreds of kilometers away, every time he tries to sniff a flower. His acquired lack of smell has excluded him from taking part in food gathering, and when the others go to explore the wooded slopes or the wild meadows, he stays in the camp making and dismantling what they need, as sad as a sickly child who can’t join in with the games. Even when Rafabel drags him along with her to stop him getting too depressed, he moves clumsily because even though he can touch and see, he gets no precise olfactory information from what he is collecting.

			“One generation would not be enough. There is only one way to disperse so much knowledge in such a short time: revolution.”

			“Revolution, Alan? Revolutions have never been good for the people. I say it would be enough to break the link between one generation and the next.”

			Even though he is talking about society in general, Alan can see he is referring to Pietro. From what Nicolas has told him, without his ability to assemble molecules, his father would not have been able to create a perfume worthy of the name. Actually, if he didn’t make up his mind to hire a new designer, the business would fail within the year.

			When he looks at Nico, Alan cannot believe the change that has come over him: when they first met, during a game of Urban Golf, he had simply been yet another daddy’s boy, rich, clumsy, and insecure, oppressed by the weight of his family’s expectations and unable to make decisions for himself, whereas now he seems so at ease in his new super-heated skin and this unknown world continually changing under their feet.

			“I don’t know, Nico. You’re talking about a lot of abstract stuff. I am already walking to leave history behind me. Day after day, all this surrounding us is becoming our only reality and all the rest is just nonsense, written on the edge of a map that no longer has any relation to what is out there.”

			“I love maps. When I was small, I drew countries, I knew all the capitals by heart, I used to trace the globe with my fingers, dreaming of adventurous voyages.”

			Alan turns and looks for Silvia amidst the tents. She is still sorting out the baskets, so he carries on talking. “I want to leave too. Let’s do what we have to do and then go, beyond Europe, towards the Baltic states. Then we can lose ourselves in the Russian taiga.”

			Miriam comes forward, sipping her tea. “That would make Ivan happy…. I’m sure he is waiting for us. Who knows what he’s doing? That man can never stay still.”

			After getting out of prison, where he had been for violating the Ending Hunger project’s copyright, old Ivan Shumalin went back to his country, to a small town called Priozersk on the shores of Lake Ladoga in the Russian-speaking Karelia.

			“That’s exactly who I was thinking about. Last month he told me he’s working on a project involving distributed mass computing, the Green Ark, connected to the international network of the Micronations. I want to go see him really badly.”

			“We’ll go sooner or later, son. I miss Ivan a lot….”

			Alan stands and finishes his drink. “I am convinced there are two worlds now: one of them is not ours. They run together in parallel, without either understanding or accepting the other.”

			Nicolas nods.

			There are some noises on their right, shouts and screams of excitement echoing through the trees. Pilar and Tommaso, Tasia and Pino are splashing around in the stream of water and carry on doing so until the burning sun forces them to look for the cool of some shade. Then they will all grab handfuls of mud and spread it over their shoulders to help dissipate the heat of their bodies. Towards evening they will explore the maze of paths and tunnels of wild undergrowth, amongst curved roots, creepers, and leaves hanging down like the ropes in an adventure playground. Then finally, before going to bed, they will play music and sing under the light of the moon reflected in the water.

			At the nest the children are running around like baby chickens in the meadow and wandering through the trees looking for something interesting to peck, an insect to play with, a flower to sniff, or an acorn to kick and chase.

			Alan goes to fill his cup again. Not for himself though. This time he takes the drink to Silvia. When she realizes he’s near her she tenderly pulls his ruffled beard and kisses him on the lips. Then, sniffing the smell of the tea composed by Nicolas, pushes the cup away.

			“Thanks, but not now.”

			“Aren’t you thirsty?”

			“Yes, but an infusion of oak and ash? I don’t like it. Nico can’t smell anymore.”

			“Are you sure that’s why? I think things are working out fine. Even after walking for weeks, no one is showing signs of giving up. As for Nico, he moans and whines but in the end he adapts.”

			Silvia finishes handing fruit out to the children and leans against a tree.

			“It’s early days yet. For many of them this adventure is a kind of holiday in the woods, away from the city. Think about the adults, any jobs they had before would have infuriated them long before this.”

			“To be honest, I’m worried.”

			“You? Worried? Look up. You see the sun’s rays coming through the branches? They have come a hundred and fifty million kilometers. Now that is a journey.”

			Alan pushes her gently against the tree trunk. Their relationship, like the weather, is a chaotic system ruled by forces that are too unstable and complex to forecast. However, certain behavior, over time, cannot be explained by simple chance.

			“D’you know what I want? I’d like it if my footprints were not marks in the ground but a trail of musical notes and melodies, like the Songlines of the Australian Aborigines. Bruce Chatwin said, ‘A songline was both a map and a direction finder. Providing you knew the song, you could always find your way across country.’”

			She moves and takes his hand and walks to the bank of the stream, where the kids are still splashing around.

			“Admit it, Alan…. This is a holiday for you too. You were wearing the boss’s uniform but behaving like a rock star between concerts. You didn’t care about anything, in pure anarchic-Romanesque style. Then you realized you had to make plans. Moving around, having to choose a daily destination, have forced you to think of a route, places to stop and rest. That’s something. Desire reenforces the attitude, but I would hate for you to end up feeling like a big fish in a small pond.”

			“A rock star?”

			“Yeah…. One day you’ll organize the world tour.”

			She smiles as she says it but as soon as she stops speaking she turns away, bending over and holding her stomach.

			“Are you all right, love?”

			Another spasm makes her bend over again. And again. The third heave leaves a pool of vomit on the ground. It is dark and metallic looking.

			“There we are,” she says, pointing at it, “forty years of medicine with mercury in it. The nanites don’t like it at all.”

			Alan looks closer and sees there is enough mercury there to fill a glass half full. Then he notices the dark marks on Silvia’s skin.

			“Are you ill? You haven’t taken Nicolas’s heliotrons, have you?”

			“No, this is the poison I’ve been carrying around with me since I was a kid. When your body expels poisons, it does it through the skin too.”

			“But so much? Nothing like this happened to me.”

			“My mother was obsessed with medicines. It helped her anxiety. Our house was like a chemist’s. Who knows how much she used to sneak into my breakfast without me knowing.”

			“So those marks are a reaction to the nanites?”

			“According to Nico, those splodges are the reaction of the nanites. Call it antivirus if you prefer. He calls it a ‘remote immune system’ because the nanites are capable of downloading health updates from the web.”

			“Well, that means you are detoxing,” Alan says with irony.

			A slight smile crosses Silvia’s face, though her eyes are full of tears of pain. She rips a large leaf from a bush and wipes her mouth.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty

			Fosso Bianco

			The bushes become forest when the Pulldogs push through a thick wall of beech trees like needles to walk on a mass of leaves where human feet have never touched. There are no footpaths here and although there must be one somewhere, it seems like any trace of a path has been covered by the juniper bushes, brambles, dry twigs, and crumbling sandstone. It could be years since man last set foot here. It doesn’t take much to erase evidence of man’s presence from the land: the forest rapidly avenges every trespass by incorporating even what man has built to last.

			Above the carpet of leaves each plant seems different from the next. Of the fallen trees, some are beginning to decompose, and from their rotten trunks the tender shoots of other plants are beginning to grow.

			Alan is surprised. Walking deeper into the forest with a mixture of admiration and uneasiness, he brushes the bark with his fingers and breathes in lungfuls of a smell that invigorates him. He listens to the gloomy and excited songs of the birds he doesn’t recognize and realizes what he’s used to is only a pale copy of true wild nature. The most extraordinary thing, though, is the sensation of familiarity he can feel on a cellular level.

			With every step the Pulldogs take further into the nature reserve, the singing and chirping of the birds gets louder and louder. At a certain point the whole cliffside following the southeastern side of Mount Amiata begins to sing.

			Hakim is the only one who can identify their individual songs. It is so beautiful it can be described in two overflowing sentences: “It’s like the aviary in a zoo. The air smells of humus like in a greenhouse.”

			Then what seems like thousands of birds fly out of the hundreds of tunnels and nooks and crannies in the cliff. Alan motions to the Pulldogs to stay still. The group becomes immobile. Then he lowers his hand and gestures them to sit on the ground. He brings a finger to his mouth and then to his ear as if to say, “Close your eyes and listen.”

			On first impact the cacophony seems a little threatening, but slowly becomes a festive, raucous song.

			Unable to resist his curiosity, Alan opens his eyes and sees them all perched on a cliff at least ten meters high. It is a breathtaking spectacle. Slowly he points his phone and sees hundreds of canaries, green- and blue-headed parrots, robins, pipits, and white-eyed parakeets.

			The tuff cliff is a changing rainbow, symphonic and deafening. When entire rows of perching birds all sing at the same time like they were a choir, it is as if the branches rustle in the breeze they make, but listening more carefully shows the united sound separates into a knot of hundreds of soloists, the noisy twittering of a multitude of individuals.

			Suddenly two flocks rise into the sky; it looks like they are arguing, pushing against each other, diving sharply to demonstrate some right or the other, claiming a better place or just more attention.

			“What do you think they are saying?” Silvia says, resting her chin on Alan’s shoulder.

			“They are friends. I think they are talking about where to go and eat later. They are arranging to meet before breakfast.”

			Tasia can’t resist taking a seed from her pocket. She’s immediately surrounded and covered by a cloud of small green parrots, happy to take advantage of a free meal.

			The show lasts for a few minutes, then each bird goes its own way, flying alone or in a group through the forest. Alan moves to restart their walk. When he stands up he realizes that many of the Pulldogs kept their eyes open and hadn’t lost the opportunity to record the natural concert.

			“Marvelous! We’ve been to our first bird rave party.”

			* * *

			In the evening, after the shadow of Mount Amiata has come down like a sheet over a corner of the forest, Alan falls in beside Nico.

			“Have you seen the marks on Silvia’s skin?”

			He nods.

			“And the vomiting?”

			Another nod.

			“Do you think it’s serious?”

			The group is skirting around the ruins of an old monastery. The building is majestic, a rectangular cloister adorned with columns and an ancient wisteria plant climbing to the top of a crumbling tower.

			“The nanites are programmed to react to the environment surrounding them. Neither more nor less than what genes do.”

			A chapel in limestone with pointed arches, though abandoned, retains its dignity. Peering through one of the windows in the wall they can see sodden mattresses and tinned tomato crates piled up along the walls, two confessionals being used as wardrobes and some dilapidated chairs.

			“Silvia vomited two hundred grams of mercury. She said she had purged forty years of medicines. Does that seem like a good reaction to their environment to you?”

			The bright green meadow below the apse has won the battle against the flagstones, and the frescoed plaster has succumbed to damp. What must once have been religious magazines for the faithful have been reduced to piles of stained cellulose.

			“It depends, because as they work faster than genes, nanites’ reactions seem prodigious.” Nico points at Alan’s legs. “You should know better than anyone else.”

			Alan hasn’t forgotten the accident at Globalzon, nor what Miriam and Ivan did to give him back the use of his legs. He can remember his old organism, his heart pumping blood independently of his desires, lungs breathing even when he was sleeping, neurons activating with every thought, a heritage of unconscious functions given by nature to all living beings…but his bone marrow was unable to repair the connectivity of his Schwann cells damaged by a fall in the warehouse.

			A human being’s central nervous system does not stretch, not even a little, and if it snaps – unlike that of many animals – it stays inert, like Alan would have done, as a paraplegic, if it hadn’t been for the nanites. After swallowing them though, his ‘neuroms’ stretched and within a few months he was able to walk again, better than before. In any case, he has never felt like a self-aware android worrying over the question: ‘Who programmed me and why do I function in this way?’

			The creator of his nanites has a name and surname, even if neither Miriam nor Alan have ever met them. They know this person is Chinese, has been living in Italy for years, and gave this nanotechnology knowledge to free distributed cooperation projects. In his hands a generic assemblage engine, thought up by Ivan Shumalin for the Ending Hunger project, had made a miracle possible.

			“You know very well that those nanites had a different purpose. They were supposed to repair my damaged bone marrow, not improve the efficiency of how we nourish ourselves. I’d like to know if there will be other side effects that will transform our lives into nightmares.”

			“Would you have felt better if Silvia’s organism had expelled a milligram of mercury per month, Alan? I mean, we know what is happening to the outside of our bodies, but inside? Many things are a mystery, with or without nanites. Is the intelligence working in cellular mechanisms so different to that regulating nanites’ microscopic processes?”

			“Nico, I asked you a simple question and you answer me with three other questions. I just want to know if Silvia might have the same illness as that bastard Grisha.”

			“He wasn’t as ill as he wanted us to believe. He had an endogenous fever like all of us, perhaps a little higher, but in the end he decided to leave the viaduct and betray us for thirty pieces of silver.”

			“So it isn’t the same thing?”

			“I don’t know. Nanites do good and bad. They are like the wind, they blow in every direction.”

			“That’s a shitty answer.”

			“Do you want another one? Here you go: I’m not a doctor, nor do I think there is anyone specialized in medicinal nanotechnology, not yet at least.”

			Alan says nothing, but continues to walk by Nicolas’s side.

			There are many points where the stones have fallen, taking large parts of the facade with them. Inside, something is making noises, there are probably owls or bats living in the bell tower or the cellars. The floors of the second story are only held up by rusty arm-thick metal struts and Rafabel has to make sure Tasia, Pino, and the smaller children don’t go and play underneath.

			Alan walks on in a state of agitation. Every now and then, almost as if trying to attract Nicolas’s attention, he kicks at bricks in the fallen perimeter wall. Then he grabs a crumbling stone and crushes it between his fingers.

			“What a place…. Time has won here. There is no future here.”

			“I can’t even see a present here. Tell me how it smells, Alan.”

			“It stinks…it’s disgusting.”

			“I thought so. Let’s not set up camp here tonight. Shall we go back?”

			“Back where?”

			“I saw a footpath, three hundred meters before we got to the monastery. If they built it here the monks must have had access to a freshwater source.”

			“Perhaps you’re right, on the other side of the Val d’Orcia I saw two modern buildings that look like fairly new hotels.” Alan checks his smartphone. “Found ’em. It is the San Filippo baths. We can look for a place there.”

			“OK, but if there are hotels nearby, we’ll have to be careful.”

			* * *

			Alan leans out above a really steep slope. “Hurry up! It’s incredible!” he calls out.

			The others run to him and spread out beside him.

			“Be careful, there’s a lot of mud and a layer of slippery leaves too.”

			Then he starts to make his way down and is the first to get to the bottom, waving his arms enthusiastically.

			“What is it?” shouts Silvia, only halfway down.

			The slope takes them to a white hill made of limestone formations. Alan climbs up to a plateau to stand hands on hips with his feet in a pool of naturally sulfurous water.

			“Our swimming pool. What do you think?”

			Fosso Bianco is a pleasant discovery: along the river fed by various sulfur water springs there are a number of natural limestone pools where the younger members of the group are already splashing around. In the woods Rafabel is gathering silver-shelled snails as if they were gemstones.

			“Are you sure this is a public place?” Miriam asks her son.

			“Well, I didn’t see any gates or no-entry signs.”

			The Pulldogs’ skin is impregnated with the perfume of lemons. It is a feature that Nicolas wanted because mosquitoes hate this smell and it keeps them away. This is especially useful when the weather starts to get warmer again.

			The air is damp beneath the fir wood’s canopy and the high clouds look like sculpted marble. Sitting in a circle around the fire, the Pulldogs are doing something unusual for them.

			There are evenings like this when they discuss the importance of walking and the value of a volatile community, kept together by steps that are renewed every day rather than by rarely questioned social ties. Other times it is their daily difficulties that make their union desirable, like when they are chased away by a round of blank shots, or when they are walking in the pouring rain. Even though it is January, it hasn’t snowed.

			When evening comes down, the day never seems to have passed like a normal day, nor is it broken down into hours, minutes, and seconds, ground into pieces by the flowing of digital time. The only ritual that marks the passing of time is the setting up of the communal tent. Once a week, instead of putting up single, double, or family tents, they mount a structure capable of welcoming the whole group. Sleeping one next to the other guarantees a sense of deep togetherness, the kids feel safer, the young people have fun, and the adults socialize.

			Usually, during these evenings everyone sleeps better, but tonight, shortly after one, the blue lights of a forestry police car are reflected in the puddles in the road leading to the San Filippo baths. Ariel and Leira are the lookouts, and as soon as they see a few shadows holding flashlights they alert the others with a bird call.

			After leaving their car by the side of the road three policemen continue on foot along the path down to where they are camped.

			The bird call alarm travels quickly and when the policemen reach the camp they find a group of sleepy, but standing, people and various animals.

			Rafabel shoots a quick look at Alan, who immediately starts talking.

			“Please, we just need some water. We couldn’t find any anywhere else around here. We won’t stay long, we’ll leave before dawn.”

			The largest officer, gray moustache and crew cut, ignores Alan’s proposal and turns his radio on.

			“There are about twenty of them,” he says to someone on the other end of the radio. “A couple of old people, some children and some animals, horse, sheep, cows…. Should I move them on?”

			Officer Tash nods and waves at the other two to follow the order.

			Seeing as the soft approach gained them nothing, Nicolas tries another way.

			“We aren’t doing anything wrong. This is a public area.”

			The two officers circle Nicolas. They point their flashlights at his feet then bring the beams upwards, to his torso, and then his face, irritatingly in his face. The other Pulldogs look at each other, not knowing what to do. Alan wants to keep a low profile, Dikran and Hakim keep calm, Kenshij is wary: in their experience encounters with the forces of law and order frequently end up as a danger to their safety.

			To protect himself from the bright light Nicolas raises his arm. The two officers widen their eyes when they catch a glimpse of what is on his forearm.

			“What kind of tattoo is that? Is it moving? And what’s that? Surviving Isn’t Enough. What a load of shit.”

			“If you don’t like it, I’ll get rid of it.”

			Officer Tash grimaces. “Enough games. Now get those animals together, gather your possessions, and leave. Now!”

			Alan wants to say something, but Officer Tash is keeping his eye on them like a parent making sure the kids tidy their room properly.

			Nicolas makes an open-palmed gesture at Alan to stop. The memory of Little Simon’s death is still fresh. No one wants a pleasant evening to degenerate into a tragedy because of a trio of local cops.

			The Pulldogs take down their tents and load the sleepy children on litters.

			One of the officers – the jumpiest of the three – takes out his pistol the moment twenty minutes have passed and starts waving it around trying to impress them.

			“C’mon, hurry up! Tourists will be coming here tomorrow morning and they won’t want to have crazies like you under their feet. This isn’t a no-global campsite.”

			After the Pulldogs start their trek along the path leading to the main road, the three officers check over the area with their flashlights to make sure they have not left any nasty surprises behind. At a certain point, while Officer Tash, visibly irritated, removes a large animal poo, a light appears in the forest. At first it looks like a ball of light, then they can see it is a nutshell wrapped in flames, and in the end it lands in the clearing where the camp was.

			Officer Tash waves the other two to hurry before a fire breaks out.

			The nut is covered in a material that doesn’t burn very well. After stamping on it five or six times the fire goes out and Officer Tash can read the words on a flap of skin as large as the inside of a forearm: Surviving Isn’t Enough.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-One

			Mount Adone

			They have been walking without stopping since they left Fosso Bianco.

			At midday they are in the Vallombrosa reserve.

			When they reach the banks of the Arno, beneath the pillars holding up the A1 motorway, Alan whistles to a fisherman still anchored in the middle of the river, and negotiates being taken across in exchange for fruit. After a little while the fisherman returns with a small raft and ferries them all to the other side.

			They follow the course of the winding river, its bends and inlets, for a few kilometers. Alongside the Arno there are a few meters of dirt track covered in rushes, and a footpath passing farmhouses, isolated barns, and country people’s sheds. When they meet another walker or a cyclist, the Pulldogs, as if they were normal hikers, ask directions which they then ignore and go straight to where they were told not to go.

			The act is part of their strategy.

			Last week, when they were near Bomarzo, Nicolas had recklessly offered nanites to the farmer allowing them to sleep in his barn. The man had been moaning about the ever-waning harvests, the constantly declining prices of agricultural produce and how nutraceuticals were taking his work from him, but when Nicolas hinted it was possible to refuse the global market’s blackmailing grasp once and for all and liberate himself from traditional food, the farmer had given him a strange look.

			“This land has been in my family for generations. My ancestors made this place what it is, and in exchange the land made us what we are.”

			As if this were not enough, Nicolas continued, “I have a great respect for your connection to the land, but in China they are already composing good quality rice in three varieties in nanomats, in one move erasing the ancient agricultural system of the rice paddies. Five hundred million farm workers have hung their hats on a hook and turned to other activities.”

			“Ah, I saw something about that on the TV, but what do you expect me to do with this land? Yet another B&B or boutique farmhouse hotel like all the others popping up all over the place? Go and ask them if they will let you sleep for free in one of their barns for the night.” Then he got up, half offended, and left.

			The day after, as they were leaving, he said his goodbyes unenthusiastically.

			* * *

			Once they reach the Vallombrosa reserve the Pulldogs start singing; the music is a tool, like a stick: it stimulates speed and reinforces determination. Anyway, Depeche Mode’s ‘Enjoy the Silence’ encourages them to carry on walking.

			Alan is convinced, with the right soundtrack, they will reach Monte Adone the following evening and be able to leave the animals with people who will know how to look after them properly. Afterwards they will have to take stock of these first weeks and decide where to head with their next strides.

			They are all repeating the last verse when a shot rips through the air. Then another, closer shot scares everyone. Silvia grabs Alan by the arm.

			“Quick, on the ground or behind a tree!”

			He raises his eyes just in time to see a shadow disappear quickly into the leaves two hundred meters ahead of them. The first to move is Hakim.

			“Wait!” Alan tries to stop him, but he has already gone. “No one move, got it?”

			The dingoes growl. Nicolas and Rafabel take Tasia and Pino by the hand; the others hide amongst the trees.

			Two minutes go by, then Hakim appears again in the bushes. He is cradling a wounded bird of prey. “Poachers.”

			“Are they looking for it?”

			“Maybe. It’s a red kite, an endangered species.”

			“We have to take it with us then.”

			Hakim is perplexed. The kite tries to open its beak to let out a cry. He holds it closed to avoid being discovered.

			“It’s only a flesh wound but I don’t know how long it can hold on.”

			Silvia asks Nico to bring the animal closer.

			“Could nanites help him?”

			“I don’t think so. They can’t perform instant miracles. It would take them too long.”

			Alan agrees they shouldn’t attempt fantastical solutions.

			“Hakim, do you know how to treat him?”

			“I can try, but first we have to find shelter. Those poachers will be on our trail.”

			Dikran calls the Recovery Center on his mobile, having read on their site that they have a mobile emergency unit.

			“Hello? Yes, it’s urgent. We’ve found a wounded red kite. We are in the Vallombrosa reserve.”

			After a moment he shakes his head. “No, on foot…. Ah, I see.”

			He closes the call and explains that the emergency unit is dealing with a deer hit by a car on the main road. The only option is to take the kite there themselves.

			Gathering the others together, Alan tells them what to do.

			“We should divide into two groups. Nico, Hakim, Rafabel, and Kenshij are the fastest runners, they can take the kite to Mount Adone. We will catch up with you as soon as we can, maybe even by tomorrow evening. Even if we bump into the poachers, they won’t suspect us of anything.”

			Rafabel hesitates for a moment, then hugs Tasia and Pino.

			“I have to leave you kids. Be good.”

			* * *

			The next day Alan and the Pulldogs are welcomed at the entrance to the Wildlife Recovery Center by a woman who introduces herself as Elisa Berto, daughter of the founder.

			“What a wonderful place. You have a lot of land.”

			“Thanks to my parents. They chose this oasis on the slopes of Mount Adone. My father often said, ‘Like the earth needs fertilizer to be fertile, animals, including man, need wide open spaces for physical and spiritual well-being.’”

			“Wise man, your father. How do you manage everything on your own?”

			“We aren’t alone. Every year we welcome around forty ‘non-operatives’, who use A.U.I. to ensure they have a minimum salary.1 The A.U.I. manages a series of jobs and that undergrowth of requests of the gig economy in their name, allowing them not to have to worry about the future. For the state they are still technically classifiable as NEETs,2 but at least here they feel fulfilled.”

			“It sounds like an excellent initiative, a bit like that Heinlein book, For us the living…. Did our friends get here all right?”

			The land they are on spreads within the Contrafforte Pliocenico reserve, amidst the valleys of the Setta, Savena, and Zeta rivers.

			“Yes, late yesterday night. We settled them in one of the empty stalls. Come, I’ll take you.”

			Some of the volunteer non-operatives come out of one of the containers set up as accommodation units and take charge of the Pulldogs’ animals. Tasia and Pino whine a little at the idea of not seeing them again, but in the end they let the adults convince them the animals will be safe here, and looked after by people who care about them.

			“How is the kite?”

			“Your friends brought it here just in time. Hakim managed to stop the bleeding. We are treating it now and it’ll be back to flying, as good as new, in about ten days.”

			“That’s good to hear.”

			“And the poachers?”

			“There were two of them. Father and son. They caught up with us in a jeep. They had no proof but were suspicious anyway. They stole a sheep from us, compensation for the kite.”

			“That’s terrible. Did they take one of the Merino sheep?”

			“Yes, but we got their number plates, and Silvia and me followed them home.”

			“What happened then?”

			Silvia proudly shows her new anthracite black pearl necklace and says, “We opened the trunk of their car and took their rifles. Decomposed them in the nanomat and recomposed them like this…. Now they are useless and pretty.”

			Elisa bursts out laughing, then, thinking about how stubborn some of the mountain people can be, frowns. “Let’s hope they didn’t take it too badly.”

			At first sight the Recovery Center looks like a farm, even if at the start, as Elisa tells them as they walk, it was a hospital where people brought injured wildlife from the area: deer hit by cars, poisoned wild boar, foxes injured by hunters, hares bitten by hunting dogs, sickly birds of prey, mountain goats mutilated by agricultural machinery, and badgers and hedgehogs taken from the woods out of ignorance and then ‘set free’ without thought. These first guests were then joined by illegally imported lion cubs, maltreated circus tigers, parrots confiscated by the police, and runaway tortoises. The latest arrivals are a tetraplegic poodle, a wolf with a broken pelvis, and a Marsican brown bear wearing a nappy.

			The four Pulldogs have settled down into a welcoming box near the wolf enclosure. Only Nicolas is still inside, whittling at a piece of wood.

			“Welcome! You took your time. Come in, we’ll be crowded but need for nothing. Elisa has been very generous.”

			“Thank you, Nico. I’ll leave you now. I have to go back to doing my thing.”

			The woman says goodbye and the others settle into the three rooms making up the structure. Alan frees himself of his backpack and asks Nicolas where Rafabel, Hakim, and Kenshij are.

			“They are playing outside with the wolf cubs.” He looks out the window and points to a fenced area outside. “There is a recovery area all for them.”

			They all go out. Tasia and Pino are impatient to see the wolves and hug Rafabel again. Silvia, though, hangs back to look at herself in the mirror for the first time in weeks.

			Looking out of the window, Alan catches a glimpse of Kenshij stroking a wolf cub, then he turns looking expectantly at Silvia just as Nicolas offers her the piece of wood he has been whittling; she won’t take it and goes to Alan in the doorway.

			“What’s that?”

			Nicolas holds out the object.

			“I read this sentence one day, I remembered it and wanted to share it.”

			Alan takes the paddle and reads: Follow the Sun So You Never See It Go Down.

			“The perfect sentiment for a walker…. I didn’t know you wanted to go west. Can I keep it or can you make me a new one just like it?”

			Nicolas takes it back and sits down again. Alan thinks this man hasn’t learned to control his emotions yet. He sees him take the bandolier from around his waist and put it on the table in front of him.

			“I didn’t really make it for anyone in particular. It was for me.”

			“So now you want to chase the sun, Nico? Didn’t we agree destinations are illusions and what counts is the journey?”

			Nico doesn’t answer; he shrugs, lowers his head and turns on his portable nanomat.

			“Now what’re you doing?”

			Alan looks more closely at the display and sees a series of molecule samples in the Nanocad program.

			“I’m looking for a cure for anosmia. My father must have used a molecule I’m allergic to but don’t know about. I haven’t found anything yet. Another possibility is he deactivated the gene producing IFT88 proteins, the ones responsible for the olfactory cilia in our nasal ducts…. No joy there either, unfortunately.”

			“Good luck, we need your nose.” Alan winks at Silvia standing next to him. “Even she thinks your infusions have gone downhill recently.”

			Nicolas grunts without looking up. “Whatever. They are organizing a party at the Center this evening. Forty-two years since it opened. They asked us if we want to go.”

			Alan grins. It’s been since the beginning of December, since the ‘Rishow’ show celebrating their defense of the viaduct against the developers, that they’ve had a party. There might not be a lot of people in the Apennines but it’s an opportunity to raise the group’s morale after being thrown out of their Fosso Bianco camp and the red kite incident.

			“We could play! The twins can’t wait to loosen up their fingers.”

			Nico opens another Nanocad project and lifts the display.

			“Great, we can ask Elisa. If she says yes, this is what I want to play.”

			A mass of different-colored atoms dances around on the screen.

			“You play molecules?”

			“They’re smells really…. The ones I have collected by eye over the last few weeks, using my phone to identify them. I can link them to music and create an amazing effect. What do you think?”

			As soon as Alan rests a hand on Nico’s shoulder to show his support, Silvia leaves to see the wolf cubs without saying a word.

			* * *

			The resin on the tree trunks marking the edges of the Recovery Center shines like nocturnal road markings. Some of the volunteers, using boards and pallets, have assembled an improvised stage for the concert.

			Alan has donned the shoes of his musical alter ego: he is wearing two thick necklaces – one is leather and one is silver – and a spandex suit with the fastening open to his sternum, showing off his well-muscled chest. This time his inseparable guitortoise is ready to loose notes, not arrows. According to what the Pulldogs say about him, Alan is not a great singer; his voice is passable, but his vocal cords release so much energy he is impossible to ignore. The timbre of his voice is powerful, sometimes brutal, and he unleashes it as he jumps, kicks, roles on the ground, waves his arms and makes gravity-defying leaps. His performances meld song, music, and dance more than when he was playing Urban Golf.

			One day Silvia paid him the best compliment ever. It was March 31 and he, as a birthday gift, had taken her to run on the beach at the Torvaianica Gates. It was cool and after three kilometers on the sand, he opened a bottle of Morellino di Scansano he had been carrying in his backpack, and dedicated an acoustic version of Radiohead’s ‘Creep’ to her. Before making love behind a dune she had whispered in his ear, “Your voice wounds, the perfect voice to make people chase after you.”

			Now, when Alan sees Silvia circulating with a glass of wine in her hand, wearing a transparent black dress, her mohawk standing up on end, he gets the feeling she wants to shake things up a bit and confuse him. Perhaps she is vacillating between the desire to relive their relationship, transform it into something more stable, and the fear of breaking it up altogether.

			This adventure without apparent goal is writing a new chapter in their relationship.

			To start the music, the twins begin a tribal rhythm on their percussion instruments, a beat that gets ever more insistent. Alan climbs up on two fruit crates and introduces himself to about sixty people who shout and clap for him. Pietro, Martina’s son, is on bass, the display on his instrument shows it has been charged to ninety percent by the sun, ready to let rip burning notes. Behind them, armed with his bandolier full of cartridges, portable nanomat, and a floor fan from Elisa’s office, Nicolas is preparing for his first olfactory concert. Alan has no idea what he is going to do; the man is becoming ever more unpredictable and since his creativity has been freed from his father’s control, he has been having fun experimenting like a perfect apprentice nanosmith.

			Picking some notes, Alan offers himself to the audience.

			“Thank you, everyone, I am a little rusty…. It’s been a long time since I sang, but this feels like the right time to start again, because in the name of the Pulldogs, I would like to thank Elisa and all of you for looking after us and our animals here at the Wildlife Recovery Center. To make a long story short…. The first song is one of mine, written after a game of Urban Golf.”

			Alan opens his arms as if he wants to gather the whole Center around him.

			 

			Walk and stretch your legs

			Listen to me because I won’t push you

			 

			He doesn’t need a microphone: his low, hoarse voice is powerful enough to be heard. A few seconds later, as well as the vibrations of notes and words, the air begins to carry strange scents, dynamic perfumes that change according to the melody and rhythm.

			 

			If you can’t find the road alone

			There is no seat that can save you

			 

			Alan crosses the whole length and breadth of the improvised stage. He seeks the eyes of everyone, and everyone is bewitched, no one moves, the infatuation is tangible, their open sensory channels are receiving a synesthetic experience. Some people feel lost, eyes closed, in a reality recreated by the auditory and olfactory melody.

			 

			A step forward is worth more than a wheel

			A step forward is worth more than a wheel

			 

			The ballad receives a round of warm applause and enthusiastic shouting, then without stopping they move into a cover of ‘Guaranteed’ by Eddie Vedder with Alan’s guitortoise filling the stage and Nicolas’s nanomat emanating the essences of the places they have passed through, collected during their walk to Mount Adone.

			Listening and smelling, no one can keep their heads still, nodding up and down and from side to side; everyone is swaying, hips, legs, inebriated by a narcotic substance taken through the ears, eyes, and nose. Maybe because of the newness and strangeness of the situation, the crowd’s curiosity moves from Alan’s notes to Nicolas’s scents. No one here has ever been to a scent concert, and the novelty doesn’t go unsmelled.

			Head down, long hair covering his face, Nicolas operates the OHMMP,3 fingers dancing as if in a trance: he moves cartridges and mixes solutions while the display splits valencies, he aggregates molecules and composes smartfumes by eye, olfactory records, and theoretical knowledge, because his nose no longer works.

			As soon as Alan realizes everyone is following Nicolas’s enigmatic maneuvers he feels a little cast aside and his singing becomes angrier, his yelling even more formidable.

			* * *

			“…and thank goodness it’s winter and he’s covered up,” says Silvia ironically. “If they could see the heliotrons dancing across Nicolas’s skin they would go nuts.”

			“You don’t have to tell me,” says Rafabel, winking naughtily. Then she pulls down the shoulder of her top and shows Silvia the combined effect the music and scents are having on her skin. The nanites are swarming excitedly, like dynamic goose bumps. Even the patterns on her clothes are changing continually, and at the moment they are covered with an arabesque of Gothic trails.

			Rafabel is sitting on the ground in the lotus position, whereas Silvia and Valeria are curled up on a pair of wooden chairs. Glasses of Lambrusco in hand, they are gossiping about the protagonists of the concert.

			Even though at the end of the concert he had jumped into a triumph of raised arms, Alan is irritated about how the concert went. Now, pretending to need rest, he is leaning against the trunk of a tree and listening to their conversation: partly because he wants to know what effect his performance had, and partly because he wants to know what Silvia thinks. Unseen, he lights a cigarette, and carries on listening.

			“He could have done without the David Lee Roth spandex.” This is Valeria’s voice.

			“I liked it. Now he’s back in control of his muscles, it looks good on him. Do you ever think about what the nanites are doing to our bodies?” This is Silvia.

			“Hangovers go away more quickly. I don’t know if I’ll ever get used to slow inebriation,” Valeria says.

			Alan leans forward and sees Valeria, who has just spoken, finish her glass of wine with a flick of her wrist. Then she starts sniffing an essence and a cloud of lacy vapor leaves her nose.

			Rafabel reaches out and asks for a refill of wine. “I don’t want to think about it. Before the nanites, you didn’t stop to think about what your genes were doing….”

			“It’s not the same thing.” This was Silvia again.

			“Yes, it is,” Rafabel answers. “Just because you are born with them doesn’t mean one thing is good and the other isn’t. You’ve been strange recently.”

			“Perhaps it’s the nanites.”

			“What d’you mean? Delayed effect? We’ve been living with them for years; apart from the fever, we haven’t turned into monsters.”

			“I’m not saying they’re bad. Only that they change you and you have to adapt.”

			Another peek and Alan can see Silvia touching her top lip. Removing her anti-smog mask was the first thing she did when they left Rome. She hasn’t worn it for weeks. She didn’t wear it as protection from the pollution, but to hide the cut warping her smile. No one has ever made a joke about her lip; she was the one who didn’t have the courage to show the imperfection in public.

			“You see?” Rafabel goes on. “You wouldn’t have said such an obvious thing before. I don’t think it’s the nanites that are worrying you.”

			“But I do, because they turn you into a different person.”

			“Is that what is scaring you?”

			“You know me, Rafabel. There was nothing tying me to Rome, not even my mother, but I never have had much faith in the future and this means I am attached to the past. I don’t know…it’s as if I can’t let go of the idea of what I was, because I liked that Silvia.” She pauses for a sip of wine. “Then I watch you guys having fun, playing, singing…. Part of me envies you, part of me doesn’t.”

			“What do you mean? You can talk to us,” Valeria says, exhaling little clouds in the shape of infinity eights which decay until they are just strips of smoke.

			“I mean, Alan plays, the twins perform too, Nico creates perfumes, and the whole concert…. Great, I’m not saying it isn’t, but to me it’s like child’s play, for people who don’t want to grow up.”

			As Tasia runs past chasing Pino, Rafabel grabs her by the neck of her T-shirt, stops her, and cleans some strawberry jam off her mouth.

			“I’m going to say it again, you’re being strange. You’re the one who is scared, Silvia. You know what you seem like? Someone who doesn’t throw anything away because she is sure that she will need it as soon as she does. I think nostalgia is really fear of evolving, of reinventing ourselves, of adapting.”

			“And sometimes you remind me of Nicolas.”

			“Huh, you’ve known him since you were small. He really is someone who has transformed! I don’t want to tell you how you should behave, but…if there is any doubt, I’d go for the attempt to throw the old identity away, and I’d get used to it.”

			“Who knows…maybe I just haven’t accepted what I am becoming.”

			“What do you mean?”

			Alan leans out a little more so he doesn’t miss a word. In that moment a wisp of smoke slides up Silvia’s nose and she turns towards him.

			“Gotcha! You’re spying on us!”

			He comes out into the open with his hands up. “Me? No. I was only gathering fan comments so I can make the Pulldogs’ shows even better in the future.”

			“So it is true, you want to be a singer.”

			He is managing to keep his tone light, but Alan is worried he has overestimated his own importance, not just as head of the Pulldogs, but also as Silvia’s partner. She has never said things like this during their moments of intimacy.

			“Am I wrong in thinking I’m not the only person looking for a new identity?”

			He leans in to kiss her neck and suddenly realizes he had smelt the exact same perfume on stage a few minutes ago. The association of ideas makes him think of another, terrible possibility. He should have thought about this before. Perhaps Silvia hadn’t been listening to his singing during the concert but sniffing Nicolas’s smartfumes. Those molecules were kind of sweet and bitter at the same time. Was Nicolas capable of reproducing the smell of a human being on the nanomat? What if he could and that person was Silvia?

			“D’you know what I think? The animals are going to do fine here, and we have already seen enough mountains over the past few weeks. I think we should go to the seaside.”

			Silvia stands, grabs her bag and kisses Alan back.

			“That’s not a bad idea.”

			Alan and Silvia say good night to everyone and disappear hand in hand into the dark of the forest to give their bodies some relief.
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