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​CHAPTER 1: The Parcel
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Oxford, England
Rain tapped the old lead-glass window like a patient intruder. In the dim-lit study lined with floor-to-ceiling books, Dr. Elias Thorn sat hunched over a stack of student essays, red pen in hand, and a headache forming behind his temples. It was nearing midnight. Outside, the gas lamps glowed amber through the drizzle. Inside, the scent of paper, pipe tobacco, and time lingered in the air.
Then came the knock.

Not at the door, but at the window.

Elias froze. His office was on the second floor of the medieval wing of Brasenose College—reachable only by ladder or wings. He rose slowly and peered through the glass. But there was nothing. No figure, no silhouette—just the swaying trees and the glisten of rain on the cobblestones below.

Then he saw it: a package. Small. Wrapped in oiled leather. Resting on the windowsill as if left by some unseen hand.

He opened the latch, pulled it inside, and examined it cautiously. No name. No stamp. No seal.

Just a faint emblem carved into the flap: a raven clutching a ring.

Something old stirred in his memory. A motif he'd seen once in a footnote. Perhaps in a marginalia from the 16th century, or a half-burned scroll at the Ashmolean. He couldn’t place it, but the sight of it made his pulse quicken.

Elias sat down and unwrapped the package.

Inside was a single page—yellowed, fragile, written in Latin and alchemical symbols, torn at the edge. Alongside it lay a cylinder of bone, sealed with wax. He popped the seal and slid out a parchment curled like a sleeping insect. It was covered in a cipher—rows of runes and geometric shapes laid out in patterns, unfamiliar yet deliberate.

He blinked. Then again. He was not mistaken.

This cipher wasn’t just decorative. It was a Varga Pattern.

“Impossible,” Elias whispered. Gregor Varga had vanished into history over four centuries ago—an alchemist, occultist, and madman. His works were lost, burned, or forbidden. Only whispers remained.

Elias picked up the page and held it to the lamp. In the bottom-right corner, a handwritten scrawl:


"Veritas est in tenebris inventa."
Truth is found in darkness.

His hand trembled.



Ten minutes later, he was rifling through his personal archive. Elias kept everything—scans of Renaissance journals, facsimiles of obscure manuscripts, annotated bibliographies others found tedious but he considered sacred. Within moments, he had it: an obscure reference in a banned alchemical treatise.

The Raven Cipher.

A legend. A myth. A formula said to transmute matter, or even bend time itself. The page he held might be a fragment of the Codex Corvinus, the alchemist’s final manuscript. It had never been found.

Until now.

Suddenly, the lamp on his desk flickered. Then the lights died.

Darkness swallowed the room. Rain kept tapping the glass, steady and cold.

Then—a creak on the stairs outside his office.

Elias froze. No one had access at this hour. The hallway was restricted. He reached for his phone but it was dead. So was his computer. Even his desk clock had stopped ticking.

The door handle turned. Slowly.

Elias stuffed the page and the cipher into a leather folio, backed against the shelves, and grabbed the heaviest thing he could find—a brass letter opener.

The door creaked open.

But no one entered.

Just air. Cold, musty, ancient.

Then a whisper drifted in. Barely audible.


“Return what is not yours.”


A thud echoed behind him—he turned to find one of his books had fallen. Nothing more.

When he turned back to the door, it was closed again.

Locked.



The next morning, Elias found muddy bootprints in the stairwell. The security cameras? Offline.

He told no one. Not yet.

But as he walked across the quad toward the Bodleian, the cipher burning in his satchel, Elias Thorn realized something unsettling:

Someone had gone to great lengths to give him that page...

And someone else would do anything to take it back.
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By mid-morning, the skies over Oxford had shifted from pewter gray to a bruised blue. Dr. Elias Thorn moved briskly through Radcliffe Square, his satchel clutched tightly under his coat. Students buzzed around the quad in pockets of laughter, coffee, and chatter. But Elias felt like a man apart, untethered from reality since the moment that parcel arrived.

Inside the Bodleian Library, he climbed the spiral steps to the rare manuscripts room—his sanctuary. Thick silence swallowed the sounds of the city here. Vaulted ceilings loomed overhead, and the air smelled of vellum and dust. He passed the reading tables and nodded to the lone archivist on duty.

“Morning, Professor Thorn,” she said with a smile.

“Morning, Anna. I won’t be long.”

He walked past her and into the restricted section—a private chamber for tenured researchers. Here, Elias unlocked a side drawer in a cedar cabinet where he kept certain... unofficial references. Forbidden texts. Illicit scans. Things that hadn't yet earned a place in proper academia—but whispered louder truths.

He placed the cipher and manuscript page under a glass magnifier. The parchment crackled faintly with age. The writing—Latin mixed with symbols of proto-alchemy and hermetic design—was erratic yet elegant.

Then he saw it.

A faint watermark at the bottom corner of the page: a circle enclosing three intersecting triangles, the insignia of the Vesper Order.

He inhaled sharply. That symbol hadn’t appeared in any official records since the 1700s. According to legend, the Vesper Order had been a clandestine group of scholars and power brokers who believed certain knowledge should never be made public.

“Custodians of Silence,” they called themselves.

His eyes moved back to the cipher. The top line read:


"Inveniet eum qui audet videre."
“He who dares to see shall find.”

It wasn’t just a message. It was a challenge.

The symbols were arranged in repeating clusters—runes, mirrored Latin, and mathematical ratios. The structure reminded Elias of musical notation, almost as if it was meant to be played rather than read.

He scribbled notes in his journal, connecting patterns, cross-referencing codes, when—

“Working on something controversial again, Thorn?”

Elias looked up sharply.

Standing in the doorway was Leila D’Amari. Leather jacket, half-smirk, and unreadable eyes. She hadn’t changed in five years.

“What are you doing here?” Elias asked, suddenly self-conscious.

Leila stepped into the room, boots soft against the stone floor. “I came to return a favor. And maybe warn you before you get yourself killed.”

Elias blinked. “Warn me?”

Leila gestured at the page beneath the magnifier. “That fragment isn’t just dangerous—it’s radioactive in the world of hidden knowledge. I recognized the Raven Cipher the moment you opened it. And if you have it, the people looking for it already know where to find you.”

“How do you know about this?” Elias asked, voice low.

“I used to be part of the reason this knowledge stayed hidden.” She leaned closer. “But not anymore.”

He narrowed his eyes. “So you’re saying you were with them? The Vesper Order?”

“Not quite,” she said. “But I’ve worked with people who were. Intelligence, black archives, deniable ops. Let’s just say I’ve burned more truth than you’ve ever read.”

She reached into her coat and slid a small, square envelope onto the table. On its surface, a Latin phrase was scrawled in red ink.


“Veritas est in tenebris inventa.”


Elias felt the blood drain from his face.

“It came to me yesterday,” she said. “Same day you got yours. Different page, different cipher. And a very clear message attached.”

“What did it say?”

She met his eyes.


“If you read this, you will not survive what follows.”
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The lecture hall was colder than usual that afternoon, but Elias didn’t notice. He stood before two dozen students murmuring through their notebooks, his voice monotone, detached. His eyes kept drifting to the clock. Every tick sounded louder. Every shadow in the doorway seemed longer than it should’ve been.


“Alchemy in the sixteenth century,” he was saying, “was as much about faith as it was about chemistry. The line between science and mysticism was not yet drawn.”


He stopped mid-sentence.

He’d just seen him again.

Back row. By the oak-paneled exit. A man in a dark coat. Shaved head. Too old to be a student. Gone the moment Elias blinked.





After class, Elias hurried down the hall toward his office. He passed bulletin boards and marble busts of scholars, heart pounding in his chest like a war drum. He didn’t believe in paranoia. But now?

Now, he wasn’t sure.

He turned the corner and froze.

His door—ajar.

He never left it unlocked.

Elias stepped forward, slowly pushing it open. Inside, the room had been turned over. Not ransacked, but... searched. Methodically. Books off shelves. Papers shuffled. Drawers half-open.

The leather folio with the cipher?

Gone.





“Looking for this?” came a voice behind him.

Elias spun around.

Leila stood in the doorway, holding the folio in her hand.

“I came back,” she said. “Saw the guy tailing you through the quad. Figured you'd be smart enough to head here.”

“You took it?” Elias hissed.

“I secured it,” she said calmly. “Before someone else could.”

He stared at her, chest rising and falling. “You knew they’d come.”

“They always do. You’re in this now, whether you want to be or not.”





They left the campus together, fast-walking toward High Street. The cold Oxford wind sliced through Elias’s coat. Dusk was falling. Streetlamps flickered on. Every passing car felt like a threat. Every face in the crowd looked unfamiliar.

“I don’t understand why now,” Elias said. “Why would the Cipher resurface after centuries?”

Leila glanced sideways. “Because something has changed. Somewhere out there, someone wants it found. And someone else is desperate to stop that from happening.”

As they approached the Magdalen Bridge crossing, Leila slowed.

“You see that van across the street?”

Elias followed her gaze. Black. Parked too long. Windows tinted.

“It’s been following us for four blocks,” she said.

That’s when it happened.

The screech of tires. A blur of motion. A motorbike mounted the curb and sped toward them. Elias barely had time to react.

Leila shoved him hard—too hard—and he stumbled into a brick wall just as the bike zipped past, inches from where he had been standing. A long knife had been attached to the handlebar like a blade on a chariot.

The rider disappeared down the alley.

Elias stared after it, stunned.

Leila exhaled sharply, then turned to him.

“Next time, don’t argue with me when I say we need to move.”





Twenty minutes later, they were tucked into a booth at a noisy café near Cowley Road. A jazz trio played something broken and melancholic. The windows were fogged with condensation.

Elias took a long sip of tea, hands still trembling.

“I don’t know how to process this,” he said.

“You don’t,” Leila replied. “You follow the clues. You stay alive. That’s how it works.”

“Do you know what the cipher leads to?” he asked.

She hesitated.

“No. But I know what people believe it leads to. The last thing Gregor Varga created before he vanished. Some say it was a formula. Others say a weapon. All I know is this—every time someone comes close to the Raven Cipher, they disappear.”

“Disappear how?”

“Like Varga. Like the monk who transcribed his last manuscript. Like my handler when he went looking in Prague. Gone. No records. No bodies. Just shadows.”

Elias leaned back. “So why help me?”

Leila looked at him for a long moment, her voice quiet when she finally spoke.

“Because I used to believe in hiding things. I used to believe the world couldn’t handle the truth. But now... I think truth is the only thing that can save it.”

Outside the window, the black van passed by again—slowly.

They were still being watched.
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