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Shadows in the Sistine

Prologue – The Silent Confession

The basilica lay drowned in moonlight, its marble floors reflecting the pale glow through stained-glass windows. At this hour, only the faint hum of distant prayers lingered—echoes left behind by pilgrims who had long since retreated to their lodgings. St. Peter’s slept, but it never truly rested.

Father Adrian Bellini had remained behind after Compline, finishing his last round of quiet reflections near the Cappella del Sacramento. He loved the solitude of these late hours, when the city’s noise gave way to the murmured breath of the ancient stones. That was when he saw the confessional curtain move.

At first, he assumed it was a draft drifting through the basilica’s cavernous interior. But the movement was deliberate, purposeful—someone stepping inside.

Visitors came at unusual times, but something about the figure unsettled him. A shadow slipping into the booth without a sound, wrapped in a hooded coat that concealed face, posture, even gait. Father Adrian hesitated, then approached. The curtain was drawn tight.

He crossed himself and entered the priest’s side.

A pause. The faint scent of cold air and damp stone clung to the booth.

“Bless me, Father, for I have sinned,” the voice whispered. It was neither young nor old, and distorted just enough to make identification impossible. “Though I fear what I am about to tell you may condemn us both.”

Father Adrian felt the first flicker of unease. “Confession is sacred,” he replied gently. “You may speak freely.”

A shaky breath. “They say Michelangelo left warnings—buried in his work. Hidden truths the Church suppressed for centuries. I found something... something I should not have seen.”

Father Adrian shifted. “What did you find?”

“A name,” the figure whispered. “A name tied to a secret that predates every conspiracy whispered through these halls.”

The priest’s heartbeat quickened. “Whose name?”

Silence stretched until it felt like a physical weight pressing on the air.

“The one who will fall,” the figure whispered. “And the one who must not rise.”

Before Father Adrian could speak, a slip of parchment fluttered from the confessional’s grate. He caught it instinctively—thin, aged, and inked in a trembling hand. A Latin fragment. A date. And a symbol he recognized instantly: an emblem tied to a forbidden order thought to have vanished centuries ago.

He looked up sharply.

“Who are you?” the priest whispered.

No answer.

He pushed open the curtain to the penitent’s side—only to find it empty. No footsteps. No lingering presence. The figure had vanished into the echoing stillness of the basilica.

Yet the confession clung to the air like a ghost that refused to be exorcised.

By dawn, Father Adrian would be the only person alive who knew what had transpired that night.

Or so he believed.
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CHAPTER 1 – A Death Before Dawn
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The bells of St. Peter’s had not yet stirred when the body was discovered.

A thin veil of predawn mist clung to the Apostolic Palace, seeping through its courtyards and the narrow corridors where centuries of secrets had been whispered. Inside, the dim interior smelled of polished wood and old parchment—familiar comfort to those who worked among the Vatican’s archives.

But this morning, comfort had fled.

Two Swiss Guards stood rigid outside the entrance to the Archivum Secretum, their halberds crossed like a pair of sharpened warnings. Between them, on the cold marble floor, lay the crumpled form of Dr. Matteo Ricci.

His wire-rimmed glasses were still perched crookedly on his nose. His left hand clutched a small flashlight. His right was pressed against his chest, almost as if he had been trying to protect something in his final seconds.

The senior guard, Captain Ehrlich, kept his voice low. “He was found at 4:16. The sensors picked up movement. By the time we arrived...” He paused. “He was already gone.”

Monsignor Ventresca, the Vatican’s internal administrator and a man more accustomed to balancing political favors than confronting corpses before dawn, tugged nervously at his sleeves. “A tragic fall,” he said quickly, too quickly. “He must have slipped from the ladder. These old rooms are treacherous.”

Ehrlich’s jaw tightened. He had served long enough to recognize a tidy conclusion when one was being forced upon him. “With respect, Monsignor, there was no ladder near him.”

Ventresca stiffened. “Then he tripped, fainted—something mundane. The man was elderly.”

“He was fifty-two,” Ehrlich countered.

“Old enough.”

The captain exchanged a glance with his fellow guard but said nothing further. Debate was unwelcome before sunrise, especially with a monsignor who had the ear of several cardinals.

A physician knelt beside the body now, checking the stiffened limbs, frowning at the bruising along Ricci’s temple. “The injury isn’t consistent with a simple fall,” he murmured. “It’s too clean. Too focused.”

Ventresca cleared his throat sharply. “Doc—please. The less said before the official statement, the better.”

“Official statement?” Ehrlich asked. “For a man who worked in the most restricted rooms of the Vatican? Shouldn’t we investigate first?”

Ventresca offered a thin smile. “Captain, the Holy See does not benefit from the appearance of chaos. Dr. Ricci’s death is unfortunate, but accidents happen to even the most devoted servants of the Church. We will honor him quietly.”

He bent down and gently tugged at the archivist’s clenched right hand, prying it open with delicate insistence. Nothing. No document, no object. If Matteo Ricci had been holding something, it was gone.

“See?” Ventresca said. “Nothing suspicious.”

But Captain Ehrlich’s gaze drifted from the body to the darkened corridor beyond—the one that led deeper into the inner archives, where access was strictly limited. The door at the end of the hallway stood slightly ajar.

It should not have been.

Before he could question it, another figure entered the hall. The sound of polished shoes on marble announced Cardinal Vincenzo Aldo, one of the Vatican’s most powerful administrators. His expression was carved from stone.

“I’ve been briefed,” he said. “This is a tragic incident, but our priority is containment. No unnecessary attention. Understood?”

Everyone nodded—everyone except Ehrlich.

“Your Eminence,” the captain said carefully, “Dr. Ricci was not the sort to wander carelessly at odd hours. And the restricted door over there—”

“Will be secured,” the cardinal interrupted icily. “And nothing inside it was disturbed.”

“How can you be sure?”

A thin pause.

“Because I said so.”

The captain swallowed his protest. He had learned long ago that questioning certain men in the Vatican led nowhere good.

Still, his eyes swept the surroundings one last time. A faint scrape mark on the marble near Ricci’s shoe. A torn thread on the archivist’s coat. A trail of speckled dust leading toward the partially open door.

Small things. But small things rarely lied.

As dawn’s first light filtered through the palace windows, the body of Matteo Ricci was discreetly removed. The official record would later state he died from “an accidental fall during routine archival work.”

But Captain Ehrlich, standing alone in the emptying hallway, felt a chill settle over him.

If Matteo Ricci had died by accident...
why was someone already working so hard to make it look that way?
And what, exactly, had he been trying to protect in the seconds before his final breath?
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CHAPTER 2 – Inspector Luca Moretti Arrives
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Rome had barely awakened when Inspector Luca Moretti’s phone buzzed across his nightstand, rattling against the stack of case notes he’d fallen asleep reviewing. He blinked at the screen, groggy but instantly alert when he saw the name.

Colonel Fabbri – Carabinieri Command.

He answered before the second ring.

“Moretti,” he said, voice rough.

“Get dressed,” Fabbri replied without preamble. “You’re needed at the Vatican.”

Moretti sat up straighter. “Another theft?”

“No. A death.” A pointed pause. “A delicate one.”

He sighed quietly. Delicate, in Vatican terms, usually meant “keep your mouth shut, tread softly, and expect resistance.”

“What’s the brief?”

“None over the phone. Report to the Porta Sant’Anna. They’re expecting you—discreetly.”

The line went dead.

Moretti exhaled through his teeth, rubbed the sleep from his eyes, and threw on a charcoal suit. Not too formal, but neutral enough for clerics who judged a man first by his shoes, second by his handshake, and third—if ever—by his intentions. He holstered his service weapon, though he doubted he’d be allowed to keep it past the gate.

By the time he stepped outside, the sky was bruised with early dawn, and Rome’s streets were still quiet. He rode his motorcycle through narrow alleys, the familiar hum grounding him in the waking city. As he approached Vatican City, the walls loomed like a fortress guarding centuries of both holiness and corruption.

Delicate, indeed.



The Swiss Guards at Porta Sant’Anna recognized him immediately. One of them, a tall lieutenant with severe posture, stepped forward.

“Inspector Moretti?”

Luca nodded.

“This way. You’ll be escorted.” The lieutenant hesitated, then added, “The circumstances are... unusual.”

A common refrain around here.

They led him through a maze of stone corridors until they reached a private room near the palace interior. Captain Ehrlich was waiting, his uniform crisp but his expression strained.

“Inspector,” Ehrlich said, extending a hand. “Thank you for coming on short notice.”

“You didn’t give me much choice,” Moretti replied, shaking it firmly. “What happened?”

Ehrlich gestured him inside. The room was still, the faint scent of incense mingling with something sharper—fear, perhaps. On the table rested a folder stamped with the Vatican’s insignia.

“A man named Dr. Matteo Ricci,” Ehrlich said. “Archivist. Found dead around four this morning.”

“Cause?”

“Officially? A fall.” The captain lowered his voice. “Unofficially? That’s what I want you to tell me.”

Moretti opened the folder. Photographs. A body on cold marble. A contusion to the temple. A flashlight still in hand.

“Was he working at that hour?” Moretti asked.

“Not scheduled.”

“And the reports?” He flipped a few pages. “These are thin.”

“That’s the problem,” Ehrlich muttered. “Monsignor Ventresca and Cardinal Aldo are pushing to close the matter. Quickly.”

“Which means you don’t think they’re telling the full story.”

The captain hesitated only a moment. “I think Ricci saw something. Something someone didn’t want him to.”

Moretti studied him. “And you want me to investigate without them knowing.”

“Without them interfering,” Ehrlich corrected.

The inspector leaned back, exhaling. He’d worked Vatican cases before—missing relics, forged manuscripts, even one staged suicide years ago—but each investigation felt like wandering into a labyrinth without knowing which walls might move behind him.

“Where is the body now?” he asked.

“In the infirmary morgue.”

“I want access.”

“You’ll have it.” Ehrlich hesitated, then added, “But Inspector—be careful. The moment certain priests know you’re here, you’ll be pressured to stop asking questions.”

Moretti smirked faintly. “I’ve had practice disappointing priests.”

They exited the room together, descending a narrow stairwell toward the heart of the Apostolic Palace. The walls were lined with portraits of past pontiffs—stern, silent witnesses to centuries of buried scandals.

As they reached the bottom, Ehrlich stopped.

“One more thing,” the captain said. “Ricci’s hand was clenched when we found him. When the monsignor opened it... nothing. It was empty.”

“Meaning someone took whatever he had.”

“Exactly.”

Moretti’s expression hardened.

A man dies in one of the most secure buildings in the world.
A restricted door stands ajar.
And something goes missing from the hand of a man who supposedly died by accident.
He slipped on a pair of gloves.

“Let’s begin.”
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