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​Chapter 1: Arrival
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The taxi dropped Marco Bellini at the entrance of Aeterna Suites at 4:17 in the afternoon. The building rose four stories above the cobblestone street—sand-colored stone, clean windows, a modern glass door set into a facade that was almost two thousand years old. He could see the join lines where the old villa had been cut and fitted with new steel and concrete. The architectural firm had done a clean job. Most tourists would never know they were sleeping inside a Roman nobleman's tomb.

Marco adjusted his tie and walked inside.

The lobby was bright, airy, and full of people. A family from Ohio checked in at the front desk. A couple in their sixties sat on leather sofas, studying a map of Rome. A young woman in workout clothes walked past him toward the elevator, earbuds in. Normal. Busy. Alive.

He approached the front desk. A young woman with dark hair tied in a tight bun looked up—Elena, according to the nameplate on her blazer.

"Mr. Bellini," she said. The smile on her face did not reach her eyes. "Welcome. We prepared your suite on the third floor."

"East wing or west?" he asked, pulling a folder from his briefcase. He already knew the answer. The complaints all came from the east wing.

Elena's fingers tightened on the edge of the counter. "East wing, sir. You requested it."

"I did."

She handed him the keycard. Marco noticed her hand was trembling. Not a lot—just enough.

"Your suite is three-eleven," she said. "The—the previous manager used that room as well."

Marco looked at her. "Francesco Russo."

She nodded once.

"Where is he now?"

Elena glanced toward the elevator. The doors were closing on the young woman with earbuds. "He left," she said. "His resignation was accepted six months ago."

"I read the file. He resigned. No forwarding address. No final interview. Just a signed letter."

Elena said nothing. She looked at the keycard in his hand, then at the elevator, then back at his face. She opened her mouth as if to speak, then closed it.

"Elena," Marco said softly. "What aren't you telling me?"

She leaned forward. Her voice dropped to something barely above a whisper. "The guests on the east wing complain about the same thing. Latin. They hear Latin in the walls. At night. Between midnight and three."

"They're dreaming," Marco said. "There's a church nearby. Maybe sound carries."

"There's no church within two blocks," Elena said. "And they don't all dream the same thing. They hear the same words. The same phrases. Even the ones who don't speak Latin."

Marco paused. "How do they know it's Latin if they don't speak it?"

"Because they write it down," Elena said. She pulled a small notebook from under the counter and slid it across to him. "This is from the last three months. Guests who complained. They wrote what they heard."

Marco opened the notebook. The handwriting varied—block letters, cursive, one in shaky pencil. But the words were the same.

Quis es?
Veni ad me.
Custos venit.
He didn't speak Latin either. But he recognized the root of the last word. Custos. Custodian. Keeper. He came.

"You found the pattern," he said.

"They get louder," Elena said. "The whispers. Each night they get louder. And the ones who stay more than five nights—" She stopped.

"Finish it."

She shook her head. "You'll see, Mr. Bellini. You're in the east wing, after all."

Marco took the keycard and walked to the elevator. The doors slid open. He stepped inside, pressed the button for the third floor, and felt the gentle pull upward as the cables hummed. The car opened onto a narrow corridor with beige carpet, numbered doors on both sides. He walked to 311, scanned his card, and entered.

The suite was clean, modern, and impersonal. A queen bed. A desk. A flat-screen television mounted on the wall. A door to the bathroom on the right, a large mirror above the sink. He placed his suitcase on the luggage rack and stood by the window. The view overlooked a small courtyard garden with a broken fountain. Old stone. Worn by centuries of rain.

He glanced at his watch. 4:42 p.m. The day was still bright.

He pulled out the complaint file and began to read.

By 11:30 that night, he had gone through seven months of guest complaints. The earliest one was brief: "I heard someone whispering in my room at 2 a.m. Couldn't understand it. Please change my room." The complaint was dated eight months ago—five months before Francesco Russo's resignation. The latest one, dated the previous week, was longer: "Woke up at 1:47 a.m. to a man's voice whispering Latin. I don't understand Latin but I understood the tone. He was asking someone a question. Something like 'where is she.' My wife heard it too. We left the next morning."

Marco circled the phrase. "Where is she."

He lay down on the bed, still in his suit, and stared at the ceiling. The room was silent. The hotel's air conditioning hummed gently. Outside, the city of Rome breathed in its restless night rhythm—distant sirens, a scooter engine, laughter from a street below.

At 1:12 a.m., he checked his phone. No messages.

He closed his eyes.

At 1:47 a.m., he opened them.

A woman's voice. Soft. Close.

Not in the room. In his head.

It spoke three words. He didn't understand them. But the cadence was unmistakable—the rhythm of a question, a rising pitch on the final syllable.

"Non est solus."

He sat up. The room was empty. The bathroom door was still open. The mirror reflected nothing but the dim orange glow of the bedside lamp.

But under the door—the gap between the wooden floor and the carpet—there were wet prints. Barefoot. Toes pointing toward his bed.

He got up. Crossed the room. Pulled the door open and stepped into the corridor.

Empty. Silent. The beige carpet stretched away in both directions, lit by dim overhead fixtures. No water. No footprints. Nothing.

He closed the door, locked it, leaned his back against the wood.

And then he looked down.

On the inside of the door, just above the handle, a single word had been written in the same wet substance—condensation, or something like it.

"Aperta."

He didn't translate it until later, his phone's dictionary app glowing in the dark.

Aperta. Open.
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The next morning, Marco found himself in the Archivio di Stato di Roma—the State Archive. A vaulted stone room with metal shelves rising to the ceiling and the faint smell of old paper, dust, and time. Dr. Luca Fontana, a white-haired man in a cardigan with ink stains on his knuckles, pulled a leather-bound box from a shelf marked "Domus and Villas—Central District—54 to 79 AD."

"Villa Aeterna," Dr. Fontana said, setting the box on the reading table. "You're the first person to ask about this place in six months."

"Who asked before?"

Fontana's eyes narrowed. "A hotel manager. Young man. Dark hair. Nervous."

Marco felt his stomach tighten. "Francesco Russo."

"I don't remember his name. But I remember what he took." Fontana opened the box and pulled out a thin stack of papers. "Diary fragments. Belonged to a household slave. Dated 79 AD—the last year the villa was occupied before the plague."

"You believe it was plague?"

Fontana smiled. It was not a warm smile. "I believe what the official records tell me. You should be careful, Mr. Bellini. Old buildings in Rome have many memories. Not all of them are dead."

Marco looked at the papers. The handwriting was sharp, angular—a slave's Latin, not the elegant prose of the educated elite. He could not read it. Fontana provided a typed translation.

He read the key passage slowly:

"She ran toward the east wing. The door was not locked. But there was no one behind it. Only the whispers. The whispers told her to open her wrists. She listened."

Marco looked up. "She killed herself."

Fontana shrugged. "That's what the diary says. She was a guest. The wife of a visiting merchant. That is the first mention of anything like suicide in the villa's history. It was not the last."

"How many?"

"Three recorded deaths between 67 and 79 AD." Fontana tapped the box. "All involving the same phrase. They heard voices. Voices in Latin. And they did what the voices told them."

Marco photocopied the documents and drove back to the hotel. He spent the afternoon translating more of the fragments in his suite. The words painted a picture of a house where violence lived in the walls. Where the master, Gaius Aeternus, drove his wife to madness, killed a slave, and then killed himself. But that was the official narrative. The fragments whispered a different story—that the violence was caused, not by the man's rage, but by something that spoke to him from the ground beneath the house.

At 7 p.m., he drove to the underground parking garage beneath the hotel. He needed to retrieve his laptop from the car.

He unlocked the driver's door. He reached for his bag on the passenger seat. The car was silent.

Then the radio turned on by itself.

Static. Then a man's voice—deep, resonant, speaking Latin in a rhythm like a chant. Marco froze. He could not understand the words. But in the dim light of the parking
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