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The Vault Beneath Rome

Some books were never meant to be found.

That was what the old priest told Marcus Vale the night the rain fell like judgment over Rome.

Marcus stood beneath the shadow of the cathedral, his black coat soaked through, his boots planted on ancient stone streets polished by centuries of footsteps. Above him, the church tower disappeared into the storm clouds. Lightning cracked behind it, making the building look less holy and more dangerous.

His phone vibrated again.

The same message.

COME ALONE.

MIDNIGHT.

BRING NO RECORDING DEVICES.

THEY ARE WATCHING.

No name.

No number.

Just coordinates.

Marcus should have walked away.

A smart man would have.

But Marcus Vale had built his career by walking toward the things powerful people wanted buried. Missing files. Secret military programs. Vanished archaeologists. Burned libraries. Classified expeditions that governments pretended never happened.

People called him a journalist.

His enemies called him a problem.

Tonight, he felt like prey.

The massive cathedral doors opened before he touched them.

An elderly priest stood inside holding a lantern. His face was pale and carved with fear.

“You came,” the priest whispered.

Marcus stepped inside. “You said you had proof.”

The priest looked past him into the rain-soaked street.

“Not here.”

The doors closed behind Marcus with a deep wooden groan.

Inside, the cathedral smelled of candle smoke, dust, and old secrets. Statues watched from the shadows. Paintings of saints stared down from the walls, their eyes cold in the flickering light.

The priest moved quickly.

“Follow me. Stay close. Do not speak unless I ask you to.”

Marcus frowned. “You dragged me across the world and now you want silence?”

The priest stopped.

His hand tightened around the lantern.

“If they hear us, we both die.”

Marcus said nothing after that.

They moved through a narrow hallway hidden behind the altar, then down a staircase that twisted beneath the cathedral. The deeper they went, the colder the air became. The sounds of Rome vanished above them.

No cars.

No rain.

No bells.

Only footsteps.

Stone.

Breath.

At the bottom of the stairs stood a massive iron door covered in symbols Marcus had never seen before.

They were not Latin.

Not Greek.

Not Hebrew.

They looked older than language itself.

Marcus leaned closer. “What is this?”

The priest removed a rusted key from beneath his robe.

“The Black Vault.”

Marcus laughed under his breath. “That sounds like something from a movie.”

The priest looked at him.

“Most movies are built from stolen truth.”

The key turned.

The lock cracked open like a bone breaking.

When the door swung inward, Marcus forgot how to breathe.

The chamber beyond was enormous.

Rows of shelves stretched into darkness, filled with books, scrolls, tablets, carved stones, sealed boxes, and objects Marcus could not explain. Some books were chained shut. Some were locked in glass. Others looked burned, as if someone had tried to destroy them and failed.

At the center of the chamber sat one book on a stone pedestal.

It was black.

Not painted black.

Not leather black.

It looked as if it had been made from night itself.

Gold symbols shimmered across the cover, moving slowly like living fire.

Marcus stepped toward it.

The priest grabbed his arm.

“Do not touch it yet.”

Marcus looked at him. “What is it?”

The priest swallowed.

“The book they banned from humanity.”

Thunder rolled somewhere far above.

Marcus stared at the book.

“What does it say?”

The priest’s voice dropped to a whisper.

“It says everything we were taught is a lie.”
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The First Page

Marcus had heard that sentence before.

Every conspiracy addict on the internet used it.

Everything is a lie.

The government lied.

Schools lied.

History lied.

Religion lied.

Usually, Marcus dismissed people who spoke like that. Not because governments were honest. He knew better than that. But because most people wanted a simple villain for a complicated world.

This felt different.

This priest was not excited.

He was terrified.

Marcus looked around the vault. “Why show me?”

“Because you still publish what others are afraid to say.”

“People say I’m reckless.”

“You are.”

“Then why trust me?”

The priest looked toward the book.

“Because reckless men sometimes open doors careful men keep locked.”

Marcus turned back to the pedestal.

The black book hummed softly.

Not loud enough to be a machine.

Not soft enough to be imagination.

A vibration moved through the floor and into Marcus’s chest.

“What language is it written in?” Marcus asked.

“All of them.”

Marcus looked at him. “That’s not an answer.”

“It is the only answer I have.”

The priest reached into his robe and pulled out a pair of thin white gloves.

“Put these on.”

Marcus obeyed.

His fingers shook slightly, though he hated that they did.

The priest stepped back.

“Open it.”

Marcus placed his hands on the cover.

The moment his skin touched the book through the gloves, the gold symbols stopped moving.

The vault became silent.

Then the book opened by itself.

The first page was blank.

Marcus frowned. “There’s nothing here.”

“Wait.”

A thin line of gold appeared across the page.

Then another.

Then another.

Words formed in English.

Marcus felt the blood drain from his face.

“How is it doing that?”

The priest did not answer.

Marcus read the sentence aloud.

“Before your recorded world, there were seven ages of man.”

The gold letters shifted.

A map appeared beneath the words.

It showed Earth.

But not the Earth Marcus knew.

The continents were wrong.

Oceans covered different lands. Massive islands sat where modern maps showed only water. A glowing ring circled the Atlantic. Another marked Antarctica, but the continent was green, filled with rivers, cities, and mountains.

Marcus leaned closer.

“This is impossible.”

The priest whispered, “That word has protected many lies.”

More images appeared.

Towering cities.

Pyramids larger than mountains.

Airships shaped like silver birds.

Men and women wearing crowns of light.

Machines pulling energy from the sky.

Then the image changed.

Fire fell from the heavens.

Oceans rose.

Cities broke apart.

People ran beneath a red sky.

The page turned on its own.

Marcus stepped back.

The next page showed a symbol: a black sun inside a golden circle.

Below it were words that made his heart pound.

THE FIRST WORLD DID NOT END.

IT WAS HIDDEN.

Before Marcus could speak, a sound echoed from the staircase.

Metal scraping stone.

The priest froze.

Marcus looked toward the door.

“What was that?”

The priest blew out the lantern.

Darkness swallowed them.

A second later, footsteps began descending into the vault.
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The Men in Black Coats

The footsteps were slow.

Measured.

Confident.

Not the nervous movement of tourists or priests wandering ancient halls.

These people knew exactly where they were going.

Marcus crouched behind one of the massive stone shelves while the old priest gripped the lantern with trembling hands.

Three shadows appeared at the top of the staircase.

Tall men dressed in black coats.

No symbols.

No badges.

No sound except their boots striking stone.

Marcus whispered, “Who are they?”

The priest’s voice barely escaped his throat.

“The Custodians.”

“The what?”

“The keepers of the silence.”

The men descended deeper into the vault.

One carried a silver flashlight. Another held what looked like a tablet displaying glowing symbols. The third man wore black gloves and moved with the calm precision of a trained killer.

Marcus studied them carefully.

Military posture.

No wasted movement.

Professionals.

The flashlight beam swept across the shelves.

Ancient books glimmered in the darkness.

The priest leaned close to Marcus.

“You must leave now.”

Marcus stared at him. “I’m not leaving without answers.”

“You will leave with your life if you move.”

The beam stopped.

One of the men had found the pedestal.

The black book was still open.

The gold pages glowed faintly in the darkness.

The tallest man spoke first.

His voice was cold and emotionless.

“He touched it.”

The priest closed his eyes.

Another man examined the pedestal.

“The sequence has activated.”

“How long?”

“Unknown.”

The tallest man turned slowly.

Marcus felt his stomach tighten.

Even in the darkness, it felt like the man was staring directly at him.

Then—

The lights came on.

Bright white illumination flooded the vault.

Marcus squinted.

The priest cursed under his breath.

The three men looked straight at them.

No surprise.

No confusion.

They already knew.

The tallest man stepped forward.

“Marcus Vale.”

Marcus stood slowly.

“You know me.”

“We know everyone who searches for forbidden history.”

The man’s face was sharp and pale. His gray eyes looked almost lifeless.

Marcus noticed something strange.

The man did not blink.

“You’ve been watching me?” Marcus asked.

“For years.”

The priest moved protectively in front of Marcus.

“He has done nothing.”

The tall man looked at the priest with disappointment.

“You broke your oath, Father Luca.”

“I broke my fear.”

For the first time, emotion crossed the tall man’s face.

Anger.

“You should have let humanity sleep.”

Marcus stepped forward. “Sleep from what?”

The man ignored him.

Instead, he walked to the black book and stared at its glowing pages.

“It has begun sooner than expected.”

Marcus frowned. “What has begun?”

The tall man finally looked at him.

“The return.”

Silence filled the vault.

Then the man touched one symbol on the side of his tablet.

Suddenly every screen in the chamber flickered to life.

Marcus had not even realized screens existed down there.

Hidden among ancient stone walls were modern monitors displaying maps, satellite feeds, and strange symbols.

One screen showed Antarctica.

Another showed
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