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Chapter One
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Florence, Italy — 12:03 a.m.

The man was running out of time.

He staggered across the marble floor of the Baptistery of San Giovanni, his breath ragged, one hand pressed to the wound in his side. Warm blood seeped through his fingers, dripping onto the mosaic tiles that had witnessed eight centuries of worship and betrayal.

Above him, the golden dome shimmered in candlelight. Christ Pantocrator loomed in tessellated glory, his solemn eyes fixed on the dying intruder, as though judging him for the secret he carried.

The intruder clutched a leather folio to his chest. Inside, wrapped in linen, lay a single sheet of parchment. He had stolen it only hours ago from a private archive in Ravenna. He had thought himself careful. Invisible.

He had been wrong.

A sound behind him. The scrape of a shoe.
He spun, his vision tunneling.
A figure stepped out from the shadows between the columns. Tall, composed, face obscured by the hood of a black cloak. In his hand gleamed the unmistakable curve of a blade.

“No further,” the hooded man said in Italian, his voice measured, unhurried. “You’ve done enough damage.”

The intruder shook his head, clutching the folio tighter. His words came out as a whisper, choked with blood. “The world... must know.”

The hooded man advanced, his movements deliberate, ritualistic. “The world is not ready.”

The blade caught the candlelight.

The intruder staggered backward until his shoulders struck the cold stone of the font. The pain in his side was blinding now, but his thoughts burned with one final, desperate act. He fumbled in the folio, tore the parchment free, and with trembling hands pressed it against the damp marble floor. His blood smeared across the ancient Latin words, sealing them like a signature.

Testis sum veritatis.
I am witness to the truth.
The hooded man paused. Only for a moment. Long enough for the dying intruder to believe he had succeeded.

Then the blade descended.

The candle sputtered, hissed, and went out.

The Baptistery fell into darkness, leaving only the mosaic Christ staring down, silent witness to yet another secret buried in blood.
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Cambridge, Massachusetts — 6:18 p.m.

Professor Adrian West hated being late.
Yet here he was, jogging across Harvard Yard with his leather briefcase thumping against his hip, a biting October wind stinging his face. His lecture on Renaissance symbology had run over time—again. He could already hear his students muttering about his obsession with arcane manuscripts, his tendency to wander down rabbit holes that seemed to have no end.
He didn’t care. Not really. For Adrian, symbols weren’t academic abstractions. They were living fragments of human history, clues to the forces that shaped entire civilizations.

He slowed as the facade of Widener Library rose before him, its neoclassical columns shadowed by the fading light. Most people saw a university library. Adrian saw a fortress of secrets.

He entered through the heavy oak doors and inhaled the familiar scent—dust, leather, and something faintly metallic from the old heating vents. The great reading room was nearly empty. Students bent over laptops, the occasional cough echoing in the cavernous hall.

Adrian’s eyes drifted, as they always did, to the bronze bust of Charles Eliot at the far end. The stern gaze reminded him to keep moving.

He reached his office, fumbled with his keys, and was about to step inside when he noticed the envelope.

It was resting on the floor, as though slipped under the door. Thick vellum. No stamp, no seal. Just his name in precise handwriting—Adrian West.

He crouched, heart quickening with a flicker of unease. No one left him notes like this. Not anymore.

Inside was a single sheet of paper.
Latin.
Ubi veritas latet, lux inveniet.
Where truth lies hidden, light will find it.
Adrian froze. The phrase pulled at a distant memory—an obscure marginal note he had once encountered in a 14th-century Florentine codex. He had never been able to trace its origin.

He read the line again, this time aloud, and felt an irrational shiver. Something about the handwriting. The flourishes. Almost ceremonial.

His phone buzzed in his pocket, startling him. Unknown number.

He answered cautiously. “West.”

The voice on the other end was low, urgent. European. “Professor, your expertise is required immediately. Florence. There has been... an incident.”

Before Adrian could ask who was speaking, the line went dead.

He stood in the dim hallway, the vellum note still trembling in his hand, listening to the echo of silence.

Somewhere deep inside him, a thought surfaced—unwelcome, but insistent.

The past was calling.
And it would not be ignored.
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Florence, Italy — 9:42 a.m.

The taxi lurched to a stop in Piazza del Duomo, and Adrian West pressed his palm against the window.

Florence.
A city he knew from books and photographs, but never like this.
The Baptistery of San Giovanni glimmered in the morning sun, its geometric patterns of green and white marble almost hypnotic. To his left, Brunelleschi’s great dome soared above the cathedral, dwarfing the square, a feat of engineering that had defied gravity for six hundred years.

Yet the beauty was fractured by unease. Police cordons. Vans parked haphazardly. Uniformed officers shepherding curious tourists away from the Baptistery steps.

Adrian paid the driver, shouldered his briefcase, and moved toward the perimeter. His heart thudded faster with each step.

A man in a dark suit intercepted him, flashing credentials so quickly Adrian barely registered the emblem. The man’s English carried the clipped edge of someone used to command.

“Professor West?”

Adrian nodded.

The man offered no greeting. “This way.”

They slipped past the barricades and into the cool interior of the Baptistery. The shift in atmosphere was immediate. Outside, the square pulsed with life. Inside, only silence. Heavy. Stifling.

The smell hit him first—candle wax, old stone, and something metallic. Blood.

Adrian’s gaze snapped downward. There, near the font, a dark stain spread across the mosaic floor. His throat tightened.

“Two hours ago,” the suited man said, his voice flat. “A man forced entry. He carried something. Parchment, we believe.”

Adrian crouched, tracing the stain’s edge without touching it. The pattern of the mosaic beneath was still visible—concentric circles radiating from the font, as though the blood itself had become part of the geometry.

“What parchment?” Adrian asked.

The man’s reply was measured. “That is why you are here.”

He gestured toward the altar. Adrian followed his gaze.

On the marble surface lay a sheet of vellum, protected now under glass. Adrian moved closer, his pulse quickening as his eyes fell upon the words.

Latin.
Ancient, unmistakable.
Testis sum veritatis.
I am witness to the truth.
His breath caught. He knew this phrase. He had seen it once before, buried in a footnote referencing the apocryphal Gospel of Nicodemus. A text the Vatican had fought to suppress for centuries.

Adrian’s mind raced. Was this parchment authentic? If so, the implications were staggering.

The suited man’s voice cut through his thoughts. “The victim is dead. His identity—still unconfirmed. But the symbol he carried...”

He opened his hand, revealing a crucifix.

Adrian recoiled. The cross was familiar, but wrong. Instead of Christ, a serpent coiled tightly around the beams, its fanged mouth open in silent defiance.

Adrian stared, unsettled, his scholar’s instinct colliding with a primal unease. He knew this image, though he wished he did not.

The Ophites.
A sect erased from history.
Or so he had believed.
The suited man lowered his voice. “Professor, you must understand—we cannot let this leave the room. If the press learns what has been found...”

Adrian’s eyes lingered on the bloodstain, the vellum, the serpent crucifix. His skin prickled with the sudden certainty that he had stepped into something far larger than himself.

And for the first time in years, Adrian West felt afraid.
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Florence, Italy — 11:16 a.m.

Adrian West sat at a small café on Via de’ Calzaiuoli, the morning sun glinting off the Arno in the distance. His notebook lay open before him, the vellum from the Baptistery safely secured in his briefcase. He sipped his espresso, trying to still the tremor in his hands.

He could feel the city breathing around him. Tourists laughed and shouted, gondoliers argued over river traffic, pigeons cooed on statues. It was beautiful, mundane. And yet beneath it, something deadly had slipped through time, hiding in plain sight.

He flipped the notebook open. Notes from decades of research crowded the page: codices, apocryphal gospels, obscure sects. And now—the Ophites.

A shiver ran down his spine. The serpent-cross symbol had been dismissed as legend in most academic circles. A myth. Yet here it was, carved into a crucifix, carried by a man who had died for it.

He traced the symbol with his fingertip, thinking of the stories he’d read: a sect that believed salvation was knowledge, that Christ’s teachings had been altered, that the Church had buried truths dangerous to the masses.

His phone buzzed. A text message.

“You are being watched. Do not go to the library alone.”

No sender.

Adrian’s pulse quickened. He read it twice, then slammed the phone down. Someone knew he had the parchment. Someone was tracking him.

He pushed back from the table and headed toward the Palazzo Vecchio. The streets were narrow, winding, twisting into
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