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To my son, Vitalie:

Between the shadow of a criminal mind and the purification of the world through art, this novel is the chronicle of a struggle between Chaos and Knowledge. I dedicate it to you with joy - for from the legacy of the forbidden fruit in Eden, you chose only the Light that casts no shadows in the soul.
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PREFACE

In a world where arbitrariness continues to blur the line between good and evil, university professor Tudor Sajin delivers a crime novel tailored to this global context, titled Eve and the Serpent (Stef Publishing House, Iasi, 2026, 260 pages).

Through a complex study, the author ventures where conscience dissolves and truth lies buried. Beyond the police investigation of an unusual case - one that keeps readers in suspense until the very end, with a conclusion nearly impossible to anticipate - this novel is also an exploration of the human soul's abyss, where reason struggles to silence instinct, but not always with success. The crime is confessed in an original manner: "Silence is not emptiness. It is the breath of the world before it is born." (page 80, paragraph 1), "Eve was the first to understand. Not the one from their story - the false one, the one who bit into the fruit. Mine was born from silence. From stillness, from listening." (page 80, paragraph 3), and "I am not a killer. I simply cleanse the noise. I stop them from their turmoil, their words, their confusion. I give them stillness. Perfection." (page 80, paragraph 7)

I believe this fiction also serves as a mirror in which readers may see themselves - for evil, however concealed, rises from the reflex of denial. Every paragraph is a step closer to truth, but also the opening of a wound. As an example, I quote from the exchange between trainee detective Crina and Pavel Zota, the painter of the canvas "Eve and the Serpent" - the work that inspired the killer: "I advise you not to try psychological games with me." (page 146, paragraph 9) and "It's not a game. It's an observation. All my interrogators have the same reflex - they look for evil in others so they don't have to see it in themselves." (page 146, paragraph 10)

The main characters are set within a well-conceived dynamic across both time and location. Investigators, victims, and perpetrators are presented within a mechanism so precisely designed that each character's conscience is put to the test, generating situations charged with tension and suspense. For instance, Chief Superintendent Marius Bordea is shown exposed to mistakes, disappointments, and even political pressure from his superiors - yet seasoned enough to face every challenge: "In his mind, the people under his command each had their assigned role: Voinea was the political guarantor, Dumitrescu the scapegoat, Voitescu the disciplined soldier, and Crina Botez the clean face - useful in front of cameras." (page 101, paragraph 5)

A place apart belongs to the killer, known by the aliases "The Serpent" (chapter titles 18, 19, 43, and 49), "The Curator" and "The Master" (pages 166–168) - a figure who believes that "God is the Painter. I am the brush." (pages 181 and 183, 2nd and penultimate paragraphs respectively). The text is generous in its portrayal of this character, from which I further quote: "The killer did not consider himself guilty, did not think about consequences. For him, his acts were part of an artistic gesture - a ritual of cleansing and rebirth." (page 181, paragraph 2) and "In their mother's journals, found in a dust-covered notebook, appeared sketches of spirals and serpents - symbols she had used to explore duality: feminine-masculine, good-evil, light-darkness. Those same symbols now appeared at every crime scene." (page 191, paragraph 3)

The author, Tudor Sajin - following the publication of his poetry collection "Prin viață trecând" (Passing Through Life, Stef Publishing House, Iasi, 2025, 288 pages) and the thriller "The TAIMAN Code" (Stef Publishing House, Iasi, 2026, 242 pages) - has succeeded, with the steady hand of an experienced writer, in continuing with "Eve and the Serpent" a narrative about beauty and horror, about humanity's need to purify the world through love or art, and - in the case of a diseased mind - through violence.

It is therefore my recommendation that this literary work be read - not least because it is one of the few that does not belong to the long series of tedious novels published even by established writers.


Doru Ciucescu,

Member of the Romanian Writers' Union

 




Chapter 1. THE BODY BY THE LAKE

The morning was still silent when Andrei Marin, a middle-aged fisherman, stepped onto the narrow path leading to the hidden lake at the edge of town. The cold October air cut at his face like a fine blade, and the fog hung over the water like a heavy shroud, laced with silver reflections. The birds were still asleep, and he - used to being the lake's first visitor - savored the quiet pleasure of solitude. But what he was about to find would shatter that peaceful morning beyond repair.

Near the lake, among the trees, he had glimpsed something that had no business being there. At first he'd thought it was a jacket snagged on a branch - but the shape of the silhouette knocked the breath clean out of him. Stretched against a tree, bound and motionless, was a human body. A girl. Young. Naked. Her arms and legs extended in a manner that suggested some kind of ritual crucifixion.

Andrei felt a primal fear rise through him, tangled with a cold wave of dread. He had never seen anything like it. Shaking, he pulled out his phone and dialed 112. His voice barely held together: "Police? I found… a girl… tied to a tree… I think she's dead. Please, come quick…"

Within minutes, the silence of the forest was torn apart by the distant wail of sirens. By the time the officers arrived, Andrei - still deep in shock from the grim discovery - stood watching the response team close in on the body. 




Chapter 2. EXAMINING THE CRIME SCENE

Wet leaves crackled under the officers' boots, and the morning air - sharp and damp - seemed to swallow every sound whole. The lake lay nearly still, mirroring the pale, diffused light of a sunrise that filtered through the ancient canopy of trees. And there, at the center of that silence, the girl's body looked like something that didn't belong - a tear in the fabric of the natural world.

The field unit worked the area with methodical precision. Lead Inspector Mircea Voitescu, head of the Bureau for Crimes Against Persons, assumed command immediately. Alongside him, Inspector Radu Oțelea and trainee Crina Botez moved carefully through the wet leaves, careful not to contaminate the scene.

Forensic examiner Adina Popescu crouched over the victim with something close to tenderness. Her movements were precise, professional - but her eyes betrayed a mix of curiosity and barely suppressed dread. She noticed something unusual right away: a photograph, tied around the girl's neck with a thin thread. Her voice was calm, but it cut through the quiet: "Look at this… a painting. A naked woman. Holding a serpent to her chest." The image was sinister - almost hypnotic in its detail.

Voitescu glanced at the others and gave a quiet signal: "Nobody touches anything until samples are collected. Not a thing gets contaminated. Every detail counts." Crina jotted down observations quickly while Radu swept the surrounding area for any trace the perpetrator might have left behind. No personal belongings. No hair. No visible sign of a struggle. Everything had been arranged with meticulous care, as if the killer had wanted to leave nothing behind - nothing except the visual message of the photograph.

The morning silence broke with the tentative chirping of birds, but the tension in the air didn't lift. Adina studied the photograph tied around the victim's neck and murmured to herself: "This isn't just a murder… it's a message." Voitescu stared at the lifeless body and felt an old memory clench at his gut - the face of a daughter lost in an unresolved accident, a ghost that followed him into every difficult case.

He moved in slowly, his gaze cutting through the fog like a blade. Nothing was new to him anymore - or at least that's what he liked to tell himself. But the way the girl had been bound, almost theatrically, unsettled him in a way he couldn't quite name.

Adina worked the scene with her camera, shooting from every angle - precise, silent, unhurried. Her focus was cold, almost mechanical. But her eyes held a grief she was barely keeping in check.

Trainee Crina Botez was doing her best to stay professional. She wasn't managing it entirely. She couldn't pull her gaze away from the girl's face. The victim looked about her age.

Behind them, Radu Oțelea smoked a cigarette, watching everything, noting his colleagues' observations in a small notebook.

"No broken rope, no signs of a struggle," Adina said, examining the victim's wrists. "The bindings look post-mortem."

"Or done by someone who knew exactly how not to leave a trace," Voitescu said, low.

Crina, still writing, caught something beneath a thin layer of leaves about two meters from the body. She instinctively reached down - and Adina stopped her cold.

"Don't touch it." She moved in with tweezers from her field kit and lifted a thin, nearly translucent strand of material. "Silk… looks like part of a scarf. Bagging it."

Radu looked up from his notebook: "She may have been brought here from somewhere else. This area's isolated - nobody ends up here by accident."

Voitescu nodded. "We look for tire tracks, footprints, anything. Check the edge of the path - maybe we get lucky with a boot print."

As the team worked, a cold wind rose off the lake, lifting the girl's hair. A strange detail caught Adina's eye - just below the left clavicle, a small, fine incision. Almost symbolic.

"Look at this," she said. "That's not a defensive wound. It was made deliberately - thin instrument, possibly a scalpel."

Voitescu leaned in. The line was perfect. Clean. Almost artistic.

"Ritualistic," he murmured. "This wasn't impulse."

Crina looked around, a slight tremor in her hands. The atmosphere felt like it was closing in.

"Inspector… did you notice the position of the head? It's not random. It looks like she's watching someone…"

Voitescu turned slowly. The girl - dead as she was - appeared to be gazing toward the lake. Toward the very center of it, where the water lay beneath a thin veil of silver mist.

"Every killer leaves a signature," he said, staring in that direction. "We just have to learn how to read it."

Adina finished the photographs and signaled one of the technicians: "Body's clear for transport. Take it to the morgue. Autopsy - top priority."

Voitescu stayed behind a moment after the others had begun packing up. In a heavy silence, he lit a cigarette and studied the tree. On the trunk, thin scratches - almost like engraved lines. He didn't touch them. But he memorized everyone.

When they left, the lake was alone again, the fog swallowing the tire tracks whole. In the back of the van, the girl's body shifted slightly with each turn in the road - and the photograph at her neck, the woman with the serpent, seemed to smile in the fading light.

Voitescu watched in the rearview mirror as the thought settled deeper: "Nobody ties a body to a tree just to hide it. They do it to be seen. Like a sign. Like a story that's only just beginning."

***

As the sirens faded into the distance, Andrei Marin - the fisherman - sat down on a bench, still shaking from what he had seen. Nobody knew yet that this murder was only the beginning of a nightmare that would shake the entire city to its core.




Chapter 3. THE PAINTER

Before his painting studio became a sanctuary, Pavel Zota was a restless young man - eyes always lifted toward the sky, mind buried deep in books. In the faculty library of the arts college, among albums of Renaissance painting and treatises on composition, other volumes crept in: cosmology, theoretical physics, philosophy of existence.

He had always been fascinated by beginnings.

Not the beginning of a painting. The beginning of the Universe.

The Big Bang captivated him. The idea that all matter, energy, space, and time had once been compressed into a singularity - nearly inconceivable - sent a metaphysical shiver through him. He loved the rigor of science, the cold mathematics that described cosmic expansion, background radiation, the formation of galaxies.

But beyond the equations, he felt that something was missing.

"What was there before?" he would often ask himself.

He knew physics had an answer: the question is meaningless, because time begins with the Universe. And yet something in him kept pulsing with unease. If time has a beginning - what lies beyond it?

The word Eternity obsessed him.

Not as infinite duration, but as a different order of existence altogether. A state without succession, without decay. An absolute silence.

In the late evenings, when the city fell asleep, Pavel would sketch diagrams on the covers of his notebooks. A horizontal line - time itself. A spiral - the evolution of man. Above it, a circle - Eternity.

He kept trying to connect them.

In his philosophical readings he had come across the idea that time is bound to matter - that decay gives time its direction. Time flows, and matter and energy transform and deteriorate. Man grows old. Stars burn out and die. Galaxies drift apart.

But in the biblical texts he knew only in fragments, a different kind of time appeared. A time in which death held no dominion. How could that be possible?

In his mind, human history became a temporal map in sequence: Eternity, the Creation of angels, the Universe and man, the harmony of Eden and the Fall, the history of humanity, the Kingdom of God.

But these concepts felt incomplete to him. He understood cosmology well. Theology slipped through his fingers. He felt as though he was speaking about Creation with only half a tongue.

As a painter in formation, specializing in biblical art, he needed more than borrowed symbols.

"I can't paint Eden if I don't understand how time flowed in the Garden," he would often tell himself.

He was preoccupied, above all, with the moment of the Fall.

Not as a simple moral episode - but as an ontological rupture.

If cosmic time began with the Big Bang, then within that time, inside the Garden of Eden, there existed a different way of living. The Fall, in his still-forming vision, had transformed the time of man's harmonious existence into a time of inevitable decay.

Decay became, in his mind, the physical expression of a spiritual rupture.

And then came the question that haunted him:

"Can time be restored?"

In scientific treatises, the future of the Universe was described in cold terms - heat death, dissipation, darkness. But Scripture spoke of a new heaven and a new earth. Of the abolition of death.

How do you bring those two visions to a common point?

Pavel had no desire to force science into theology, or theology into mathematical formulas. He was looking for something deeper - a harmony, a convergence.

In his modest studio, among the smells of linseed oil and turpentine, he would often draw two overlapping images: a burst of cosmic Light and a spring of Life. He was trying to suggest a concept to himself - that perhaps the creative Word, the Logos, and the initial singularity were not rival ideas, but different languages for the same mystery.

***

Over the years he became a painting professor. Not one who repeats techniques. One who teaches others to think through color.

"Art must unite," he would often say to colleagues and students.

Some looked at him with skepticism. Others with admiration. But Pavel felt his path had barely begun.

What he lacked was theological depth. He knew the theories of science far better than the teachings on Creation, sin, and salvation. He felt this gap like an unpainted zone in an otherwise balanced composition.

One night, staring at the star-filled sky, a revelation came to him: "If the Fall is the wound of creation, then my painting must be the attempt to heal it."

He didn't yet have answers to the many questions that troubled him. But he knew he had to look for them.

Pavel Zota the painter was not simply a professor passionate about creationism on one hand, and cosmology and evolutionism on the other. He was a man standing between two languages of truth.

And perhaps it was precisely that tension that kept him alive.

He was searching for the beginning. Searching for meaning. Searching for the bridge.

And somewhere deep within him, he sensed that his true painting would not merely represent the Eden of the past - but the human longing for an Eden where time itself had been healed.

***

The revolution at the end of 1989 drove the painter to retreat to a mountain cabin.

The wind rose from the foothills like a deep breath drawn from the earth itself. The Bucegi peaks stood in full light, and the clouds moved slowly overhead - like unfinished thoughts. Pavel Zota leaned his easel against a pale rock and studied the horizon with the eyes of a man searching for a new beginning.

He had come here with linseed oil, rolled canvases, and a restlessness lodged deep in his chest. He didn't want to sketch another study. He wanted a painting about creation, the Fall, and immortality. He was searching for answers to the philosophical questions that consumed him through long nights of meditation on Divinity, the Universe, life, and time.

He sat down on a flat stone and closed his eyes.

"In the beginning was the Word…" he murmured, without quite realizing it.

He imagined the primordial silence. Then the explosion of light. The Big Bang - the breaking of eternal stillness through utterance. "Let there be light." And there was light. Matter and light - energy - began to propagate, releasing space and time. Space unfolded. Time began to flow.

But where had the harmony fractured?

In his mind, Eden took shape as a suspended space - a place where time flowed differently. Adam and Eve, children of God, were not born. The creation of man was not biological, but spoken into being through the Word. The first humans, eating from the Tree of Life, carried the halo of immortality.

Then - the choice.

"Eve…" the painter whispered.

He did not see a weak woman. He saw a being fascinated by knowledge. A being who had looked upon the forbidden tree and wanted to understand. "Be fruitful, and multiply, and fill the earth…" was God's blessing. "The first humans, created as children of God, could multiply through the creative Word," Zota supposed. "The knowledge of the alternative - perpetuation through sexuality and birth - resulted from the serpent's temptation of Eve to eat from the forbidden fruit. It was the human choice between obedience and temptation, between immortality and death, between prohibition and the freedom of knowledge." In that gesture, Pavel sensed an invisible crucifixion: the creative Word had been crucified by them upon the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil.

Pavel opened his eyes. In the distance, light fell across a ridge like a benediction.

"If I can paint that moment…" he thought. "The moment when immortality broke…"

The mountains stood as silent witnesses to a cosmic drama. And he felt that his painting had to be more than art. It had to be a question hurled at the sky.




Chapter 4. LAUNCHING THE INVESTIGATION

Mircea Voitescu's office smelled of old tobacco, coffee, and paper. On the back wall, a county map was covered in colored markers, pin flags, and tightly scrawled notes. Voitescu sat at his desk, hands clasped, staring at a fixed point in empty space. He no longer had a young man's patience - but he hadn't yet surrendered to an old man's resignation either. Inside him burned a controlled flame, slow and smoldering, the kind that never goes out.

***

He was fifty-two years old. Twenty-nine of them spent on the force, ten of those in the Bureau for Crimes Against Persons. Every case had left an invisible scar  -  a voice, a face, a victim's gaze he carried in silence. But the deepest wound of all lived outside any case file: the death of his daughter, Ana. She had been twenty years old when they found her in a suspicious car accident at the edge of town. No one had ever been convicted. The investigation had been closed  -  insufficient evidence.

Since then, Mircea Voitescu no longer believed in coincidences. He believed only in people who lied better than others.

***

That morning, after returning from the lake, he had taken off his jacket and hung it over the back of his chair. The file with the initial findings lay open on the desk. The photograph of the crucified girl and the sinister image of the woman with the serpent stared up at him from the paper like a challenge. He lit a cigarette and, without quite realizing it, drew the smoke in with a quiet fury.

"A girl in her twenties. No identity, no signs of struggle, no clothing, no leads. And that photograph… why that photograph specifically?" he murmured, more to himself than anyone.

Radu Oțelea appeared in the doorway  -  the young inspector with the perpetually ironic look.

"Boss, the forensic lab has the samples. Adina says the DNA results will take a few days."

Voitescu looked up. Said nothing.

"A few days. We've got a monster out there probably staging his next scene, and we've got a few days."

Radu hesitated, but didn't answer. He knew Voitescu was right. Behind the sharp tone there was always something deeper  -  a restlessness that never fully settled.

After he was alone again, Voitescu pulled open the bottom drawer and took out a photograph: Ana, a college student, smiling, a gentle light in her eyes. He studied it for a long moment - until the image began to blur with the face of the dead girl in the park. Same age. Same fragility. He felt his heart caught in a vice of guilt.

The phone rang suddenly, splitting the silence. It was Deputy Commissioner Răzvan Dumitrescu, head of the Criminal Investigations Service.

"Mircea, this case needs to be handled with maximum discretion. The press has already picked up a scent. I've spoken with Commissioner Voinea - he wants daily reports. Understood?"

"Understood," Voitescu said flatly. "But if we sit on it too long, we lose time."

"Time is your problem. Image is mine," said Dumitrescu, and hung up.

Voitescu dropped the phone on the desk and sat in silence. He knew the system ran on parallel tracks: the truth had to be found, but without making noise. He picked up his notepad and wrote a single sentence, calmly, on the first page of the file: "This is not an isolated murder. It's a ritual. There will be another."

He looked at the girl's photograph one more time and swore silently that this time, he would not let the case die in a drawer. For the first time in years, he felt something reignite inside him - the old flame, the need to see it through. And somewhere deep in his conscience, a voice that sounded like his daughter seemed to whisper: "Don't stop, Dad."




Chapter 5. THE HERMIT IN THE MOUNTAINS

One morning, wandering along a narrow path, Pavel spotted a small wooden cabin hidden among the firs. A thin thread of smoke rose from the chimney like a prayer.

He knocked softly at the door.

An old man with a long white beard opened it. His eyes were clear and deep.

"Peace be with you, my son."

"And with you, Father."

"Come in. You're tired."

The interior was simple. A wood-burning stove divided three small rooms: a prayer cell, a bedroom, and a kitchen. The air smelled of burnt wood. On one wall of the prayer cell, Zota noticed an iconostasis holding old icons. On the other two walls, his attention was drawn to reproductions of biblical paintings - Eden, the brothers Cain and Abel, the Crucifixion at Golgotha.

The hermit Daniil's cabin was wrapped in the stillness of morning. The logs crackled in the stove, and the flame threw trembling shadows across the old icons in the prayer cell. Outside, the firs murmured under the cold mountain wind.

Pavel Zota sat on a low wooden chair, hands clasped, turning his thoughts over and over.

"Father," he said at last, "I understand the beginning of the Universe from physics books. I understand that time began with matter. I understand the biological evolution of man. But I don't understand how any of it connects to the biblical Creation. To Eden. To the Fall. To salvation."

Daniil looked at him for a long moment, without hurry.

"What troubles you most?"

"The rupture. The fact that science speaks of inevitable decay… and Scripture speaks of restoration - of time healed. How can these two visions coexist without canceling each other out?"

The hermit smiled, almost imperceptibly. He rose slowly and moved toward an old wooden chest. He opened it and drew out a thick notebook, its covers darkened by years.

"This is my journal. Written over many years. Not for others - for myself. These are my thoughts on Creation, time, and the Fall. Read it."

Pavel received the notebook with a kind of reverence. The paper was yellowed, the handwriting small but clear.

He settled beside the stove and opened the journal.




Chapter 6. THE OPERATIONAL BRIEFING

The CIS1 conference room was submerged in a harsh white light that fell directly across the files spread on the table. The cork-paneled walls were thick with maps, photographs, and pinned notes. In the corner, a cup of coffee had long since gone cold. The atmosphere was oppressive - like an invisible fog that refused to lift.

Lead Inspector Mircea Voitescu sat at the head of the table, arms crossed. Beside him, Inspector Radu Oțelea worked a pen between his fingers, and trainee Crina Botez leafed methodically through her field notes. Across from them, looking like a man who hadn't slept much, Deputy Commissioner Răzvan Dumitrescu - head of the CIS - watched them carefully, his face giving nothing away. Next to him, Commissioner Andrei Voinea, deputy chief of the CPI2, was making notes without looking up.

"All right, let's get started," Dumitrescu said, cutting through the silence. "The Lake Girl case. Mircea - you were first on scene. What do we have?"

Voitescu cleared his throat.

"Victim is a female, approximately twenty years old. No ID, no clothing, no signs of direct violence - cause of death, strangulation. Hands bound to the branches, feet to the trunk of a tree, crucifixion position. We found superficial markings on the trunk, not yet analyzed. Around her neck, a photograph - a naked woman holding a serpent to her chest. Forensic examiner Popescu confirms a ritualistic pattern."

Dumitrescu exhaled slowly.

"That photograph… I saw it. Disturbing."

Voinea looked up for the first time. "Disturbing or symbolic? I'm asking because the press will ask the same thing."

Crina ventured in: "Commissioner, it's too early to talk about symbolism. But… the incision below the clavicle looks deliberate. And we found no signs of the body being dragged across the ground. It's possible the victim was killed right there on the spot."

Radu added flatly: "Which means the perpetrator knows the area. The lake is isolated, but there's vehicle access from the south through a forestry road. Someone who knew exactly how to get in without being seen."

Dumitrescu ran a hand across his forehead. "Right. The press already knows something. I got a notification from a local editor asking 'whether the rumors about a young woman found dead in the park are true.' How the hell do they find out this fast?"

Voitescu crossed his arms. "Could be the paramedics. Could be the witness who called 112. The fisherman."

"The fisherman gave a statement?"

"Yes. Seems genuine. Simple man."

Commissioner Voinea cut in, his tone sharp and measured: "Listen carefully. This case gets locked down completely. Not a word to the press. Daily written and signed reports to my desk. No 'anonymous sources.' No public theories. And above all - no leaks. Chief Superintendent Bordea was clear: total silence."

Voitescu bit the inside of his lip but said nothing. He knew exactly what that meant - an investigation run in the shadows, no logistical support, nothing but political pressure. Dumitrescu tried to ease the tension slightly:

"Mircea, I know you don't need instructions - but keep the team tight. You, Radu, Crina, and Adina handle every lead. I want a full report by seven tonight."

Crina looked up hesitantly: "Deputy Commissioner - the victim could be a student. The silk we found at the scene… it's a rare type of material. Used in stage costumes. Or painting studios."

Dumitrescu stopped cold. "Painting studios?"

"Yes. Or set design. We might be dealing with someone from the arts world."

Voitescu glanced at her briefly - a flicker of respect. The girl had instincts.

Voinea gathered his folder and stood. "We're done here. If you have anything new, it comes straight to me. Not to the press, not to anyone else. This case gets solved before it becomes a spectacle."

***

When everyone had filed out, Voitescu stayed behind for a moment, staring at the image of the woman and the serpent projected on the screen. It seemed to follow him.

"The woman and the serpent…" he murmured. "Eve and temptation. But who's God in this story?"

The fluorescent light flickered once, and in the silence that settled over the room, it felt as though the painting was watching him from behind.
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