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There are secrets that do not die.

Not because someone protects them — although someone has protected them, for centuries, with a dedication bordering on fanaticism. But because truth has a physical property that no one has ever fully been able to explain: it resists. Like ink on ancient parchment, which survives moisture, fire, time. Like the words of a man dead for six hundred years that reach us intact, still legible, still dangerous.

Fra Benedetto da Norcia was not a prophet.

He was a copyist monk at the convent of Sant'Anselmo, Rome, in the year of our Lord 1437. A man of calloused hands and tired eyes, accustomed to transcribing sacred texts by candlelight until his fingers stopped obeying. He did not seek visions. He did not want them. The visions came anyway, as the things that change everything always come — at night, without knocking, without asking permission.

What he saw, he wrote.

Not because he wanted to leave a message to the future. But because he was a copyist, and a copyist writes — it is the only thing he knows how to do when the world collapses around him. He wrote in Latin, in code, with a handwriting growing increasingly feverish as the weeks passed and the visions did not stop. He wrote of invisible fire passing through bodies without burning them. Of cities emptied in silence. Of a darkness that did not come from the sky but from the earth — from the hands of men, from their laboratories, from their ambitions.

He wrote the cure.

When he finished, he sealed the manuscript with black wax and hid it where he was certain no one would ever look — in the bowels of Rome, beneath the foundations of the most powerful church in the world, among the dead who ask no questions.

He miscalculated on one thing only.

He had not anticipated Elena Marchetti.

Rome, March 2026. A restorer by profession, skeptical by nature, Elena descends into the Vatican tombs for a routine job — a structural mapping of a never-catalogued section, opened for the first time after decades of ecclesiastical bureaucracy. She is not looking for anything in particular. She finds a walled niche behind a flaking fresco. Inside, wrapped in still-intact waxed cloth, a manuscript sealed with black wax.

She does not yet know that from that moment someone is watching her.

She does not yet know that what she holds in her hands has already caused deaths — and will cause more.

She does not yet know that Fra Benedetto da Norcia, six hundred years ago, wrote her name.

This is the story of what happens when the ink of the dead begins to speak again.

And of those who do not want the world to listen.
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CHAPTER 1
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Rome, Vatican Necropolis — February 14, 2026

The problem with the Vatican tombs wasn't the darkness.

It was the air.

An air that hadn't circulated for centuries, dense as something that could be cut, carrying the smell of limestone, of wax burned a long time ago, of wood that had stopped being wood and was becoming something else — dust, memory, nothing. Elena Marchetti had known it for years, since she had first set foot in a hypogeum at sixteen, on a school trip, and had understood that that smell never left you. It followed you. It crawled into your clothes, your hair, under your fingernails. You slept on it at night and in the morning it was still there, subtle, like a thought you can't finish.

She went down the steps counting. Eleven. Then the corridor.

The headlamp cut through the darkness surgically — a cone of white light that made everything flat, without side shadows, like looking at a photograph instead of a real space. Elena preferred it that way. Side shadows in tombs played nasty tricks, not out of superstition but out of pure physiology: the human brain is programmed to recognize shapes in the shadows, and in a fifteenth-century underground corridor those shapes tended to resemble things it was better not to see. She had read it somewhere — a cognitive neuroscience paper, University of Utrecht, 2019 — and since then she had stopped feeling stupid for the discomfort she felt in the dark. It wasn't fear. It was the brain doing its job, badly, in the wrong place.

She had her notebook in her left pocket, the pencil behind her ear, the laser meter in her shoulder bag along with everything else.

Mission di routine: preliminary reconnaissance of sector C-7, photographic documentation of the cracks on the vault frescoes, estimation of intervention times. Three hours of work, maybe four. Then out, sunlight, coffee — in that exact order, without exceptions.

Sector C-7 was one of the least visited of the entire Vatican underground complex. Not for lack of historical interest, but for exquisitely practical reasons: access was awkward, the corridor narrowed at a certain point until it required proceeding sideways with the bag held against the chest, and the relative humidity stood around eighty-two percent — enough to discourage prolonged stays without adequate equipment. Elena had the adequate equipment. She also had the magnetic key for the intermediate gate, issued by the Vatican Cultural Heritage Office three weeks prior, after a bureaucratic process that had required seventeen forms, two reference letters and a phone call she would never forget with a monsignor convinced that the restoration of frescoes was a particularly sophisticated form of vandalism. At the end, she had obtained permission. As always. The Vatican bureaucracy was slow, not impermeable.

She passed the gate. The corridor widened again.

Here the air changed. Not in the smell — that remained the same, that precise mixture of limestone and suspended time — but in the consistency. Stiller. As if even the molecules had stopped moving somewhere around 1480 and hadn't found a reason to start again. Elena had learned not to comment on this sensation with colleagues. Those who didn't work underground didn't understand, and those who worked underground didn't need explanations.

She stopped in front of the vault and raised the flashlight.

The frescoes were in worse condition than the previous reports suggested. Much worse. The pictorial film was peeling off in at least three distinct points, with gaps reaching down to the preparation plaster — the so-called arriccio, the rough layer under the painted surface, visible now as a whitish wound in the body of the image. In the left lunette, a figure — probably an angel, judging by the position of the wings still partially legible — had lost almost its entire face. What remained was the silhouette, the outline, the promise of an expression that was no longer there. Something that had watched for centuries and now watched nothing anymore.

Elena opened her notebook and began to take notes.

Dimensioni delle lacune, posizione, tipologia del distacco — whether by lifting, by pulverization, or by clean detachment. Mechanical, precise work, the kind of work she liked because it left room for nothing else. Only eyes, hands, paper. The world outside — the traffic on Lungotevere, the phone that probably had three messages waiting, the unresolved issue of the Trastevere apartment with the rent increased by twelve percent — all of this vanished. Only the surface in front of her remained, and what was happening to the surface, and what could still be done.

She worked for forty minutes without looking up.

That was why he almost didn't notice the niche.

It had been there forever, probably — walled up, then partially reopened by some recent structural failure, hidden in the corner where the corridor curved toward sector C-8. A rectangle of darkness within the darkness, slightly deeper, slightly stiller. Elena passed it twice before the flashlight fell on it by chance, and even then it took a second before the brain registered what the eyes were seeing.

It wasn't an empty niche.

Inside there was something. Rectangular, dark, the approximate size of a large book — a very large book, or something that had the shape of a book and wasn't necessarily a book. Elena approached. She crouched down. She reached out a hand, then pulled it back. She took her gloves out of the back pocket of her jeans and put them on carefully, finger by finger, before touching anything.

The surface was cold through the latex. Rough.

Leather, probably — very old leather, of the kind that is no longer found because the tanning they used in the fifteenth century required processes that no one uses anymore, with vegetable tannins and processing times that no market today could sustain. She knew it because she had restored three illuminated codices in the last five years and had learned to recognize that specific texture, that rigidity that wasn't fragility but density — centuries of pressure transformed into compact matter.

She lifted it with both hands. It weighed more than she expected.

Elena held it up for a few seconds, her arms slightly bent, as if she were evaluating not just the physical weight but something else — a resistance that had no precise name. Then she placed it carefully on the floor of the corridor, on the flat side of the shoulder bag she had spread out as an improvised work surface. It wasn't the correct procedure. The correct procedure required not moving anything, photographing in situ, calling the sector manager and waiting. Elena knew it. She knew it exactly.

She photographed anyway. First the empty niche, then the object on the floor, then the details — the spine, the corners reinforced with what looked like oxidized metal, perhaps brass, perhaps bronze, impossible to say without analysis. The cover had no visible title. No writing on the spine. Just dark leather, almost black, with a texture that under the light of the flashlight revealed a thin network of microscopic cracks — not damage, not degradation, but the natural sign of something that had lived long enough to develop its own superficial geography.

She lowered the flashlight a few centimeters and saw the seal.

It was engraved in the cover, not applied on top — engraved in the leather itself, with a fine-tipped tool, with a precision that was not decorative but intentional, almost obsessive. A circle. Inside the circle, a geometric figure that Elena didn't immediately recognize — it wasn't a pentagon, it wasn't a star, it was something in between, with proportions that seemed to follow a precise internal logic. At the center of the figure, three letters in lowercase Gothic characters, so tight that it took a moment before she could read them.

B.N.N.

She straightened up. She stood still for a few seconds with her hands on her hips, looking at the volume on the floor. The corridor was silent — the kind of silence that is not the absence of sound but the presence of something older than sound, something that existed before human beings started making noise and that continued to exist in the spaces where the noise didn't reach.

She should have called. She had her phone in her pocket, zero signal but the portable radio in her bag worked up to the intermediate gate — she just had to go back thirty meters and she could talk to the coordinator on duty. She should have done it. Uncatalogued find in a restricted area, clear protocol, no ambiguity.

Invece si inginocchiò di nuovo.

She didn't open the volume — not yet, not without knowing in what condition the internal binding was, not without having evaluated the risk of irreversible damage. But she turned it delicately, looking for the natural opening point, the side where the pages separated with the least resistance. She found it about a third of the way from the beginning. A single page protruded slightly from the others, as if someone had marked it centuries ago and the centuries had preserved the gesture.

Elena stood still with her hands resting on the closed cover.

C'era una cosa che i non-restauratori non capivano mai del tutto: the moment before opening something ancient wasn't excitement. It was something more complicated — a kind of involuntary, almost physical respect, as if the body knew before the mind that what it was about to do was irreversible. Once opened, an object could not be closed again in the same way. The air entered. The light entered. Time, which had remained still inside, began to move again.

She opened it to the marked page.

The writing was Latin, in dark brown ink — iron-gall, probably, the most common type in medieval manuscripts, produced by the reaction between ferrous sulfate and tannic acid extracted from oak galls. Resistant. Almost indestructible, under proper storage conditions. The handwriting was tiny, regular, with systematic abbreviations that indicated a scribe — or an author — used to writing a lot and quickly, someone for whom writing wasn't a solemn act but a daily tool, like a hammer or a knife.

Elena wasn't a Latinist. She read the scientific Latin of restoration reports, understood standard inscriptions, recognized the most common liturgical formulas. But this was different. The words she managed to isolate — visio, sanguis, finis mundi — didn't compose a sentence she knew how to read. They composed something she knew how to recognize.

Paura.

Not hers. Of whoever had written it.

She remained kneeling on the floor of corridor C-7 with the volume open on her knees for a time she couldn't quantify. The headlamp illuminated the page from above, casting a flat white light on that writing that had waited — for how long? Five centuries? Six? — and that was now waiting for her, specifically her, in this specific corridor, on this specific day which was February 14th and which had no particular meaning except the one she was giving it now, in this moment, with hands that didn't shake because Elena Marchetti wasn't the type of person whose hands shook.

She closed the volume.

She put it back in the niche.

Poi lo riprese.

She put it in the bag, under the notebook, under the laser meter, under everything. She covered it with the windbreaker she always kept in her bag because of the humidity in the sites. She closed the bag. She stood up. She checked that the niche looked empty — it did, the structural failure that had partially reopened it was irregular enough not to immediately suggest intentional removal.

She picked up the notebook. She continued taking notes on the frescoes.

She worked for another hour, methodical, precise, as if nothing had happened. As if in the shoulder bag there wasn't something that shouldn't have been there. As if the three letters engraved in the leather — B.N.N. — weren't already spinning in her head with that specific persistence of things the brain has decided not to let go, regardless of what the rest of you has planned.

When she came back up, it was still daylight outside. The sun on Bernini's colonnade was low, wintery, of the precise color of old gold. Elena stopped for a second on the churchyard, her bag pressed against her side, and looked at the sky over Rome as if she were looking for something she didn't know how to name.

Then he went to get a coffee.

The coffee was at the bar on Via della Conciliazione, the one with the orange plastic chairs and the formica counter that no one had ever thought of changing because the regular customers were fond of the specific ugliness of that place, of its stubborn resistance to aesthetics. Elena had been going there for three years, every time she worked at the Vatican Museums or the underground complex. The barista's name was Gennaro, he was Neapolitan, and he had never asked her how she was because he had understood right away that she wasn't the type of person one asked how they were.

He put the coffee in front of her without her opening her mouth.

Elena drank it standing up, her bag resting on the counter, its weight slightly different than usual — more concentrated on one side, steadier. She felt it. She shouldn't have felt it, it was just a book, it was just paper and leather and medieval ink, but she felt it as one feels a presence in a dark room: not with the eyes, not with the ears, with something that didn't have a precise anatomical name.

She set the cup down. She took out her phone — full signal, now, away from the underground. Three messages, as she had predicted. One from the project coordinator, Rossella Fanti, asking for confirmation of the time for the next day's inspection. One from her sister, sending a photo of a cat with an incomprehensible caption. One from a number she didn't recognize, no text, just a missed call at 11:47 — while she was underground, while she was working, while she was finding what she had found.

She ignored all three. Instead, she opened the notes on her phone and began to write what she remembered: the approximate dimensions of the volume, the type of leather, the seal, the three letters. B.N.N. She also wrote visio, sanguis, finis mundi — the words she had recognized, or believed she recognized. With Latin one was never sure. Medieval words slipped, changed meaning depending on the context, the scribe, the specific textual tradition. Sanguis could be blood in the literal sense or in the liturgical sense or in the metaphorical sense that medieval theologians used to indicate lineage, ancestry, the biological continuity of something through time.

She put the phone back in her pocket.

Gennaro was cleaning the counter with a gray cloth, with the automatic circular movements of someone who has done the same thing ten thousand times. Elena watched him for a moment without really seeing him, then left two euros on the counter and went out.

Outside the wind had changed. Colder, from the north, with something damp inside that wasn't rain yet but was thinking about it. Elena raised the collar of her jacket and headed toward the parking lot where she had left her bike — she didn't have a car, she didn't need one, Rome was faster by bike if you knew where to go and she had known where to go for long enough to have developed an almost cartographic sense of the city, an internal map that she updated automatically based on traffic, construction sites, demonstrations.

She pedaled toward Trastevere with her bag diagonally across her chest.

The volume was there, against her ribs, separated from her skin only by a layer of fabric and that folded windbreaker. She felt it at every pothole, at every brake, at every turn — not the weight, not exactly, but the presence. That thing without a precise anatomical name.

At home — two rooms on the third floor of an eighteenth-century building with windows that didn't close well and heating that worked at its own discretion — she put the bag on the kitchen table without opening it. She made food. Pasta with what was there, oil and garlic and a dried chili pepper that had been hanging from a nail near the window for so long that it had lost color but not spiciness. She ate standing up, looking out — the roofs of Trastevere, the antennas, a cat on a ledge watching the void with the absolute concentration that only cats know how to apply to nothing.

Then he sat down at the table.

He opened his bag.

She took out the volume and placed it in front of her, on the coarse cotton tablecloth she also used as a desk pad when she worked at home. She looked at it for a moment without touching it — the dark cover, the engraved seal, the three letters that in the kitchen light seemed deeper than she remembered, as if someone had carved them again while she wasn't looking.

B.N.N.

Benedict. The name was common in the fifteenth century, widespread in monastic circles — Saint Benedict of Nursia was the patron saint of Europe, the founder of the rule that had structured Western monasticism for centuries. A Benedictine scribe would have had every reason to use that initial. But the other two letters didn't form a surname, not in medieval usage. They formed an indication of origin, perhaps, or of belonging — Nursia, maybe, or Narni, or something that started with N and that she couldn't see yet.

She opened the volume to the same page as before.

This time she read more slowly. She wasn't trying to understand — she was trying to see, which was different. She looked for the structure of the writing, the rhythm of the sentences, the points where the handwriting changed pressure — heavier, faster, as if whoever was writing were accelerating for something they couldn't contain in the normal time of writing.

She found one of those points halfway down the page.

Three lines, denser than the others, with more aggressive, almost illegible abbreviations. And in the middle of those lines, a word written in full — no abbreviations, no contractions — as if whoever wrote it had wanted to be absolutely certain that that specific word could not be misunderstood.

Pestilentia.

Elena stood still, her eyes fixed on the page.

Outside, Rome made its nightly noises — scooters, voices, someone laughing in a distant courtyard. The heating grumbled once and went out. The cat on the ledge was gone.

She closed the volume delicately, her hands flat on the cover, and remained sitting at the kitchen table with that word in her head — pestilentia — which wasn't a new word, which she had encountered hundreds of times in the texts she had restored, which shouldn't have meant anything different from what it always meant.

But it meant something different. She already knew it. She had known it since she had opened the bag and had felt that weight against her ribs all the way from Via della Conciliazione to Trastevere, that weight which wasn't just leather and paper and medieval ink.

It was something waiting to be read.

And she had read it.
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CHAPTER 2
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Saint Anselm Convent, Rome — Winter 1437

Brother Benedict of Nursia was not a man who dreamed.

He had realized it early on, as a boy, when the other novices recounted their nights in the morning with that somewhat paraded ease of those who have something to show — visions, symbols, voices calling by name in the dark — and he had nothing to add. The darkness, for him, was simply darkness. He would lie down, vanish, wake up. In between there was nothing worth telling, nothing that had shape or color or weight.

The prior of the time, a short and patient Umbrian who had seen three generations of novices pass with their anxieties and their nightly revelations, had told him that it was a gift — sleep without images was the sleep of the just, or perhaps of the practical, which in monastic life were often the same thing and which the Lord, in his infinite wisdom, tended to prefer over the ecstatic because the ecstatics were difficult to manage and produced little concrete work.

Brother Benedict was thirty-two years old that January night of 1437.

Thirteen years of vows, eleven of scriptorium, seven of specialized work on the texts that the convent of Saint Anselm kept in the north wing — the one with the walled-up windows, the one accessed with a separate key that the prior kept hanging on a chain under his habit, the one of which the novices spoke in whispers not because there was anything forbidden but because the silence that emanated from those rooms had a quality that invited silence, like certain places where lowering your voice is an involuntary reflex, not a choice.

The texts he guarded were not secret — they were simply forgotten. Arabic manuscripts in Latin translation, medical treatises copied by scribes who didn't understand Greek and had mechanically transcribed signs they didn't know how to read, producing hybrid and sometimes incomprehensible texts that required years of comparative work to be even partially deciphered. There were also texts of another nature — texts that didn't fit into any ordinary category, that were neither medicine nor theology nor philosophy nor history but something that stood in the spaces between these categories, in the gaps, in the margins. Brother Benedict called them, in the privacy of his thoughts, the texts-in-between. He had never said it out loud. He had never found an interlocutor who would have understood what he meant.

That night he had gone to bed late.

Later than usual — he had finished transcribing a particularly difficult passage of one of those texts-in-between, a manuscript without a title and without a declared author that someone had bound together with a ninth-century herbalism treatise as if the two texts had something in common, and perhaps they did, perhaps Brother Benedict had not yet reached the point where the connection became visible. The passage he had transcribed that evening described — or seemed to describe, the Latin was convoluted, full of syntactic constructions that followed no grammar he knew — a sequence of events occurring in a precise order, with an almost technical precision, almost as if the writer were documenting something he had directly observed rather than something he was imagining or prophesying.

He had his fingers stained with ink up to the second knuckle, as always. He had washed his hands in the basin with the cold water that in winter became almost unbearable but which he had learned to accept as part of the rhythm of the day — the cold of the water was the boundary between work and rest, between the scriptorium and the cell, between the monk who transcribed and the man who slept. He had said his evening prayers with the automatic speed of one who has known them for so long that the words no longer require conscious attention, they flow on their own like water in a channel that knows its path. He had stretched out on the straw mattress with the absolute certainty — that physical, bodily certainty that comes from years of habit — that in a few minutes he would vanish into the image-less darkness that had been his way of sleeping forever.

Instead he remained awake.

He remained awake for a time he could not measure because in the cell there was no tool to measure time and his internal sense of duration, normally reliable, that night seemed to have snagged on something. He remained with his eyes open in the dark, listening to the noises of the convent settling for the night — the wood of the beams creaking under the thermal variation, the wind in the cloister turning on itself with that low and circular sound that in winter became almost a voice, someone coughing in a distant cell with that dry and persistent cough that had lasted since autumn and that no one commented on because commenting on it would have meant admitting it was getting worse, and admitting it was getting worse would have meant doing something, and doing something would have required resources the convent did not have.

Brother Benedict knew that cough. It belonged to Brother Girolamo, sixty-four years old, the oldest in the scriptorium, the only one who read Greek with the same ease with which he read Latin. He had heard him coughing more and more often in recent weeks, closer and closer to the night, further and further from the kind of cough that passes.

He was thinking of Brother Girolamo — of his cough, of his age, of the Greek that no one else in the convent knew how to read well enough to replace him — when the darkness changed.

It didn't light up. It wasn't that, it wasn't light in the ordinary sense of the word, it wasn't the forgotten candle lit or the moon entering through the slit. It was something different and more difficult to describe — as if the darkness acquired a texture it didn't have before, as if the space of the cell suddenly became larger than its physical dimensions allowed, as if the walls had moved a few steps in every direction without making a sound, without disturbing anything, without leaving a trace of the movement.

Brother Benedict sat up on the straw mattress.

His breath was short. Not from fear — or not just from fear, because fear was there but it was secondary, it sat beneath something else like the plaster sits beneath the fresco — but from something that resembled the sensation of having climbed too quickly, of having gained altitude without realizing it and having to wait for the body to adapt to a different air, more rarefied, with less of something that was usually there.

He looked toward the window. The slit was closed, the thick wooden shutter against the January cold. No light filtered in from outside. It was deep night — two, three, maybe later, the hour the monks called ora dei morti with that vague precision that oral traditions develop when they don't want to be too specific about what they are naming.

Then he saw the first thing.

Not with his eyes. Or not only with his eyes — and this was the part he would struggle to write, weeks later, when he would try to put on parchment what had happened in that cell on that January night. Latin had words for mystical visions, for apparitions, for prophetic dreams — it had an entire lexical tradition built over the centuries to describe the encounter between the natural and the supernatural. But what Brother Benedict saw that night did not fit into any of those categories with the precision he would have wanted. It was something new. Or something very ancient that had not yet found the right words.

The first thing he saw was a city.

Not Rome — or not the Rome he knew, not the narrow alleys behind the Tiber, not the ruins poking through the houses like bones through the skin, not the churches with their crooked bell towers and their unfinished facades. It was a different city, larger, with buildings of a height that had no precedent in his visual experience — towers that didn't end, that continued upward beyond the point where vision became clear, beyond the point where the sky began. Very wide streets, wider than any street he had ever seen, traversed by moving objects that were not carts and were not animals but moved with the speed and direction of carts and animals, with a mechanical precision that had no name.

Brother Benedict watched this city for a time he could not measure.

He was not afraid — or the fear had become something different, it had transformed into that absolute concentration that comes when the brain understands that what it is seeing is important, that it must record everything, that there will not be a second chance. He looked at the streets, the buildings, the sky over the city which had a strange color — not the blue of day nor the black of night but something in between, orange at the edges, like a sunset that never ended, as if the sun had gone below the horizon but had left behind a residual light that did not dissolve.

Then he saw the people.

There were many — more people than he had ever seen in a single place, more than any market, more than any pilgrimage. They moved quickly, with that distracted concentration of those who have a precise destination and do not look at what is around them. They were dressed in a way that Brother Benedict could not decipher — not clothes, not habit, not armor, something different, skin-tight, in colors he had no words to name. They carried small objects in their hands, flat and glowing objects that they looked at while they walked, as if those objects contained something more important than what was around them.

And then the city began to die.

Not suddenly — it wasn't an explosion, it wasn't a collapse, it wasn't anything violent in the sense that Brother Benedict would have recognized as violence. It was slower. It was like watching a candle go out not because someone blows but because the wax is finished — an inevitable process, already written the moment the candle had been lit, which completes itself with the same indifference with which all inevitable things are completed.

People stopped moving.

First one, then two, then groups — they stopped in the middle of the wide streets, in the middle of what Brother Benedict had understood to be a continuous flow of movement, and remained still with that specific immobility that was not rest. They fell, some of them. Others remained standing but with something different in their posture, something yielded, as if the weight of the body had suddenly become too much for the legs supporting it. The flat and glowing objects fell on the pavement — and Brother Benedict noticed, with that part of the brain that continued to record details even when the rest was overwhelmed, that those objects continued to shine even after having fallen, they continued to emit that cold and precise light even when the hands that held them held them no more.

The city emptied.

Not all at once — it wasn't like that. There were areas where the movement continued, areas where people ran instead of walking, areas where they gathered in groups and gestured with that specific urgency of those trying to understand something they don't understand. But those areas were shrinking. They shrank slowly, with the same inexorable logic of the candle going out, and Brother Benedict understood — not with words, not yet, the words would come later, weeks later, when he would try to write what he was seeing — he understood that what he was watching was an end. Not the end of a battle, not the end of a siege, not the type of end that had an identifiable cause and a namable responsible party.

It was the end of something that did not yet have a name in his vocabulary.

He rose from the straw mattress without realizing it.

He found himself standing in the middle of the cell, his bare feet on the cold stone floor, his hands open at the sides of his body, his eyes open in the dark — because it was still dark, the cell was still the cell, the walls had returned to their place, the slit was closed, the wind in the cloister continued its low and circular turn. The vision was finished. Or it had interrupted — Brother Benedict was not sure of the difference, he was not sure if what he had seen had a natural end or if it was he who had come out of it, involuntarily, by standing up.

He remained standing for a moment. Then he sat on the edge of the straw mattress, his hands on his knees, and tried to do what his training had taught him to do in the face of any difficult text: decompose. Isolate the parts. Understand the structure before seeking the meaning.

He had seen a city. A large city, with tall buildings and wide streets and many people. He had seen those people stop moving, fall, die — because they were dead, it made no sense to use another word. He had seen the city empty with a slowness that was not mercy but mechanism, the same slowness with which a disease spreads through a body, organ by organ, system by system, until there is nothing left that works.

Pestilentia.

The word arrived without him looking for it. It arrived from the text he had transcribed that evening — from the difficult passage, from the convoluted Latin, from the syntactic constructions that followed no grammar he knew. It arrived with the precision of a key finding its lock after a long time, with that silent click which is the sound of sense forming.

Brother Benedict remained sitting on the edge of the straw mattress until dawn.

He did not sleep. He did not pray — or not in the ordinary way, not with the words he knew, because the words he knew did not seem adequate to what he had just seen. He remained sitting and thought, with that methodicity that was his way of approaching complex problems, trying to build a structure around something that resisted structure.

The city he had seen was not Rome. It was not any city he knew or had read about. It was a city that did not exist yet — or that existed in a time that was not his time, in a future that had not yet a name. This was the conclusion he reached before dawn, sitting on the edge of the straw mattress with cold feet and hands on his knees, and it was not a conclusion that comforted him.

Because if the city was in the future, then the death was in the future too.

And if the death was in the future, then perhaps — perhaps — there was still time to do something.

When the bells rang for Lauds, Brother Benedict got up, washed his hands in the basin, adjusted his habit. He went down to the cloister with the others, recited the morning prayers, ate the bread and drank the water of breakfast in silence. He said nothing to anyone. He did not yet have the right words, and without the right words it was better to say nothing.

After breakfast he returned to the scriptorium.

He opened the untitled manuscript to the page where he had stopped the night before. He reread the passage he had transcribed. He reread it three times, four, with that total concentration he reserved for the most difficult texts, for the texts that resisted immediate understanding and required being approached from different angles, like certain geometry problems that are not solved head-on but from the side.

The fifth time he read it, he understood that the text was not describing something that had already happened.

It was describing something that was yet to happen.

And it was describing, with that almost technical precision that had struck him the night before, exactly what Brother Benedict had seen in his cell that night.

The untitled manuscript had forty-seven pages.

Brother Benedict knew them all — he had transcribed them over the course of three months, working slowly, with that caution that difficult texts require and which is not prudence but respect, the same caution with which one handles something fragile not because one is afraid of breaking it but because one knows that breaking it would mean losing something that cannot be reconstructed. He had transcribed them without fully understanding them, accepting misunderstanding as part of the process — often texts were understood later, at a distance, when the brain had had time to work on them below the surface of consciousness, in the margins of sleep and prayer.

Now he reread them with different eyes.

Not because the text had changed — the text was identical, the same words in the same order with the same abbreviations and the same convoluted syntactic constructions. But he had changed. He had seen something that the text described, and this changed everything — not the meaning of individual words but the direction in which they pointed, the thing they referred to, the world they sought to name.

The text described a sequence. Brother Benedict understood it clearly that morning, sitting in the scriptorium with the winter light entering obliquely from the window and making the parchment almost transparent, almost luminous. A precise sequence, with an internal logic that was not theological nor philosophical but something more similar to what the Arab physicians called asbab — causes, causal chains, the way in which one thing produces another thing with the same necessity with which fire produces heat.

The sequence began with something small. So small as to be invisible — the text used a word that Brother Benedict had mechanically transcribed without understanding it, a word that was not Latin but that had Greek roots and that meant, approximately, seme or germe or principio generativo. Something so small as to have no visible shape, to exist below the threshold of what the human eye could see. Something that moved in the air, in the water, in the contact between one body and another body.

Brother Benedict remained still with his eyes on the page.

In 1437, the theory of germs did not exist. There was the miasmatic theory — the idea that diseases spread through corrupt air, through the vapors rising from marshes and corpses and places where organic matter decomposed. It was a reasonable theory, consistent with available empirical observation, and it had the advantage of explaining why epidemics hit certain places and not others, certain neighborhoods and not others, certain seasons and not others. Brother Benedict knew it well — he had transcribed three treatises that discussed it in detail, with that methodical precision that Arab physicians applied to everything.

But the text he had before him did not speak of miasmas.

It spoke of something different, of something that was transmitted not through corrupt air but through direct contact, through proximity, through that invisible exchange that occurs when two bodies occupy the same space for long enough. It spoke of something that had its own logic, a strategy almost — it spread where there were many people nearby, it multiplied in gathering places, it slowed down where people isolated themselves. As if it knew what it was doing. As if it had an objective.

Brother Benedict knew that attributing an objective to a disease was theologically problematic. Diseases were instruments of the divine will, not autonomous agents — this was the orthodox position, the one he had learned and which he had never had reason to call into question. But the text was not orthodox. The text was something else, something that stood in the spaces between categories, in the gaps, in the margins — like all the texts-in-between he guarded in that room with the walled-up windows.

He stood up. He walked to the window and looked out — the cloister, the well in the center, Brother Girolamo sitting on a stone bench in the winter sun with an open book on his knees and that cough that every now and then shook him, brief, dry, more and more frequent.

Brother Benedict watched him for a long moment.

Then he returned to the table.

He opened the notebook he used for work notes — not the parchment, not the precious material, but the notebook of coarse paper that he kept for preliminary notes, for hypotheses, for things that were not yet certain enough to deserve parchment. He took the pen. He remained still for a few seconds with the tip of the pen on the paper, as if he were waiting for the words to arrive on their own.

Then he began to write.

He was not transcribing — he was thinking out loud on paper, which was his way of thinking when problems were complex enough to require an external space, a place outside his head where ideas could be seen instead of just felt. He wrote what he had seen in the cell — the city, the wide streets, the people who stopped moving. He wrote what he had read in the text — the sequence, the invisible germ, the logic of the spread. He wrote the connection between the two things, that connection that he had felt as a silent click and that now he sought to make visible, to give shape on paper.

He wrote for two hours without looking up.

When he finished he had four pages of dense notes, with arrows and corrections and words crossed out and rewritten, with margins full of questions that had no answer yet. He reread everything from the beginning. Then he reread the original text. Then he reread his notes.

The conclusion was the same every time.

The text described a pestilence. Not the Black Death of 1347 — that was already history, already past, already processed in an immense literature of chronicles and treatises and lamentations. It described something future, something that had not happened yet, something that would hit a city that did not exist yet in 1437 or that existed in a time so distant as to be unrecognizable. And it described, with that almost technical precision, the mechanism — how it spread, how it multiplied, how it could — perhaps — be stopped.

Perhaps. The text was not optimistic. It did not promise solutions. It described possibilities, conditions, variables. It used a conditional language that Brother Benedict had found irritating during transcription and that he now understood — the conditional was not uncertainty of the author, it was honesty. Whoever had written that text knew that things could go in different ways, that the future was not fixed, that there were points where a different choice produced a different outcome.

Brother Benedict closed the notebook.

He remained sitting in the scriptorium until the hour of None, when the bells called him to prayer. He went down to the cloister, recited the canonical hours, returned to his place. In the afternoon he worked on other texts — ordinary texts, texts he understood, texts that did not look at him with that specific quality of waiting that the untitled manuscript had.

That night, before going to bed, he wrote a single line in the notebook.

If what I have seen is real, and if what I have read is true, then someone must write what they know.

He stopped. He reread the line. He added four words.

Someone must be me.

He extinguished the candle. He stretched out on the straw mattress. He remained awake in the dark for a time he did not know how to measure, listening to Brother Girolamo coughing in the next cell — that dry, persistent cough, closer and closer to the night, further and further from the kind of cough that passes.

Then, for the first time in thirty-two years, Brother Benedict of Nursia fell asleep with fear.

Not of what he had seen.

Of what he would have to do now that he had seen it.
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CHAPTER 3
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Rome, Trastevere — February 15, 2026

Elena woke up at six-forty-two.

Not because of the alarm — she didn't use an alarm, she had stopped years ago when she realized that her body regulated itself with a precision that no electronic device would improve. She woke up because something in the room was different. Not a noise, not a light — something more subtle, a variation in the quality of the air or in the distribution of silence, the kind of difference that the brain registers before consciousness switches on and that produces that specific sensation of waking up already alert, already oriented toward something without yet knowing what.

The volume was on the kitchen table.

She saw it as soon as she opened her eyes, through the open door between the bedroom and the kitchen — the dark cover against the coarse cotton tablecloth, the seal facing upward, the three letters engraved in the leather which from a distance could not be read but which Elena already knew by heart. B.N.N. She had turned them over in her head all night, or at least in the part of the night in which she had remained awake, which had been considerably longer than usual. She had slept in fits and starts, with that discontinuity of sleep that comes when the brain has something to work on and cannot stop — she fell asleep, woke up, fell asleep again, each time with the sensation of having lost the thread of something that was about to become clear.

She got up. She went into the kitchen without stopping in the bathroom, without making coffee — things she always did, in a precise order, before anything else. She sat at the table in front of the volume and looked at it for a moment with her hands in her lap, as if she were waiting for it to do something. It did nothing. It was a book. It sat still on the table with that dense and silent quality of very old objects — that quality which was not mystery but simply age, the same quality she had learned to recognize in years of work on surfaces that had crossed centuries and that carried the weight of that crossing in every fiber, in every microscopic crack, in every variation of color that the trained eye knew how to read like one reads a biography.

She got up. She made coffee — the moka on the stove, low flame, the exact time it took without looking at the clock because she knew it in her body, like all things one does enough times to become a reflex. While she waited, she stood near the stove with her arms crossed and eyes on the volume, and thought about what she should do.

The answer was simple and she had known it since last night: she should have called Rossella Fanti, the project coordinator, and reported the find. She should have described the niche, the position, the preservation conditions of the volume. She should have handed it over — not to Rossella directly, but through the correct protocol, which involved a series of bureaucratic steps with the Cultural Heritage Office of the Holy See, with the Superintendency, perhaps with the Carabinieri of the Cultural Heritage Protection Unit if the find was classified as an asset of exceptional historical interest, a classification that a medieval manuscript in extraordinary condition found in the Vatican tombs would almost certainly have obtained.

The moka hissed. Elena poured the coffee, drank it standing up, placed the cup in the sink.

Then she went to get the gloves.

She kept them in the jacket pocket she had left on the chair — she hadn't remembered to put it in the closet, something she never did, something that indicated quite precisely in what mental state she had returned home the night before. She put on the gloves, finger by finger, with the same methodical care as always. She sat at the table. She took the volume and turned it slowly in her hands, examining the cover in full light.

The kitchen light was artificial, cold, not ideal for a serious preliminary examination — for that, diffused natural light was needed, or alternatively a full-spectrum lamp of the type she kept in her studio. But it was sufficient for a first assessment, to understand what she had before her before deciding how to proceed. And what she had before her, in the cold light of the Trastevere kitchen at seven in the morning on February fifteenth, was something that had no precedent in her direct experience.

The leather was in extraordinary condition. Not good — extraordinary, in the technical sense of the term, in the sense that it far exceeded what one could reasonably expect from an artifact of that presumed age kept in an underground environment. No visible mold, no significant biological attack, none of the deformations that humidity invariably produces on organic materials over the course of centuries. The cover was rigid but not fragile — it had that compact density that Elena associated with leathers tanned with pre-industrial methods, with vegetable tannins and processing times that the modern market could not sustain. Someone had done an excellent job, centuries ago. And someone had chosen with equal care the place to keep it.

That niche was not accidental. Elena understood it now with more clarity than yesterday — in sector C-7, in the specific corner where the corridor curved, with that particular combination of temperature and humidity that had kept the volume in those conditions for a time she could not yet estimate with precision. Someone knew that place. Someone had studied the environmental conditions — or had intuited them, or had measured them with tools she could not imagine — and had chosen that specific corner of that specific corridor because they knew it would last.

She took the magnifying glass from the table drawer.

Under magnification, the seal revealed a complexity that the naked eye did not perceive. The geometric figure at the center of the circle was not a simple shape — it was a construction, a figure built on precise proportions, with angles that followed a progression that Elena vaguely recognized as linked to the golden ratio, to that proportion that medieval mathematicians called divina proportione and which recurred in architecture, in music, in nature with a frequency that had made many think it was something more than a mathematical coincidence. It was not decoration. It was a system — a system of representation that those who knew how to read could decipher.

The three letters at the center — B.N.N. — under the lens showed something she had not noticed the night before, in the light of the headlamp in the underground corridor. They were not all engraved with the same tool, not with the same hand. The first two — B and the first N — had a firm, deep stroke, with that confidence of one who knows exactly what they are doing and has done it many times. The third letter — the second N — was different. The stroke was lighter, more hesitant, with a microscopic irregularity at the point where the tool had changed direction. As if whoever was engraving it had had less time. Or less certainty. Or both, which often go together.

Elena remained still with the lens on the seal for a moment she did not quantify.

Then she opened the volume.

The first page was blank.

Not in the sense that there was nothing there — there was the parchment, there was the texture of the surface, there were the microscopic variations of color that centuries produce on any organic material. But there was no writing, no illustration, none of the conventional signs with which medieval manuscripts usually began — the title, the dedication, the liturgical opening formula that scribes used as a threshold, as a way of marking the boundary between the world outside the text and the world within.

Just parchment. Just visual silence.

Elena turned the page with her fingertips, keeping the volume open on the table instead of lifting it — less risk of mechanical stress on the binding, which in a manuscript of that age could be the most vulnerable point, the point where centuries of pressure and thermal variations had weakened the original stitching until making it fragile as burnt thread.

The second page had the seal.

Not engraved in the leather as on the cover — drawn, with ink, in the center of the page, with a precision that was not that of an ornament but that of a map. The same proportions, the same angles, the same geometric figure built on the progression that Elena had recognized under the lens. But here, around the outer circle, there was something that was not on the cover — a series of symbols arranged in a circular sequence, small, regular, with that rhythmic repetition that could be an alphabet or could be something else, something that used the form of the alphabet without being an alphabet in the ordinary sense.

Elena photographed them with her phone — it wasn't professional equipment, it wasn't what she would have used in normal conditions, but it was what she had and conditions had not been normal since yesterday afternoon. She photographed the entire page, then the details, then the symbols one by one bringing the phone to the limit of focus. Then she remained still looking at the photographs on the screen, enlarging them with two fingers, trying to understand if what she saw resembled anything she knew.

It didn't resemble anything she knew. Or it resembled too many things together — there were elements that recalled the Greek alphabet, elements that recalled certain alchemical notation systems of the fifteenth century, elements that didn't recall anything specific but that had that quality of a system, that internal coherence that distinguishes a code from a casual ornament. A code has a logic. Even if you don't understand it, you feel it — you feel it in the way the symbols repeat, in the way they vary, in the way certain elements return with a frequency that is not random.

She turned the page.

The third page was the text.

It began without preamble — no opening formula, no dedication, no title. It began with a sentence that Elena managed to read partially, enough to understand the syntactic structure even without understanding the full meaning. The subject was in the first person — ego, unequivocal, the simplest Latin that existed. The verb was videre, to see, in the past tense. What followed was more complex, with aggressive abbreviations and constructions that required a real Latinist, not the job-site Latin that Elena had developed in years of work on inscriptions and captions.

But some words she could read.

Nox — night. Visio — vision, apparition, something seen. Civitas — city. Magna — large. Mors — death. The words were distributed in the text like islands in an archipelago, separated by stretches of Latin she could not cross, but close enough to suggest a direction, a general form of the content. Someone had seen something at night. They had seen a large city. They had seen death.

Elena remained still with her eyes on the page.

Outside, Trastevere was waking up — the noise of the garbage truck circling through the narrow alleys, someone lowering the shutter of a shop, a scooter accelerating toward the Lungotevere. Normal noises, daily noises, the sound fabric of a morning like all others. Elena heard them as if from a distance, as if there were a layer of something between her and the world outside — not the glass of the windows, something more subtle and more impermeable.

She turned again.

The fourth page had an illustration.

She didn't expect it — manuscripts of that type, the technical or para-technical texts of the fifteenth century, rarely had elaborate illustrations. They had diagrams, charts, functional geometric figures. What she had before her was not a diagram. It was an image — small, contained in a box that occupied the upper half of the page, executed with a mixed technique that Elena recognized as pen and ink with lead white highlights, a common technique in the fifteenth century for prestige manuscripts.

The image showed a city.

Elena looked at it for a time she did not quantify, with that specific sensation of when the brain is processing something faster than consciousness can follow, when the meaning arrives before the words that describe it. The city in the illustration had tall buildings — taller than any building of the fifteenth century, taller than any building that a miniaturist of the fifteenth century could have imagined without having seen it. It had wide streets, wider than medieval alleys, wider even than Roman consular roads. It had a density, an urban complexity that did not correspond to any city that Elena knew — not Rome, not Florence, not Venice, not any of the medieval or Renaissance cities she had studied or visited.

It corresponded to something else.

It corresponded to a modern city. To a city of the twenty-first century, with its verticality, with its density, with that overlap of planes and levels that medieval urban planning did not have and could not have because it had not yet developed either the technologies or the needs that produce it.

Elena placed the volume on the table with much more delicacy than her hands were shaking — and they were shaking, now, something that never happened, something she had told herself would not happen.

She remained still with her hands flat on the table, at the sides of the open volume, and looked at the illustration.

A miniaturist of 1437 had drawn a city that did not yet exist.

Or he had drawn something he had seen — and if he had seen it, how had he seen it, and what did it mean that he had seen it and had drawn it and had hidden it in a niche in the Vatican tombs where no one would find it for almost six centuries.

The phone on the table vibrated. Elena did not look at it.

It vibrated again. Then a third time, with that insistence that indicated a call, not a message. Elena lowered her eyes to the screen without lifting her hands from the table — Rossella Fanti, the name of the coordinator, calling at seven-twenty in the morning, something she had never done in three years of collaboration.

She let it ring.

When it stopped, she remained still another moment. Then she lifted her hands from the table, carefully turned the page of the illustration, and continued reading.

The subsequent pages were pure text.

No other illustration, no other diagram — just writing, dense, regular, with that density of one who has much to say and little space to say it, or little time, or both. Elena scrolled through them slowly, not trying to read but trying to see — the structure, the rhythm, the points where the handwriting changed, where the pressure of the pen increased or decreased, where the abbreviations became more aggressive as if whoever was writing were accelerating toward something they could not contain in the normal time of writing.

She found three of those points in the first ten pages.

The first was on page six — a section of four lines denser than the others, with a word written in full in the middle, without abbreviations, with that graphic emphasis that medieval scribes used for the terms they did not want to be misunderstood. Pestilentia. Elena recognized it immediately — it was the word she had seen the night before, the word she had turned over in her head all night along with the three letters of the seal. She saw it now in context, surrounded by other text she could not read completely, and understood that it was not used in a metaphorical or theological sense. It was used in the technical sense, in the medical sense — it was describing a disease, a mechanism of spread, a sequence of causes and effects with that almost clinical precision that was not found in religious texts but in medical treatises.

The second point was on page eleven. Here the handwriting changed more markedly — not just faster, but different in the shape of the letters, as if whoever was writing had passed from a state of control to a state of urgency, as if something had changed between the beginning of that page and the end. In the center of the page, a sentence that Elena managed to read almost entirely, because it used a simpler Latin than the previous sections, a Latin almost elementary, as if whoever was writing had decided that in that point clarity was more important than elegance.

Vidi quod venturum est. Vidi et timui.

I have seen what is to come. I have seen and I have been afraid.

Elena remained still on that sentence for a long moment. She reread it. She reread it again. Not because she didn't understand it — she understood it perfectly, it was the simplest Latin in the manuscript — but because it had that specific quality of sentences that change something, that shift the point of view, that make you see what was already there in a different way than how you saw it before.

Whoever had written this text was not describing the past. He was not commenting on events that had already happened, he was not processing a history already concluded. He was describing something he had seen — vidi, past tense, but the past tense of a vision, not of a real event — and that had not yet happened. He was writing from 1437 toward a future that had no name, toward a city that did not yet exist, toward a pestilence that had not yet arrived.

And he had been afraid.

Elena got up from the table. She went to the window and looked out — the roofs of Trastevere, the antennas, the February sky which was gray and low and promised rain for the afternoon. She stood there for a few minutes with her hands resting on the sill, gloves still on her hands, the cold of the marble filtering through the latex.

She thought about what she knew for certain. A medieval manuscript, probably fifteenth century, found in a walled-up niche in sector C-7 of the Vatican necropolis. Leather of exceptional quality, extraordinary preservation. Seal with initials B.N.N. Text in Latin with elements that did not fit into the standard categories of medieval manuscript production. An illustration showing a city that did not correspond to any city of the fifteenth century. A sentence that explicitly declared to describe something future.

She thought about what she did not know. Who was B.N.N. Who had walled up the niche and when. Why in the Vatican tombs. Why that specific place. What the pages she could not read contained. What the symbols around the seal on the second page meant. What exactly he had seen, whoever had written vidi et timui — what he had seen that was enough to be afraid.

She returned to the table.

The third point was on page fourteen. Here the handwriting returned to being regular, controlled — but it was a different regularity from that of the first pages, a regularity that cost something, that felt like effort instead of naturalness. As if whoever was writing had decided to slow down deliberately, to regain control of the hand and therefore of the thought, to not let himself be carried by the urgency that had dominated the previous pages. At the left margin, a note added at a later time — slightly different ink, slightly different stroke, as if it had been written in another session, perhaps days later, perhaps weeks. Three words.

Nemo alius scit.

No one else knows.

Elena remained still with her eyes on those three words for a time she did not quantify. Outside, the rain had started — not the storm that the gray sky promised, but something more subtle, more persistent, that Roman February rain that makes no noise but soaks everything with a patience that seems almost intentional.

Nemo alius scit.

Three words written in the margin of a manuscript hidden in a walled-up niche in the Vatican tombs, written at a later time compared to the main text, written with that specificity of one who is noting down a significant fact, not an opinion, not a reflection — a fact. In 1437, or in whatever year that text had been written, whoever had written it was convinced of being the only one to know what he knew.

Elena closed the volume delicately. She put it back in the center of the tablecloth. She took off her gloves, placed them next to the volume, remained sitting at the table with her bare hands on the coarse cotton.

The phone vibrated again. This time she looked at the screen — not Rossella Fanti, this time. The nameless number that had called yesterday, while she was underground, while she was finding what she had found. Now it sent a message. Elena opened the message.

Four words. Only four words, without greeting, without signature, without any of the conventional signals that indicate who is writing and why.

Leave the book alone.

Elena remained still with the phone in her hand for a moment. Then she placed it on the table, next to the gloves, next to the volume. She looked at the three objects aligned on the coarse cotton tablecloth — the phone, the gloves, the manuscript — with that flat and total concentration that came to her in the moments when the brain was processing something too large to be processed all at once and needed to decompose it, to isolate its parts, to understand the structure before seeking the meaning.

Someone knew she had the book.

Someone knew she had taken it from the niche, that she had brought it home, that she was reading it in this Trastevere kitchen at eight in the morning on February fifteenth. Someone who had her phone number and who had waited — not too long, not enough to seem like they didn't know, enough to seem like they were evaluating whether to intervene or not — and had decided to intervene with four words that were not a request.

They were a warning.

Elena remained still another moment. Then she got up, went to the bedroom, opened the closet. She took the large bag — the one she used for work trips, spacious, with the internal reinforcement that protected delicate equipment. She returned to the kitchen. She put the volume back in the bag, wrapped in the windbreaker as the night before, covered by the notebook and the laser meter and everything else.

She closed the bag.

She took the phone and opened the contacts. She searched for a name — Lorenzo Carpi, medievalist, La Sapienza University, one she had worked with two years earlier on a cataloging project of liturgical manuscripts and who had that rare quality in academic Latinists of knowing how to read difficult texts without getting lost in the difficulty, of knowing how to see the thing instead of the philological problem surrounding it.

She wrote a brief message. I have something you must see. Today, if you can. It's urgent.

She sent the message. She remained still waiting, the phone in hand, the bag at the foot of the chair.

The response arrived in forty seconds.

Whenever you want.

Elena looked at the message. Then she looked at the bag. Then she looked out the window — the thin rain on the roofs, the gray and low sky, Rome continuing to make its morning noises as if nothing had changed, as if in a Trastevere kitchen there wasn't a woman sitting at a table with a fifteenth-century manuscript in a bag at her feet and an anonymous warning on her phone and the growing, solid, almost physical certainty that what she had found yesterday in the Vatican tombs was not a random find.

It was something waiting to be found.

By her. On that specific day. For reasons she did not yet understand but which were already taking shape, slowly, with the same patience of the February rain that soaks everything without making a noise.

She got up. She took the bag. She went out.
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CHAPTER 4
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Saint Anselm Convent, Rome — January 1437

Brother Benedict of Nursia had arrived at the convent of Saint Anselm at nineteen, on a rainy October afternoon, with a leather bag containing three things: a change of clothes, a work knife his father had given him without explaining why, and a Latin grammar book so worn that the first twenty pages held together only by habit.

It wasn't a vocation in the sense people meant when they used that word — it hadn't been a voice, it hadn't been a dream, it hadn't been any of those luminous experiences that saints described in their autobiographies with that retrospective precision that always makes one suspect a certain amount of reworking. It had been a choice, cold and practical, the kind one makes when one is nineteen and is the fourth son of a tanner from Nursia and the available alternatives are the convent, the army, or staying in Nursia tanning hides for the rest of one's life.

Brother Benedict had chosen the convent because there were books.

Not for faith — or not only for faith, the faith was there but it was a private thing, a thing that required no explanations and that would never give them. For the books. For the library, which at Saint Anselm was one of the best-stocked in Rome, with texts that were not found elsewhere, with manuscripts arriving from Constantinople and from Toledo and from places he had not yet learned to place on a geographical map. For the possibility of spending days reading and writing instead of doing something that required standing in the rain with hands in a tannin vat.

Thirteen years later, he had never had reason to regret the choice.

His day had a structure he knew so well as to no longer have to think about it — the canonical hours marked the time like a clock that never stopped, Matins Lauds Prime Third Sixth None Vespers Compline, and in the middle of those hours there was the scriptorium, which was the place where Brother Benedict existed in the fullest sense he knew. Not the refectory, not the cloister, not the cell — the scriptorium, with its tilted tables and its high windows and that light which in winter became insufficient already in the early afternoon and required candles, which the prior granted with parsimony because the wax cost money and the convent's budget was not what it had been twenty years before.

Six worked in the scriptorium. Brother Benedict was the youngest by three years — the second youngest was Brother Matteo, twenty-six years old, Roman, son of a notary, with a handwriting so beautiful that the prior used him exclusively for prestige texts, those commissioned by noble families or by ecclesiastical institutions and which had to have an appearance that justified the price. Brother Matteo was good and he knew it, and this made him barely tolerable in the moments when the scriptorium was silent and he decided to comment on the work of others with that low and precise voice he had learned to use to say unpleasant things in a way that seemed like he was doing a favor.

Brother Benedict ignored him with the same methodicity with which he ignored the cold and the insufficient wax and the straw mattress that needed to be remade for at least two years. There were things on which it was worth spending energy and things on which it was not worth it, and Brother Matteo fell into the second category with a clarity that made life considerably simpler.

The oldest was Brother Girolamo.

Brother Girolamo was sixty-four years old, had the Greek, and that cough.

He had arrived at Saint Anselm from Venice thirty years before, with a reputation that preceded his arrival by a few weeks — a Hellenist of exceptional value, capable of reading Greek manuscripts with the same ease with which a Roman read Latin, capable of translating in real time without losing the nuances, without flattening the syntactic complexity of Ancient Greek into the linearity of Medieval Latin. It was a rare ability — rare to the point that the prior of the time had done everything to convince him to stay, including assigning him the largest cell in the east wing, the one with the window overlooking the garden instead of the boundary wall.

Brother Girolamo had remained. He had translated, he had taught, he had trained three generations of scribes. Now he was sixty-four years old and had that cough, and Brother Benedict — who was not a sentimental man and had never developed attachments that weren't to texts — found himself thinking of him with a frequency he could not entirely explain.

Perhaps because Brother Girolamo was the only one in the scriptorium who read the texts-in-between without asking questions.

It had been Brother Girolamo who introduced him to those texts, seven years ago. Not with a ceremony, not with an explanation — with a gesture, simply. One November afternoon, Brother Girolamo had risen from his table, had gone toward the door leading to the north wing, had taken the key from the chain under his habit, had opened it, and had turned toward Brother Benedict with an expression that was not an invitation but was not the opposite either.

Brother Benedict had followed him.

The north wing had three rooms. The first contained medical texts — Arabic in Latin translation, Greek in Latin translation, some original Latin texts by authors who were not in the official canons but whom someone had deemed important enough to preserve. The second contained texts of astronomy and mathematics, with manuscripts arriving from Toledo and which still carried, in certain cases, the marginal notes of the Arabic scholars who had used them before they arrived in Rome. The third room was smaller than the other two, with a single walled-up window and an oil lamp that Brother Girolamo lit every time he entered, regardless of the hour.

In that room were the texts that did not fit into the first two categories. The texts-in-between.

Brother Girolamo had never explained them. He had never said what they were, where they came from, why they were there instead of in the main library. He had simply shown Brother Benedict how to handle them, how to transcribe them, how to approach the convoluted Latin and the aggressive abbreviations and the syntactic constructions that followed no known grammar. And Brother Benedict had learned — not everything, not yet, perhaps never entirely — but enough to understand that those texts were different from the others not only for the content but for the very nature of what they sought to do.

They did not describe the world as it was. They described the world as it had been, or as it was in places that could not be reached, or as it was in times that had not yet arrived.

Brother Benedict had never asked Brother Girolamo if he believed what those texts said. It was not a question one asked, in the scriptorium — one transcribed, one preserved, one tried to understand. The question of belief was separate, it was personal, it was something everyone resolved alone in their own cell in the hours between Compline and Matins.

But now, sitting at his table in the scriptorium with the untitled manuscript open before him and the vision of the previous night still as clear as if it had happened an hour ago instead of twelve, Brother Benedict found himself thinking that perhaps the question should be asked. That perhaps Brother Girolamo knew something he did not know. That perhaps that cough and that age and that growing weariness visible in the way he rose from the table in the morning were reasons to ask the questions now instead of waiting for the right moment, which for elderly people tended to arrive too late.

He stood up. He crossed the scriptorium. He knocked on the door of the small room where Brother Girolamo worked alone, as he always did when the text before him required a concentration that the presence of others disturbed.

No answer.

Brother Benedict waited a moment, then opened the door.

Brother Girolamo was sitting at the table, his back straight, hands open on the open manuscript before him, eyes open toward the walled-up window. The oil lamp was burning. The text on the table was one of the oldest in the collection — dark parchment, almost illegible writing, a text Brother Benedict had seen but had not yet transcribed.

Brother Girolamo did not turn when he opened the door.

He did not turn because he could no longer turn.

Brother Benedict remained still on the threshold for a moment he could not measure, with his hand still on the open door, watching the straight back and the open hands and the eyes looking at the walled-up window without seeing anything, because Brother Girolamo was dead — sitting at his table, with the text open before him, with that precise posture of one who was working a moment before and then had stopped, without noise, without falling, without any of the conventional signs that usually accompany the end of a life.

The cough had stopped.

Brother Benedict lowered his eyes to the text open on the table. He recognized it — it was one of the texts-in-between, one of those he had not yet transcribed, one of those Brother Girolamo kept for himself with that silent possessiveness he had never explained. He recognized it and saw, in the open page, a word he already knew, a word he had seen the night before in the untitled manuscript, a word that now seemed to follow him from one text to another as if someone were deliberately moving it into his field of vision.

Pestilentia.

Brother Benedict remained still on the threshold another moment. Then he entered the room, approached the table, and looked at Brother Girolamo's face up close — that specific immobility, that total absence that did not resemble sleep because sleep still has something alive inside, a minimal tension, a presence. This had nothing.

Then he looked at the hands.

Brother Girolamo's hands were open on the manuscript — but not in the way hands rest on a text one is reading. They were open in the way hands fall when muscles suddenly stop working, without warning, without time to close or to clasp something. And on the back of the right hand — the one with which Brother Girolamo held the pen, the one with fingers stained with ink up to the second knuckle like his own — there was something Brother Benedict had never seen before.

A spot. Not of ink — the color was different, darker, almost black at the center and with the edges fading toward a purple that had no precise name. About the size of a coin, perfectly circular, with that geometric regularity that natural things rarely have.

Brother Benedict looked at it for a long moment.

Then he left the room, closed the door, and went to call the prior.

The prior was called Father Anselmo — not for the saint, or not only for the saint, but because he was called that since before taking vows and he had decided that changing his name would be a form of vanity in reverse, an ostentatious renunciation that did not belong to him. He was a man of over sixty, with a build that suggested a youth spent doing physical work before books took over, and with that specific quality of one who has managed communities of men for enough time to have lost every illusion about communities of men without, for that, ceasing to manage them.

He arrived in the small room of the north wing in less than five minutes.

He remained on the threshold for a moment — the same moment Brother Benedict had spent on the threshold, with the same hand on the same open door, watching the same straight back and the same open hands and the same eyes that no longer saw anything. Then he entered, approached the table, placed two fingers on Brother Girolamo's neck with the practicality of one who has already performed this gesture other times and knows what he is looking for and knows already what he will find.

He remained in silence for a moment.

— How long — he said, without turning his head toward Brother Benedict.

— I don't know. I found him just now. He was working this morning, I saw him go down to the refectory for breakfast.

— So no more than three hours.

It wasn't a question. Father Anselmo straightened up, hands behind his back, and looked at Brother Girolamo with that expression Brother Benedict could not entirely decipher — it wasn't pain, it wasn't surprise, it was something more complicated, something that held within it both recognition and waiting, as if he were seeing something he had foreseen without wanting to foresee it.

— The hand — said Brother Benedict.

Father Anselmo lowered his eyes to Brother Girolamo's right hand. He remained still. He said nothing for a time long enough to become significant.

— Did you touch it — he finally said.

— No. I saw it and came to you.

Father Anselmo nodded once, slowly, as if he were recording an important piece of information. He turned toward Brother Benedict and looked at him with that direct concentration he used rarely and which, when used, produced in the interlocutors the uncomfortable sensation of being read instead of looked at.

— Say nothing to the others for now — he said. — Go to the scriptorium, continue your work. I will send Brother Tommaso to look after Brother Girolamo.

— What is on his hand.

That wasn't a question either. Father Anselmo knew it — he felt it in the tone, in the flatness of the tone, in that specific quality of statements that pretend to be questions because the one making them already knows the answer exists and only wants confirmation.

— A thing I have seen other times — said Father Anselmo. — In other places. A long time ago.

— How many times.

— Enough.

He left the room. Brother Benedict remained still for a moment, then followed him. In the corridor, Father Anselmo stopped without turning.

— The text he was reading — he said. — Do not touch it. Do not transcribe it. Do not open it.

— I have already seen it.

— I know. Do not open it.

He went away. Brother Benedict remained in the corridor of the north wing with that answer in his head — a thing I have seen other times, in other places, a long time ago — and with the growing certainty that Father Anselmo knew something he was not saying, that he knew it since before entering that room, that perhaps he knew it since before Brother Girolamo died.

He returned to the scriptorium.

Brother Matteo asked nothing — which was unusual, because Brother Matteo always asked, with that low and precise voice he used to say unpleasant things in a way that seemed like he was doing a favor. That afternoon he remained at his table with his head down on the prestige text he was copying, beautiful handwriting on quality parchment, and did not raise his eyes when Brother Benedict entered and sat in his place and opened the untitled manuscript to the page where he had stopped the night before.

The other four in the scriptorium worked in silence. The silence was normal — the scriptorium was a silent place by definition, the silence was part of the work, it was the necessary condition for the concentration that the work required. But that afternoon the silence had a different quality, denser, as if everyone knew something that no one was saying, as if the information were circulating in the air of the scriptorium without having been pronounced out loud.

Brother Benedict worked for two hours without looking up.

Or he tried to work — in reality, he spent those two hours looking at the text without seeing it, holding the pen in his hand without using it, mentally retracing what he had seen in the small room of the north wing. Brother Girolamo's straight back. The open hands. The eyes toward the walled-up window. And that spot on the back of the right hand — circular, almost perfect, dark at the center and purple at the edges, with that geometric regularity that natural things rarely have.

Pestilentia.

The word returned. It kept returning, with that persistence of things the brain has decided not to let go. It returned from the untitled manuscript, from the vision of the night, and now it also returned from the small room of the north wing, from the hand of Brother Girolamo, from Father Anselmo's answer which was not an answer but was enough to understand that the answer existed.

Toward Vespers, Brother Benedict set down the pen.

He opened the work notebook — the one of coarse paper, the one for hypotheses, the one for things that were not yet certain enough to deserve parchment. He wrote what he had seen on Brother Girolamo's hand, with the descriptive precision he used for the lesions on the frescoes — approximate size, color, shape, position. He wrote Father Anselmo's answer. He wrote the questions he had not asked and which were now accumulating with a speed that writing struggled to follow.

Then he wrote a thing he had not yet written, a thing that had turned over in his head all afternoon without finding the way to put it on paper because putting it on paper meant making it real in a way that, as long as it stayed in his head, it wasn't.

Brother Girolamo was reading the text when he died. He was reading the text and now he is dead. The text describes a pestilence. Brother Girolamo had a spot on his hand that Father Anselmo has already seen other times. Father Anselmo told me not to open the text.

He stopped. He reread what he had written.

He added a line.

Father Anselmo did not tell me not to read it. He told me not to open it. The text was already open when I entered.

He closed the notebook.

The bells rang for Vespers. Brother Benedict went down to the cloister with the others, recited the prayers, returned to the refectory for dinner. At the table, Brother Girolamo's place was empty — no one commented on it, no one asked questions, no one raised their eyes from their plate with that curiosity that usually accompanies an unexpected absence. As if everyone already knew. As if the information had circulated in the afternoon through those invisible channels that exist in every closed community, those channels that do not use words but which transmit equally, with a precision that words often do not reach.

After dinner, Brother Benedict approached Brother Tommaso — the oldest after Brother Girolamo, fifty-eight years old, Umbrian, with that quiet solidity of one who made peace with the world long enough ago to no longer remember when it happened.

— Brother Girolamo — said Brother Benedict, in a low voice, in the corridor after the refectory.

Brother Tommaso nodded. He said nothing.

— You saw him.

— Yes.

— The hand.

Brother Tommaso stopped. He turned toward Brother Benedict with an expression that was not surprise — it was something closer to resignation, that specific resignation of one who hoped that a certain conversation would not arrive and now that it has arrived does not yet know if it is a relief or the opposite.

— Where did you see it — Brother Benedict said. — Before today.

A pause. Brief, but long enough to be an answer in itself.

— In Venice — Brother Tommaso finally said. — Thirty years ago. A summer. Three people, in three weeks. All three with the same thing on their hand. All three found sitting, with eyes open, without any sign of agony.

— Three people in three weeks — repeated Brother Benedict.

— Three people who all worked in the same place. Who read the same texts. — Brother Tommaso lowered his voice to almost nothing. — Brother Girolamo was in Venice that summer. He was one of the three. The only one who did not die.

Brother Benedict remained still in the dark corridor with that information in his head — Brother Girolamo had been one of the three, the only survivor, and now thirty years later he was dead with the same spot on the same hand, sitting before the same type of text that had almost killed him too in Venice.

— Who were the other two — he said.

— I don't know — said Brother Tommaso. — I never knew. Brother Girolamo did not speak of it. — He turned to go away, then stopped. — Do not ask Father Anselmo. Father Anselmo was in Venice that summer.

He went away.

Brother Benedict remained alone in the dark corridor, with the cold of January rising from the stone floor and with that sentence in his head — Father Anselmo was in Venice that summer — which was not an answer but was enough to understand that the questions were much larger than he had thought until an hour before.

He returned to his cell.

He did not open the notebook. He did not write anything. He sat on the edge of the straw mattress and remained still in the dark, listening to the silence of the convent settling for the night, a silence that now had a different quality from that of all previous nights — heavier, more aware, as if even the silence knew something he was still trying to understand.

Brother Girolamo's place in the scriptorium would remain empty.

The Greek that no one else knew how to read would remain without a reader.

And the texts of the north wing — those that Brother Girolamo had guarded for thirty years with that silent possessiveness he had never explained — would remain there, in the small room with the walled-up window and the oil lamp, waiting for someone who knew what to do with them.

Brother Benedict knew already that that someone would be him.

Not because he wanted it. Because there was no one else.

The next morning, Brother Girolamo's place in the scriptorium was occupied.

Not by a newcomer — there hadn't been time, and Saint Anselm was not the type of convent that received novices with such frequency as to have one available to fill an empty spot within a night. It was occupied by Brother Matteo, who had moved his material from the table near the window to Brother Girolamo's table with a rapidity suggesting he had thought about it before, that he had weighed the move, that he had waited for the right moment with that calculated patience Brother Benedict had learned to recognize as his most dangerous trait.

Brother Girolamo's table was near the door to the north wing.

Brother Benedict noticed it without commenting on it. He sat in his place, opened the untitled manuscript, held the pen in his hand. He worked — or did what from the outside seemed like working, which was keeping his eyes on the text and moving the pen at regular intervals while the part of the brain that should have occupied itself with transcription was engaged elsewhere, retracing the conversation in the corridor with Brother Tommaso, constructing a structure around what he knew and what he did not yet know.

What he knew: Brother Girolamo was dead with a circular spot on the back of his right hand. Father Anselmo had recognized that spot. Thirty years before, in Venice, three people working on the same texts had died with the same spot. Brother Girolamo had been one of the three and the only survivor. Father Anselmo was in Venice that summer.

What he did not know: who were the other two who died in Venice. Why Brother Girolamo had survived when the others hadn't. What Father Anselmo had done in Venice that summer and what he knew that he was not saying. What was in the text Brother Girolamo was reading when he died — the text Father Anselmo had told him not to open, the text that was still in the small room of the north wing, closed now, with the key Father Anselmo had taken from the chain under Brother Girolamo's habit before Brother Tommaso took the body away.

Brother Benedict had seen Father Anselmo take that key.

Father Anselmo did not know that Brother Benedict had seen him.

Mid-morning, during the break between Third and the work of the scriptorium, Brother Benedict went in search of Brother Tommaso.

He found him in the garden, sitting on the same stone bench where Brother Girolamo sat in the sun when the weather permitted it — a coincidence, probably, or perhaps not, perhaps Brother Tommaso was doing the same thing Brother Benedict was doing, trying to keep close something that was becoming distant. He had a book in his hand but was not reading it. He looked at the well in the center of the cloister with that absent concentration of one looking at something that is not there.

Brother Benedict sat beside him without asking permission.

— In Venice — he said, without preamble. — How do you know.

Brother Tommaso did not turn. — Brother Girolamo told me. Only once, many years ago, a night he had drunk more wine than usual and the next day did not remember having spoken. Or he pretended not to remember — with Brother Girolamo one never knew exactly where memory ended and choice began.

— Did he tell you what they were. The texts.

— He told me they were dangerous. — A pause. — He told me that whoever read them without knowing how to read them risked opening something that could not be closed again. He did not explain what he meant. I did not ask.

— Why not.

Brother Tommaso turned toward him for the first time. He had an expression Brother Benedict had never seen on him — not the usual quiet solidity, but something more exposed, something beneath the solidity that was not usually seen.

— Because I was afraid of the answer — said Brother Tommaso. — And because Brother Girolamo had that look of one who has already paid to know what he knows and wishes the same price on no one else.

He remained in silence for a moment. Then he added, with a voice so low that Brother Benedict had to move closer to hear:

— Three days before dying, Brother Girolamo asked me if I knew where Brother Benedict of Nursia was the night of January seventeenth.

Brother Benedict remained still.

— January seventeenth — he repeated.

— The night you had the vision. — Brother Tommaso looked at him with that exposed expression, that thing beneath the solidity. — Brother Girolamo knew. I don't know how, I don't know since when. But he knew you would have a vision that night, and he knew that that vision concerned the text he was reading when he died.

The garden was silent. The wind moved the dry leaves around the well with a low and circular sound. Somewhere in the convent, someone was ringing a bell for reasons Brother Benedict could not identify — it wasn't the right canonical hour, it wasn't the signal for any of the ordinary activities of the day.

— Why did he not tell me — said Brother Benedict. It was not a question. It was the closest thing to anger he could express in that moment, in that place, with that flat voice he used when emotions were large enough to require containment instead of expression.

— Because he wanted you to get there alone — said Brother Tommaso. — He said that things understood by oneself remain. Things explained to you by someone else you forget when you are afraid.

He rose from the bench. He remained standing for a moment, the book still in hand, eyes on the well.

— There is another thing — he said. — Brother Girolamo left me something. A month ago, he handed it to me without explanation, told me to give it to you if something happened. — He reached under his habit and pulled out a small scroll of paper, tight, tied with a linen thread. — I have not opened it. It was not for me.

He placed it in Brother Benedict's hand and went away without adding anything else.

Brother Benedict opened the scroll in his cell, that night, after Compline, with the candle held close enough to read and far enough not to burn the paper.

It was Brother Girolamo's handwriting — that minute and regular handwriting he had known for seven years, that handwriting he had seen on the backs of hundreds of manuscripts, in the marginal notes, in the corrections, in the annotations Brother Girolamo left on the texts like breadcrumbs, like traces of a path he had taken and that he wanted someone else to be able to follow.

The text was brief. Three paragraphs, in simple Latin, without abbreviations — the Latin used when one wants to be understood, not the Latin used when one wants to prove something.

The first paragraph said that the texts of the north wing had not been written by a single author. They had been written by different people, in different times, in different places, who had never known each other but who had seen the same things — or things similar enough to produce texts similar enough to seem part of a single project. Brother Girolamo had spent thirty years trying to understand if it were a coincidence or something else. He had not found a definitive answer. He had found enough not to believe in coincidences anymore.

The second paragraph said that the spot — macula, he called it, without further qualification — was not a disease in the ordinary sense. It was a sign. It appeared on those who read certain texts without the necessary preparation, on those who opened certain doors without knowing what was on the other side. In Venice, thirty years before, Brother Girolamo had seen it on two colleagues who had died within a week. He survived because he had stopped reading in time — or because someone had stopped him, he was never entirely sure of the difference. The spot had disappeared after three days. He had never understood why.

The third paragraph was shorter than the other two. It said only one thing, in three sentences.

The text you are transcribing is not just any text. It is a map. Not of a place — of a time.

Whoever wrote it saw what is to come. He wrote it so that someone would read it at the right moment, in the right place, with the right eyes.

Those eyes are yours, Brother Benedict. I do not know for certain. But Brother Girolamo of Venice, who has mistaken few things in his life and this one he does not want to be one of them, believes it enough to put your name on paper.

Brother Benedict remained still with the scroll in his hand for a time he did not quantify. The candle was burning. The wind in the cloister made its low and circular turn. Somewhere in the convent, that cough that had accompanied his nights for months was no longer there — the silence it left was louder than the cough itself, it had a quality that required time to get used to, like all silences that arrive too early.

He reread the third paragraph. He reread it again.

Then he opened the notebook and wrote, below everything he had already written, below the questions and the observations and the hypotheses and the facts:

Brother Girolamo knew. Father Anselmo knows. I know what I have seen and what I have read and what a dead man left me in a scroll of paper.

It is not enough. It is not yet enough.

But it is a beginning.

He extinguished the candle. He lay down on the straw mattress in the dark — that darkness which for thirty-two years had been simply darkness and which now had a texture, a presence, a quality it had not had before the night of January seventeenth.

He waited.

He did not know what he was waiting for. But he knew, with that physical certainty that comes from things the body understands before the mind, that something was about to arrive.

And that when it arrived, he would not be able to pretend not to see it.
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CHAPTER 5
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Rome, Trastevere — February 15, 2026

Lorenzo Carpi had his studio on the third floor of a building in Via dei Coronari that had no elevator and that probably would never have one because the owner was an eighty-year-old convinced that stairs were a public health asset and that anyone who did not agree was free to go live elsewhere.

Elena climbed the steps with her bag tight at her side, counting the floors as she always did in narrow stairs — not out of habit but for control, to know exactly where she was at every moment, so as not to arrive at the third floor convinced she was on the second. It was something she had always done, counting the steps, counting the floors, measuring spaces. Colleagues who knew about it teased her with that lightness of those who do not understand that certain habits are not manias but tools — tools that develop when one spends enough time in places where getting lost has concrete consequences.
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