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To my wife Olimpia.

I dedicate this book to you, my constant companion, the beacon that illuminates my days.

Your loving patience is my greatest support, enabling me to face the storms with courage and to wake up each morning with renewed hope.

With all my Love

Riccardo


Livorno, 1. August 2023

This work is literary fiction. The characters, circumstances and events described are the product of the author's imagination and are not intended to represent real people, places or events.

Any resemblance to living or dead persons, historical events or existing realities is purely coincidental.

This book is not intended to make statements about historical or cultural reality, nor to provide an accurate representation of real places, people or events.

Please consider the work as such: a work of pure fiction.


"The desire for power is like a poison that intoxicates the soul,

pushing man to sacrifice his humanity,

in exchange for an illusion of control and greatness."

Riccardo Prini


Chapter 1

The future is written in the past. Only those who can read the ancient secrets can understand what the future holds."

Paris, January 1398

In the damp half-light of the room, candlelight cast dancing shadows on bare stone walls. The air, impregnated with the scent of wax and old wood, was cold. Sharpening his senses, Nicolas Flamel, an accomplished scribe, looked at his beloved Perenelle, whose eyes were now only subtle ripples in her disease-scarred face.

They both wore woollen robes, the only shield against the winter cold that crept through the cracks of the two-storey house in the heart of Paris. Despite his advanced age, Flamel seemed to vibrate with a subtle energy, an inner fire fuelled by an extraordinary discovery.

"Perenelle," he began, whispering into the silence of the room. "I am on the verge of crossing a boundary that no man has ever dared to cross."

He paused, feeling the weight of the words. "I have discovered the secret of the Philosopher's Stone.... The secret of eternal life."

Perenelle's face remained impassive, although a light of understanding flashed in her tired eyes. "And you would like..." she echoed, "that I too..."

Nicolas nodded. "We could be together, Perenelle. Beyond the boundary of time, beyond the grip of death."

The silence that followed was dense, broken only by the crackling of candles. Nicolas' proposal was crazy, and yet, in that silence, it seemed possible. Time seemed to stand still, their destiny balanced on a sharp blade, waiting for a decision.

"Are you sure, Nicolas?" asked Perenelle finally, her tone of voice transcending uncertainty, asking one last question in the darkness.

"Yes," Nicolas replied, his heart overflowing with hope and fear. "I am sure."

Perenelle stared fixedly at her husband's face, the flickering flames reflecting the uncertainty in his brown eyes. Her heart beat hard in her chest, an incessant drum echoing the rhythm of a journey that foreshadowed itself without end.

Flamel, sensing his perplexity, refrained from speaking. This decision, he knew, could not be influenced. It had to come from the depths of Perenelle's heart.

Finally, Perenelle breathed in deeply, as if trying to absorb the full force of the icy air around them. Her hands, marked with bluish veins, clasped around the rough fabric of her apron.

"They say death is the price you pay for life, Nicolas," he said.

His voice was a thin thread in the cold silence of the room.

"And you want to take us away from this universal law. I don't see it as a gift, but as a curse."

Flamel nodded, understanding her words. "It is a decision I did not take lightly, Perenelle. But the thought of losing you, of seeing time take you away from me... I cannot bear it."

There was a pleading in her eyes, a longing so deep that for a moment it made Perenelle falter.

Then, with a sigh, she slowly replied:

"Nicolas, my love, do not forget that every gift has its price."


Chapter 2

"The hardest trials force us to discover the strength we were unaware we possessed. In the midst of the storm, love for those dear to us becomes our beacon, the light that guides us to the shore'.

Florence-Livorno, 15 February 2019

They had just crossed the threshold of the paediatric hospital in Florence, a modern building that looked more like a collection of university lecture halls than a hospital, and the cold of those austere corridors made them shiver. The specialist's voice still echoed in their ears, harsh words that tasted of cold, white steel. The tumour, the danger, the risks, the operation in Rome, the preparation. Words that filled them with an anguished terror, like the image of a precipice suddenly opening beneath their feet.

Vittoria clung to Marco's arm as if looking to him for support, a beacon to guide her through the storm of emotions she was going through. Their eyes were glazed with uncontainable tears, and a heavy silence settled between them, broken only by the ticking of clocks and the distant sound of machines running.

The reality of the situation was unbearable: they would have to sell the family printing house, the place that had seen generations of the Orsinis work with passion and dedication, the beating heart of an ancient art that Marco loved and respected. But what else could they do? Isabella's life was at stake, and there was no price too high to pay.

Marco and Vittoria had spent years imagining a future for their little one, a future full of laughter and happiness, without worries or fears. Now, those dreams seemed far away, swallowed up by the implacable reality of an unexpected fate. The silence between them stretched on, but in that silence there was a great resolution. They would do whatever was necessary to save their child.

Isabella sat on one of the oversized chairs in the waiting room, her little legs too short to touch the ground, nervously swinging her bright pink lace-up shoes. Next to her, a kind-faced nurse was trying to distract her with a picture book, aiming to turn those sterile walls into a world of imagination and wonder.

Isabella was a whirlwind of lively energy, despite the circumstances. Her eyes, large and full of curiosity, moved constantly, picking up every detail, every movement. She did not understand why she was there, why he had brought her to such an uninviting place, but her seven-year-old mind was flexible, able to adapt and find joy in even the most complex situations. She was a highly intelligent child, with a liveliness of spirit that lit up the environment like a ray of sunshine.

The nurse's stories enchanted her, the vivid illustrations captured her attention as her small fingers followed the words read aloud. The stories of princesses and dragons, of fairies and giants, transported her to distant worlds, far away from the hospital waiting room.

Isabella found herself catapulted into a parallel universe, unaware of the real reason why she was there. Death, anguish, were abstract and distant concepts, incomprehensible to a mind so young and full of life. Isabella lived in the present, a world of games, discoveries and wonders. The future, with its unknowns, its terrors, had not yet managed to creep into her world, a world of bright colours, laughter and love.


When Vittoria turned towards the waiting room and her eyes met Isabella's small, lively figure, her heart seemed to break into a thousand pieces. She looked at her little girl, immersed in her world of fantasy and innocence, and a stabbing pain tightened in her chest. The bitter truth she had just discovered seemed so at odds with the image of her daughter, a creature so fragile and yet so full of life.


Vittoria's hands clenched into the pockets of her dress, an unconscious gesture that revealed her internal struggle. She felt as if she had been punched in the stomach, her air was running out. Her mouth was dry, her breathing short, her legs trembling... it seemed impossible to maintain composure.

Her gaze was lost in Isabella's blond curls, the way the afternoon light played with her golden hair, the crystalline laughter that came out of her as the nurse told her a story. Vittoria tried to swallow the knot in her throat, but the words she had just heard still rang in her ears, like a distorted, distant echo.

It was as if she had been catapulted into a nightmare, from which she wanted to wake up. Yet, looking at Isabella, the smile on her innocent face and the light in her eyes, she realised that she could not afford the luxury of panic or despair. He had to be strong, for his daughter. Her love for Isabella, that deep and unbreakable bond that only a mother can understand, gave her the strength to breathe, to fight the panic that was trying to overwhelm her.

And, as she approached her little one, she felt a new energy coursing through her veins. It was fear, of course, but it was also determination. A fierce determination to do whatever was necessary to protect her child. Isabella was her world, and Vittoria was ready to fight with every fibre of her being to guarantee her daughter a future.

As Marco walked back to his home in Livorno with his family, tiredness took over. He looked out the window, watching the city fall asleep under the starry mantle, his thoughts a whirlwind of fear, hope and determination. The day had been a bloody emotional rollercoaster and had left its mark.

Next to his bed, Marco noticed an open book he had started reading a few days earlier. "The Dream of Polyphilus" , a work by Francesco Colonna, a fascinating labyrinth of symbolism and mystery.

Reading that work had always been a strange experience for him. The plot, a series of vivid, hallucinatory dreams, had an almost hypnotic quality. Marco found himself thinking about the protagonist's dreams even during the day, as if he had lived his experiences.

But tonight, Marco was not interested in any of that. Too exhausted even to remove the book, he abandoned himself on the bed, his eyes closed and his hands still clenched on the sheets. As fatigue dragged him into sleep, a thought crossed his mind, a thought that should have found him worrying, but that only made him smile.

"What if all this was a dream? What if I woke up tomorrow to find that none of this had ever happened?"


Chapter 3

"Knowledge is the key to power. He who holds the knowledge, holds the power."

Francis Bacon.

Livorno, a day in April 2019

The weight of melancholy crushed Marco Orsini, flooding him with sadness at the imminent sale of the family printing works, a place that resonated with his fondest memories. He had spent the most carefree hours of his childhood there, in the warm embrace of his grandfather who, with the patience and devotion that his parents, chained to their professional commitments, could not give him, had revealed to him the secrets of the printing trade.

With Isabella's illness, the bitter but inevitable decision to close the business and dispose of the premises had imposed itself as an inescapable destiny.

Financially supporting the family inheritance had proved too great a burden to bear. Now, the print shop looked like an empty shell, with the once noisy and lively machinery already mostly sold off or reduced to scrap. On the other hand, Marco had long since embarked on his professional activity as a university lecturer, which he conducted in parallel with his work as a printing entrepreneur.

In those days, Marco often found himself reminiscing about how the print shop used to be, a jewel of history and tradition, hidden among the narrow cobbled streets of Livorno's Venezia district. The seventeenth-century building, still solid and mighty, stood like a mute monolith, testimony to generations of craft and creativity.

Inside, the aroma of ink and paper permeated the air, saturating it with the scents of yesteryear. Long rows of antique printing presses, polished and kept in perfect working order, guarded the wooden floor that groaned under every step. The walls were adorned with shelves filled with neatly arranged lead characters, each carrying a unique story to tell. Every nook and cranny of the room seemed to weave a tale, from the ancient hand press, witness to the early days of the printing press, to the stacks of hand-bound books, a display of the fine art of the trade.

A large solid wood desk occupied one corner of the room, overloaded with sketches, drawing utensils and mountains of paper. Here, Marco had spent countless hours, conceiving and creating, bringing words to life on paper under his grandfather's supervision.

Even though the print shop was now closed, the essence of the place was still tangible. There was a sense of stillness and reflection, but also of unexpected potential. As if the machines were simply paused, waiting to be switched on again, ready to generate again.

However, a veil of melancholy also hovered. Black and white photographs adorned the walls, depicting generations of Orsinis at work, evoking in Marco the happiest days of his existence. The dust sheets draped over the machines seemed symbols of an era that had ended, a blow to him, who saw typography not just as a trade, but as an indispensable element of his identity.

In those transitional moments, lulled between the palpable and the realm of memories, he found solace only in the presence of an elderly worker, Favilli. He could not remember his real name and was too embarrassed to ask him at this point. But it did not matter, as everyone in the workshop simply called him Favilli, a name he bore with an air of indescribable dignity.

This man, who, according to family stories, had embraced the trade as a teenager under the guidance of his grandfather, had managed to retire before the print shop was forced to close its doors. Now, he was at Marco's side, helping to dismantle what remained of the factory, guided by a deep and intimate knowledge of the place and the machines. They seemed to share the melancholy of that moment, concealing their sadness under a zeal that defied his advanced age.

Favilli's gaze was always penetrating, as if trying to absorb every detail, every piece of history trapped in the folds of metal and paper. His hands, wrinkled in appearance but surprisingly agile, traversed the surface of the gears with an almost affectionate touch, the result of an unbreakable bond forged over countless years.

It seemed to Marco that Favilli moved with an unusual vigour for a man of his age. The movements were as fluid as they were deliberate, almost as if he were dancing a waltz with the machines he was dismantling. There was a strange harmony in his gestures, a kind of ancient and respectful choreography, a farewell ritual that he alone could understand and respect.

The worker, who had grasped the trade while still a teenager under the guidance of his grandfather, had been lucky enough to retire before the printing plant closed its doors. Now, he was at his side in the work of dismantling what remained, thanks to his intimate knowledge of the place and the machines. Sharing the bitterness of that moment with Marco, he worked as hard as ever, perhaps to mask his own sadness. Perhaps he wished to finish as soon as possible,' the young man thought, 'to spare himself the agony of the inevitable demise of the print shop.

The fact is that he moved with a vivacity that no one would have suspected in a pensioner. Marco watched him and took comfort from that.

'Come on, let's finish this,' he thought in the meantime. After all, wasn't it true that in the macho universe of 20th century industry, where he had taken his first professional steps, only secretaries had the privilege of being able to fall in love with the workplace? For everyone else, pragmatism was a must.

So why keep brooding? It was time to move on.

While he was cleaning the machine, preparing it for its new owner - as Favilli himself later reported to Marco - an unusual detail caught his attention. A small, almost invisible hatch was hidden in a remote corner of the machine. It was a compartment so well concealed that only he, with his profound knowledge of the mechanism, could have discovered it. Inside, to his surprise, he discovered that there were documents. Ancient parchments, whose handwritten words unfolded in watermarks incomprehensible to the ordinary reader. The ink was discoloured, but the letters remained crisp, preserved by that secret compartment as if they were a hidden treasure.

He looked at the unfamiliar sheets, numbers and writings, feeling the weight of his own ignorance in the face of the mystery enclosed in those pages - as Favilli himself confessed to Marco. Ancient documents, with handwritten words that unfolded like arabesques of ink on paper yellowed by time. The words were in a strange language, of which Favilli claimed to recognise only some of them, albeit with some difficulty, after so many years spent in the printing shop. It was an ancient language, one that he knew a little, but that most people would find incomprehensible.

His sense of loyalty to the company and the Orsini family made him realise that it was not his place to investigate further. He decided to hand everything over to the owner.

"Listen," he began in a relaxed tone of voice, "I found these papers hidden inside the car. It looks like some kind of collection of your grandfather's papers, but it's really hard to understand what it is, the writing is incomprehensible." Favilli handed the papers to Marco, carefully observing the latter's reaction.

Then, with a nonchalant gesture, he added: 'In any case, perhaps it would be better if we threw them away. It will have been a long time, I don't think anyone still cares about these old cards. They probably won't have any value."

His voice was slightly distant, almost as if he was trying to minimise the importance of what he had discovered.

Thus, those seemingly insignificant papers passed into Marco's hands for the first time. Favilli's description had suggested a pulping fate for them, a swift journey to oblivion. Yet, against all odds, those papers would have a profound and unalterable impact on his personal and family future.

Intrigued, Marco began to examine them carefully. The ink was faded and the pages yellowed with time, but the secrets they held were still vivid. As time passed, his face became a mask of concentration, his eyes narrowed into intense creases as he tried to decipher the intricate squiggles of the written words.

Without knowing it, Marco was at the beginning of a journey that would revolutionise the course of his family's existence.


Chapter 4

"History is an immense canvas on which fate draws extraordinary figures, but it is often in the shadows that the most intricate plots unfold."-Anonymous

Florence, on the same days in April 2019

In the recess of his study, a man with a sharp, ice-cold gaze pondered the complicated mystery that had held his mind in a grip of uncertainty and intrigue for years. The documents that lined his mahogany desk and the images that lined the walls of his study were pieces in an enigma that revolved around the Orsini printing press, a fundamental key in a power game that was being played out in the shadows.

For many years, the organisation he represented had been trying to infiltrate the world of the Orsinis, with the aim of taking possession of the printing press and the ancient manuscript it contained.

With the death of his parents, Marco had become the sole heir to the print shop and, consequently, to what was contained within it. This dark, ice-blue-eyed man, known in the organisation as Argento, had masterfully orchestrated the purchase of the print shop, maintaining a prudent distance from Marco through the intermediary of an estate agent. He had passed himself off as a wealthy foreign investor, attracted by the idea of owning a piece of Italian history.

But one lingering concern gnawed at him: his absolute lack of trust in the Orsini. His own survival, as well as his position within the organisation, hung by a very thin thread. Another failure, like the one experienced earlier with Marco's parents, would not be tolerated.

Fate had delivered the young owner into his hands, and he could not afford to let him out of his sight.

However, an unpredictable twist of fate had worked in Argento's favour: Marco's decision to sell the print shop because of little Isabella's illness. An opportunity as unexpected as it was precious. As for what was supposedly hidden in the print shop, Argento had first heard about it at a secret meeting of the organisation. Since then, his research had led him to believe that what his organisation yearned to possess was kept by the Orsini in the print shop. It was an assumption he would very shortly be able to verify for himself.

Bruno, his most trusted lieutenant, had been assigned to monitor Marco, who seemed completely unaware of what his print shop was actually hiding.

Bruno was a man of few words, but of swift and determined action. He would have his best men following the young man. His every move would be watched, every clue would not be ignored. A small mistake, a misstep by Marco, would be enough to topple the house of cards and bring his organisation into swift and brutal action to recover what was theirs alone.

Bruno would have organised his surveillance in such a way as to avoid any possible suspicion, disguising his actions with the precision of a watchmaker and the cunning of a chess master. Marco would have had to have felt the overwhelming sensation of a prying gaze or a listening ear at his door to recognise the silent threat that surrounded him, but he did not seem at all predisposed to such behaviour. Yet, despite his unawareness, the danger was real. The shadows of the past, far from being just a figment of his imagination, were slowly closing in around him, becoming more and more tangible and threatening. But, in his naivety, he continued to go about his daily life as if nothing was happening, unaware that his every movement, every gesture, every word was being carefully watched and listened to.

Silver, immersed in the shadows of his study, pondered the situation with glacial detachment. A cynical smile rippled his lips at the thought that such an ordinary man as Marco could be the holder of such immense and valuable knowledge. It was an injustice he could not bear, a discrepancy he would correct at any cost. And as his thoughts became more and more intricate and his plans more and more sophisticated, the man with eyes the colour of ice could not help but feel a sense of excitement. He would take matters into his own hands, rewrite the rules of the game. Knowledge would finally return to the hands of those who truly deserved it. However, it was not the time to leave anything to chance. The game was too far advanced, and the Orsini had also proven in the past to be tenacious and lucky opponents.

He could not have afforded any mistakes.

And as the city lights went out one by one, the game continued, with its protagonists engaged in a silent but deadly dance.


Chapter 5

"In moments of trial, love reveals itself in its purest form: an unquenchable light that illuminates even the darkest passages." - Anonymous

Livorno, a few days later

Livorno's Venezia district, where Marco's print shop was located, stood out like an enigmatic labyrinth of canals and bridges, shadows and light, a place where mysteries and secrets lurked around every corner. The dark waters of the canals reflected the ancient palaces and colourful houses that overlooked them, creating an atmosphere suspended between the romantic and the sinister.  The district's narrow, winding streets invited one to lose oneself in the hidden alleys and squares, where inhabitants gathered to exchange chats and furtive glances, fuelling stories of love, betrayal and business. The air was pervaded by the scent of the sea and the calls of seagulls, mingling with the aromas of the trattorias and nightclubs of the movida. At nightfall, the Venice district was transformed every day into a stage of dancing shadows, projected by the street lamps and the lights of the boats plying the canals, drawing evocative landscapes of contrasts and reflections.
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